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  Episode 1

A light-hearted Sci-Fi romp, nothing too heavy. 

I’d be honored if you’d stick around and enjoy the ride m( )m



"Open all gun ports!! Target... HNGH-GYAAAH!"

In the center of a ten-meter square room surrounded by panoramic monitors, amidst a sea of blinking instruments and control terminals, Taro Ichijo collapsed to the floor like a man begging for divine absolution.

"When I said open... I meant the gun ports... Who told you to open my damn sphincter?!"

Behind Taro stood a woman. She was perched on one knee with a perfectly expressionless face, her hands clasped together with only her index fingers extended upward in a piercing gesture. Taro watched the play of light on the screens and lifted his head from his hands, still trembling on all fours.

"Hey, wait a minute, they actually fired! What the hell is going on? Is this how the Space Force operates? You can communicate a target by screaming 'higiieee'? What is that, some kind of secret code?"

On the panoramic monitors, hundreds—no, thousands—of blue light-streaks lanced through the void. Anti-matter, accelerated to relativistic speeds via laser propulsion, triggered mutual annihilation upon impact. They flickered out in a rhythmic dance of heat, light, and total destruction.

"Heh... Hahaha! Look at that! It’s overwhelming! With our fleet’s performance, this war is practically over! There’s no doubt about it!"

Taro closed his eyes and threw his arms wide toward the ceiling. A smile of pure, ecstatic victory plastered itself across his face.

"Yes, Captain. However, your sphincter’s 'war' also seems to be nearing its end, doesn't it?"

"With my indomitable will, I shall—shut up! That was your fault! And that wasn't even a good pun!"

Taro swung a hand around to deliver a sharp retort but froze mid-motion. He was well aware of his own reckless nature, but he wasn't quite stupid enough to test what happened when a human fist met a cyborg body plated in reinforced metal.

Damn it, next time I’m spitting in her maintenance oil... 

"But still," Taro sighed, resting his hands on his hips as he gazed out at the galactic tapestry. "I feel like I’ve ended up somewhere way too far away. I mean, seriously... can I really get back to Earth?"

The woman with the smooth, metallic body stood behind him. "Who knows," she offered curtly.

"‘Who knows’? Way to be casual about it... Well, whatever. I’ll find it eventually."

The universe, an expanse said to be infinite.

The countless stars of the galaxies contained within.

In the middle of that vast world, Taro Ichijo was hopelessly lost.



"ABURAHAMU!!?"

A sudden impact slammed into his face. His body recoiled. Taro pondered the mystery of existence while stuck in a precarious position—back arched like a startled shrimp, his face pressed firmly against the floor.

Let's see... for a hospital, this place has a really aggressive vibe.

He recalled being hospitalized recently for some stomach tests. Fighting off a wave of soul-crushing lethality and fatigue, Taro began to roll across the hard, metallic floor.

"Ugh, no. Stop. This method of locomotion is far too advanced for humanity... Wait, where am I?"

Nauseous and disoriented, Taro sluggishly sat up and scanned the cavernous, alien room. To the best of his knowledge, standard hospitals didn't usually feature rooms where everything from the floor to the ceiling was crafted from seamless metal.

"Abduction? Kidnapping? Ah, wait, the door’s open. Hello? Anyone there?"

Taro cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted. The hollow room echoed his voice with enthusiasm, but it refused to offer any other sounds in return. He tried calling out a few more times before giving up and wandering deeper into the room.

"Hmm. Maybe a research lab? Did my stomach ache progress into some kind of terminal, experimental condition?"

Wait, why am I talking to myself so politely? he wondered, muttering as he poked around. The space was bland, surrounded by milky-white walls and a few control terminals that looked like futuristic computers. The floor was etched with one-meter square blocks, perhaps a guide for walking, with white lines drawn to bypass certain sections. Taro spotted some text near one of the lines and leaned in.

"Aaaand I can't read a word of it. Definitely a foreign country."

The characters looked vaguely like the alphabet, but Taro didn't recognize a single one. He let out a heavy sigh and turned toward the one spot he had been subconsciously trying to avoid.

"Yeah. I’m guessing I fell out of that thing."

Taro stared at a metallic mass protruding from the floor. It contained a human-shaped indentation. Inside the device, he could see complex wiring and several needle-like protrusions—some of which were stained with faint, reddish smears that looked suspiciously like blood.

"What kind of torture device is this? I don't have that kind of hobby... Is this an Endor Corp Type IV? ...Wait, huh?"

Taro froze, a mental question mark hovering over his head. The words had flowed out of his mouth with practiced ease. Endor Corp—presumably a company—and the "Type IV" model were names he’d just spoken aloud, yet he had absolutely no memory of ever hearing them before.

"Okay, that’s creepy."

Shivering, Taro took a step back. That movement triggered a low, vibrating hum that resonated through the floor. The ground began to shift.

"Whoa, whoa, stop! I really hate this kind of plot development!"

Sections of the floor began to rise in blocky units. Dozens of devices, identical to the one in front of him, ascended into the light. Taro watched them rise with a hollow feeling in his gut. His grim expectations were met, save for one detail—the pods weren't empty.

"Quite the grand entrance. Though I'm not exactly laughing..."

Inside the pods, there were only bleached human bones.

[COLD SLEEP SYSTEM: THAWING COMPLETE]

A synthesized voice echoed from the walls. Taro jumped, his heart skipping a beat.

"Wait. Thawing? Is that what this is? Am I one of those sci-fi popsicles? Do I have an incurable disease?"

[POST-THAW SURVIVAL RATE: 0.0002374]

"...Hey, those are some really shitty odds."

[TOTAL CASUALTIES: 4,211]

"Four thousand... Wait, hang on. Is that—"

[RE-FREEZE SUBJECTS: NONE]

"Just a second. Let me... let me do the math here."

[TOTAL SURVIVORS:]

"Wait—"

[1]

"...Holy hell, I'm lucky! Wait, no, I can't be happy about that! Somebody! Is anyone alive?!"

Despite the incomprehensible situation, a part of Taro remained eerily calm—a fact that terrified him even more. His heart hammered against his ribs, his limbs shook, and his body felt like it was moving through molasses. He stumbled, fell, and eventually began to crawl toward the exit.

"Doctor! Anybody! Help me!"

He scrambled out of the room as if pursued by ghosts, sprinting down a long, sterile corridor. He passed several structures that looked like doors, but he had no idea how to open them. There were no handles, no buttons, and no obvious sensors.

"Hello?! Dammit, is there really nobody here? What is this place... oh?"

At the very end of the corridor, Taro reached a massive door. To his immense relief, the sliding mechanism was stuck, leaving a small gap. He shouted through the crack a few times before wedging his fingers into the opening.

"On three! One... two... HRRRNGH!"

The door was a heavy slab of solid iron. Taro braced his feet against the wall, pouring every ounce of strength into his shoulders. He considered going back to find a terminal to hack, but that was a last resort. He didn't want to go back to the bone room.

"OPEN, YOU PIECE OF JUNK!"

With a screech of protesting metal, the slab finally budged. Taro panted, leaning against the frame as he peered inside. 

"Phew... Okay. Excuse m... e...?"

He stepped into a room similar to the one he’d woken up in, but with one world-shattering difference.

"What... is that..."

Opposite the door, the wall had been replaced by a gargantuan glass window. Dazed, Taro drifted toward it. He flinched at his own reflection in the glass before slowly pressing his face to the pane.

"............Space?"

Beyond the glass lay an infinite tapestry of stars. They burned with a vivid, piercing clarity that could never be seen through Earth’s atmosphere. Taro forgot the danger, forgot the bones, and simply stared. He didn't know the first thing about constellations, but he didn't need a degree to know that the twinkling void was beautiful.

"I was really hoping this was just a prank show," he whispered.

[MESSAGE PLAYBACK: STANDARD ERA 1428/11/05]

A sudden voice made Taro spin around. The room remained empty. The term "Standard Era" sent a fresh chill down his spine, but the word "message" suggested a recording. He held his breath.

[AH, ROUTINE REPORT. 14281105. NO ABNORMALITIES.]

Unlike the synthetic system voice, this was clearly a human man.

"No abnormalities? Look around, buddy! There are abnormalities everywhere!" Taro shouted at the ceiling.

[INTERSTELLAR FLIGHT IS PROCEEDING SMOOTHLY. SPACESHIP AND CARGO ARE BOTH WITHIN PARAMETERS.]

"I’m telling you, it’s not smooth! Especially the cargo! Wait... wait, for real? This is a spaceship? Exactly how many years was I out? Is this the future? Do we have cat-shaped robots yet?"

[THE ENTIRE CREW WILL NOW ENTER COLD SLEEP. NEXT SCHEDULED REPORT IN FIVE YEARS.]

"Yeah, yeah, sweet dreams... WAIT, HEY!!!!"

[THAT IS ALL. ALSTER WAYNE, END OF REPORT.]

"Wait, hold on! What did you just say? Crew? Did you say all crew members?!"

Taro paced the room in a blind panic, but the recording offered no answers. 

"The entire crew... went into cold sleep? No, no, no. If they did that, then..."

Taro continued to mutter, but his own voice felt distant, like he was underwater. He couldn't focus on his own words because the first synthetic voice was still screaming in the back of his mind.

[SURVIVORS: 1. SURVIVORS: 1.]



Author's Note:
The protagonist is a bit high-strung right now given the circumstances, but he’ll settle down eventually.
Also, I plan to keep the tone generally upbeat. You know, for that "contrast" feel.
Episode 2: The Protagonist Goes Nuclear

"Haisai! It’s your boy Taro-chan, finding himself in a total deathtrap the second he opens his eyes! Maybe I’ll just kick the bucket right now, haha!"

Taro threw his arms up in a grand Banzai pose. He’d told himself he was fine with the lack of a straight man to call out his nonsense, but deep down, some small part of him had been hoping for a reaction. The crushing silence of the empty room made him feel like a complete idiot. He slowly lowered his hands.

"Actually, no. I refuse to die until I lose my virginity... wait, I’m not even a virgin!! ...Ugh, I’m starving. Is there a snack bar in this hellhole?"

Taro’s bare feet went pitter-patter across the cold metallic floor. He tried to psyche himself up for some grand exploration, but reality was a killjoy—there were only two places he could actually go.

"The computer said the next scheduled contact is in five years. Depending on how long I’ve been out, does that mean I’m stuck waiting for another five? Or if I’m lucky, maybe they’ll call tomorrow? No, fat chance. Even if contact was cut off, it’s not like they’re guaranteed to come looking for me. How does this even work? I have no clue. I mean, why the hell was I launched into space anyway?"

Muttering to himself, Taro walked back into the room where he’d first awakened. He pointedly avoided looking at the "forest" of upright corpses as he headed toward a display that looked like a computer monitor. A stray glance at a nearby body sent a wave of nausea rolling through his gut, but he grit his teeth and forced himself to ignore it.

"...Okay, where’s the 'on' switch for this thing?"

The display sat atop a sleek, round table—the kind of thing you’d see in a trendy high-end bar. Taro scurried around it like a panicked hamster, searching for a power button, but he couldn't find so much as a pebble-sized switch.

"Whatever! It’s not like I wanted to turn it on anyway! I wouldn't be able to read these weird squiggles even if it worked, so there’s no point! Hmph!"

Taro gave his hips a petulant wiggle in his solitude, then immediately slumped over, his head hanging as the emptiness of the gesture caught up to him.

"Dammit. Am I actually screwed?"

He’d barely been awake for an hour, yet despair was already nipping at his heels. He approached the machine that had served as his coffin and reached out a hand.

Type IV isn't total cryostasis. It should have been pumping in nutrients periodically. Oral consumption should be possible... The lock... if I switch it to manual control... the contact point is... no, that’s not it. This way. Shit! Why the hell do I know how to do this?!

Taro shuddered at the inexplicable sense of wrongness. He didn't remember knowing any of this, yet his hands moved with surgical precision, performing the next steps without a hint of hesitation. His brain fed him technical data about every component he touched. With terrifying efficiency, he dismantled the device and toggled the automated nutrient supply system over to manual.

"The handle... this’ll work. I don't care if it looks like a junk heap. It’s not like I have guests to impress. Now then, let's see what’s on the menu."

He twisted the makeshift handle, and a thick red liquid began to ooze silently from the tip of a needle. Taro’s face twisted in disgust, but he scooped some up with his finger and brought it to his tongue.

"Gah, it’s wretched. What is this? If I had to describe it... it’s like sweet iron. Okay, fine, let's be real. It’s straight-up blood."

Taro muttered a string of curses, then pinched his nose and started drinking. He tilted his head back and held his mouth under the flow, looking exactly like a kid trying to drink from a garden hose.

"Gwah-urgh!! Ptooey! Dammit, who could drink this crap?! I’m not a vampire!"

He spat the foul liquid across the room and hurled insults at the machine.

"Hah... but I’ll probably end up chugging it anyway. I’ll just wait until I’m literally dying of hunger. What else... I need oxygen and water. It’s not like I’ve got any buddies at NASA to call for a refill... For water, maybe I can use this thing's cooling system to harvest condensation? Wait, if the humidity in the air runs out, I’m toasted... The ventilation..."

Mumbling to himself, Taro craned his neck. He spotted a mesh grate that looked like an air duct in the ceiling. He scrambled up the side of the cryogenic sleep pod to get a closer look.

"It’s not coming off. Figures. Safety first, wouldn't want it falling on anyone... Is this the screw holding it? Okay, I could turn this if I had a wrench—as if I’d have a wrench!! I mean, what the hell is this? Who uses a heptagonal screw hole?!"

Taro hopped down from the machine, tossed aside a piece of scrap metal he was holding, and flopped onto the floor. The surreal nature of his situation had finally sapped his motivation, making him wonder why he was even bothering.

"Someone’ll probably come save me tomorrow anyway... Yeah. Definitely."

The bone-deep fatigue that had been haunting him since he woke up finally won. He reached out toward the machine from his position on the floor and turned the makeshift handle. Then, he lightly pricked his finger on the needle located near the "neck" section of the pod.

"Whoa, this is the real deal. Guess a high-grade sedative... really... works..."

Exhausted by the effort of trying to process his impossible reality, he lost consciousness before he could even finish the sentence.



I feel like garbage.

Taro woke up to a cocktail of intense lethargy and crushing stress.

"My body... ah, ghhk!"

He tried to stand, but the shooting pains in every joint forced him to settle for a very convincing impression of a caterpillar writhing on the floor.

"Dammit, how long was I out?"

Groaning, he reached for the cryo-unit. The nutrient fluid was still trickling from the handle he’d left open. He checked the analog gauge that tracked the remaining volume and realized with a start that he had been asleep for nearly two full days.

"Crap. I guess winging it with experimental drugs is a bad idea. A little more of that sedative and I would've starved to death in my sleep... That’s not even funny."

He rubbed the crust from his eyes and sucked down more of the flowing nutrient fluid. He gagged and spat it out a few times because of the fishy stench, but eventually, his mouth went numb. He managed to force it down and lay still for a while to let his body recover.

"Hah... I guess nobody’s coming. This is the kind of place you can't reach without being frozen. Of course it’s going to take time."

Despite his low expectations, the confirmation of his isolation stung. He pouted, then reached out and began doodling on the floor with the spilled nutrient fluid.

"‘Abandon thy virginity,’ says the voice of God. Taro Ichijo's death poem... Oh, wait, I forgot the seasonal word. Do I even need one? Whatever, I’ll just say it’s the 'Season of the Virgin.' That sounds like Spring."

He kept muttering to distract himself from the soul-crushing loneliness.

"Well, who cares. After I'm dead, someone will... read this... read it?"

Taro stared at the characters written in red fluid, his face going blank. He froze.

"What is this? Wait... what? This is supposed to be Japanese, right? Why..."

He had written the characters fluently, without a second thought, yet now his own handwriting was utter gibberish to him. It wasn't because it was messy; he could see the shapes clearly and knew they were exactly what he intended to write, but his brain refused to translate the symbols into meaning.

"Oh, Jesus... is my mind finally snapping?"

He’d heard of cases where psychological trauma caused specific memory blocks. Deciding he was in a worse state than he realized, he forced his aching body to stand. He had to stay busy, or he was going to lose it.

"Okay, let's get serious. People have survived drifting in the Pacific Ocean for months. Space is basically the same thing. Just a slightly larger scale. Yeah. Exactly."

Clinging to that tiny shred of hope, Taro walked over to the pod next to his—the one that still held a human skeleton. He pressed his hands together in a quick prayer, then began scavenging for useful parts.

"Who cares if it’s a heptagonal screw. I just need something that fits the hole, right?"

He pulled out several components and tested them against the duct’s screw holes. He found a slightly oversized L-shaped bracket that looked promising and grabbed a heavy-looking part to use as a makeshift hammer to reshape it.

"Wha—? Dammit! What is this stuff made of?! It’s too hard! Is this not iron? Titanium? What the hell?"

No matter how hard Taro hammered the bracket, it didn't even have a scratch. Realizing that brute force wouldn't work, he pivoted and grabbed a long, wire-like component.

"They said these things were designed to be assembled and disassembled without tools. I used to think that was a waste of money... but I take it back. When your life’s on the line, this stuff is great."

With practiced, nimble fingers, Taro stripped the device. He climbed back up to the duct and began wedging the component into the mesh holes. After a few failures, he managed to anchor one end of the L-bracket into the mesh and tied a wire to the other side.

"Ta-da! [ANMIT CORP STRENGTH FIBER]. The tensile strength of carbon fiber is over twenty times that of iron. Go ahead and try to snap it!"

Taro tied the other end of the wire to the refrigeration unit he’d been using. Once he was sure it was secure, he reached deep into the machine and slammed down a red lever. The room began to hum with a minute vibration as the heavy refrigeration unit began its slow, mechanical descent.

"Please work. I don't know if this is hydraulics or magic, but give it a good tug! Come on!"

Taro clasped his hands as if praying to a god he didn't believe in.

The descending pod finally pulled the slack out of the wire—

"SACHER TORTE!!?"

Something whistled past his face at Mach speed.

The projectile clipped a few strands of Taro’s bangs before ricocheting off the floor with a lethal ping and vanishing into the darkness. Immediately after, the duct mesh crashed to the floor with a thunderous, metallic roar.

"...T-That was close. I need to be more careful. That screw was basically a bullet. Though, I’d really prefer it if there wasn't a 'next time' to worry about."

He watched the lethal screw roll harmlessly across the floor and let out a long, shaky breath. Once his heart stopped trying to jump out of his chest, he grabbed a thin wire he’d pre-hooked to the ascent lever and pulled.

"Oh, it’s like a little elevator... and here we go. Now then, let's see where this rabbit hole leads."

Taro stepped onto the rising platform. As he ascended into the dark hole above, he let out a heavy sigh, his heart a mess of anxiety and stubborn hope.



The atmosphere still feels a bit heavy, but I don’t intend for this to be a gloomy novel. Just relax and enjoy the ride! The protagonist is currently in a manic state brought on by loneliness and confusion, but his mental state will surely evolve along with the situation.
Chapter 3: SF (Sukosi Fusigi)

S.F. Sukosi Fusigi—A Little Strange.

"Gah, I can't see a damn thing... If I start getting turned around, I’m hauling ass back out of here."

Taro threw himself into a narrow pipe that appeared to be an air-conditioning duct. He fumbled through the dark, feeling out the walls as he crawled forward with agonizing caution.

"This is terrifying, dammit... Even if I follow this thing, what if the exit is just as locked as the entrance? I can't exactly muscle my way through a bulkhead."

Taro scrambled through the absolute void like a clumsy insect. He didn’t even know why he was doing this, but for now, he had no choice but to rely on the inexplicable survival instincts currently inhabiting his brain.

Is this that 'Sleep Learning' crap? he wondered. I guess it makes sense if I don’t think about it too hard. But still... this is the future. Maybe things are just that high-tech.

He decided to settle on that explanation for the eerie knowledge bubbling up inside him. Thinking about it any further was a one-way ticket to a headache, so he figured it was better to just accept the "Future Magic" theory and move on.

"Whoa—watch it. A fork in the road? Or rather, a hole. If I fall down that, I’m probably a goner. Better watch my step."

It wasn't so much a branch in the path as it was a vertical drop. He rubbed the goosebumps blooming on his arms after nearly slipping and pressed deeper into the vent. Glancing back, the light leaking from the room behind him was now a distant, tiny speck.

"...Wait, is that ringing in my ears? No, that’s different. What is that sound?"

Amidst the low thrum of air whistling through the duct, he caught a distinct, high-pitched tone. Taro strained his ears. After one final, hesitant look back at the safety of the room, he steeled his resolve and crawled toward the noise.

"It’s dark. It’s cramped. It’s scary. God, what the hell am I even doing?"

He pushed through the rising tide of anxiety. He couldn't tell how far he’d traveled, but it probably wasn't as far as his screaming muscles suggested. A toddler’s crawl would have been more aerodynamic than his current flailing.

"Huh? A dead end? No... wait. I can go right... and left... Oh? Oh-ho-ho?"

His hands traced the walls, feeling the path open up on both sides. He hesitated for a split second, wondering which way to go, but the faint shimmer of light reflecting off a corner made the choice for him.

"Please be something good. An atmospheric control room, a nutrient supply hub for the cryo-pods—heck, I'd take a vending machine. Ideally, I’d find a way to broadcast an SOS... but I’d probably just break the radio, wouldn't I?"

His heart hammered with anticipation as he dragged his aching knees and elbows across the metal. He saw a light source coming from a room below and realized there was no grate covering the opening. He pumped a silent fist in the air.

"There’s some kind of machinery down there. Looks like I can climb down without a rope... Excuse me! Coming in!"

Since he’d already concluded he was the only person alive on this hunk of junk, he dropped down and landed on top of a device without a shred of hesitation. He stood up, shaking out his stiff, cramped limbs, and immediately came face-to-face with a massive piece of hardware.

"Whoaaaa... I have no idea what that is, but it’s huge. What is it? What am I looking at?"

Taro approached the mechanical behemoth with his head tilted back. It was at least twenty meters tall. From a central metal sphere, a chaotic web of cables radiated outward like a mechanical sun. These cables plugged into various box-shaped units, all of which were anchored to a single massive pillar running from the floor to the ceiling. Occasionally, status lights on the surface would blink rhythmically. 

In Taro’s limited memory, the closest thing it resembled was the core of a nuclear reactor. Of course, the odds of it actually being one were hopefully slim, but beyond the fact that it was "a big machine," he didn't understand a thing about it. The only thing that made sense was the monitor-equipped terminal sitting right in front of the beast.

"Yeah, I’m not touching that... That is way outside my pay grade."

Without a second thought, he rejected the idea of messing with the giant reactor and turned back to the smaller device he’d used as a landing pad.

"Man, I’m being way too optimistic. I was hoping that 'Sleep Learning' would've turned me into a super-hacker, but life isn't that convenient... Oh, hey. This one has a button."

Standing before the smaller unit, Taro spotted a red button on the side of its monitor. He’d expected to find nothing but more dead screens—just like in the pod room—so he was actually a bit surprised.

"If I press this, the giant machine behind me isn't going to explode, right? I mean, surely they don’t design systems where a single button ruins everything anymore. I’m not tempting fate here! Seriously, this isn't a 'set-up'!"

It’s important, so I said it twice, he thought, before jabbing the red button with a trembling finger.

< BEEP-BOOP >

With a nostalgic, almost retro sound, the monitor flickered to life. Lines of green text began scrolling down the screen.

"I guess some things never change. I still can't read a word of it, but... wait! AGH!!"

Taro let out a yell that startled even himself.

There, amidst the sea of incomprehensible symbols on the screen, he saw it. A single word written in plain, unmistakable script.

[ JAPANESE ]

"H-how do I click it? Where’s the... I don't need a mouse. Just give me a keyboard or something! Damn it, how do I work this thing!?"

He hovered around the screen in a frantic panic, his hands fluttering uselessly. He thumped his chest to force himself to calm down and began examining every inch of the small device.

"Dammit!! Nothing! Not even a trackball! Is it voice recognition? Or maybe... direct brainwave interface? I’m pretty sure they were testing that back in the twenty-first century..."

He clicked his tongue in frustration, but he wasn't about to give up. Then, a thought hit him—a possibility so simple it was almost embarrassing. He reached out with a trembling hand.

"...It’s a touchscreen. I’m a complete moron."

Taro’s face flushed red as he remembered his previous flailing. He shook the embarrassment away and stared at the screen as the mysterious language continued to scroll in a complex, rhythmic pattern.

"...WH-WHAT THE—!!?"

Without warning, a panel on the device slid open like a mouth, and a metallic sphere rolled out. Taro shrieked and jumped back.

"Okay, I definitely didn't see that coming! What the hell!? That’s terrifying!"

He retreated several steps, but the sphere rolled across the floor, pursuing him. Taro dodged. The sphere closed the distance.

"Okay, okay! Let's just talk about this, baby! A very wise man once said that most problems can be solved with communication! Granted, that guy's wife found out he was cheating and stabbed him, but still! HAHAHA!"

Backed against the wall, Taro babbled incessantly to drown out his own terror. The sphere, however, ignored his rambling and came to a stop at his feet, its red lamp blinking.

"EE... RO... HAH... NEE... HO... HEH... TOH..."

A voice suddenly emanated from the ball. It sounded like a woman’s voice. Taro curled into a ball, then slowly peeked over his knees to look at the machine.

"Chirinuruwo... wait, why the hell are you reciting the Japanese alphabet!?"

Silence followed. Taro wondered if he’d just failed some kind of security prompt and immediately regretted his outburst.

"TH-IS WA-Y. TH-IS WA-Y."

Ignoring his confusion, the sphere began rolling toward the massive machine, speaking in a disjointed, robotic Japanese. Taro watched it, stunned, before tentatively following. He didn't understand what was happening and he was still half-convinced he was about to die, but the sheer joy of finally getting a reaction from the world filled him with a strange, manic energy.

"Alright, alright, I’m coming. Hold your horses, Koume-chan. But just so you know, I'm still pretty sketched out by this whole situation."

He decided to name the sphere Koume-chan, mostly because it looked like a giant pickled plum seed. He stopped a few paces away from where the sphere had come to a halt.

"So, is there something here? I don't see anything... Oh, for the love of... you’re stuck on a cable! You look like a piece of high-tech wizardry, but you can't even handle a wire!?"

Taro provided his own commentary as he reached down to help the sphere, which was currently high-centered on a thick cable. He was surprised by how light it was as he lifted it and set it down on the other side.

"THANK YOU, SIR."

"Why English!? And why is it so fluent all of a sudden!?"

He felt a wave of inexplicable disappointment. Why was the Japanese so broken if the English was perfect?

"Are you being remote-controlled? Is someone watching me? Where’s the camera!? There!? ...No, nothing. Wait, are you serious?"

Taro spun around, looking for hidden observers, but his movement stopped dead when he saw what Koume-chan was bumping against.

"This is a Type V, isn't it? But it’s been modded to hell and back... What is this? Is it going to suck the life out of me to power that giant machine over there?"

Before him was a device with a human-sized indentation, nearly identical to the cryo-pods in the previous room. Taro’s internal library of 'Future Knowledge' identified it instantly, but he also noticed several components that shouldn't have been there. Chief among them was the massive, trunk-like cable connecting the pod directly to the reactor-like core.

"I really don't want to get in there... but I feel like the plot is forcing me to, isn't it? Let’s be real—the cryo-pods on this ship have a survival rate of basically zero. Even if this is a 'New and Improved' version, I don't see the odds changing that much."

He suspected the previous failures were due to some catastrophic accident, and his instincts told him that no one would normally use a machine this experimental. However, "No thanks" didn't seem like an option the sphere was going to accept.

"GE-T IN. GE-T IN."

Koume-chan spun in place, urging him.

"Yeah, yeah, I hear you... Gah, fine! I'll do it! But if anything goes wrong, Koume-chan, I’m holding you personally responsible!"

Taro decided to bet on the basic decency of whoever built this place. Surely they wouldn't leave a death trap lying around for their own people. Probably. He slowly lowered himself into the human-shaped cradle.

"Okay, I’m in. Is this good? Whoa—OW! Hey! That was a prick! You just pricked me!"

He felt a sharp sting in his neck. Recognizing the sensation of a sedative being administered, Taro decided to stop fighting and closed his eyes. It took exactly two seconds for him to plummet into a deep, dark sleep.



"...Yes, good morning. This is Teiro Ichijo speaking."

His head was still hazy from sleep. Wait, who the hell is Teiro? he thought, his internal monologue immediately snapping back to its usual snark. As he felt the silicone-like padding of the pod gently release his body, he sat up and rubbed his eyes.

"Good morning, Mr. Teiro. The override process is complete. How are you feeling?"

The unexpected voice made Taro jump. He looked toward the source and saw the metallic sphere he’d named Koume-chan.

"I feel... okay. But... wait. What? What just happened? What did I—"

The sphere had spoken. And he had answered.

But they weren't speaking Japanese. They were using a language he had never heard in his life.

And yet, that was the terrifying part.

He understood every single word perfectly.
Chapter 4: The Name "Teiro" Is Merely a Matter of Pronunciation

"……Alright!"

Taro Ichijo let out a roar of fabricated motivation and hauled his sluggish, aching body out of the device.

"Look, I’ve got way too many things I want to ask, but do you mind if I start with a few?"

Taro plopped down on the floor next to the sphere, which was currently blinking its lights at him. He hugged his knees to his chest and peered at the orb out of the corner of his eye.

"What exactly are you? Some kind of guide? Are you supposed to handle the manual labor for the humans?"

The sphere spun in place until what appeared to be its front faced him. It aimed its lamp directly at Taro’s face.

[NEGATIVE ON BOTH COUNTS, MR. TEIRO. KOUME-CHAN IS NOT A GUIDE, NOR IS SHE DESIGNED TO PERFORM SPECIFIC TASKS IN STEAD OF HUMANS. BESIDES, ANYONE WITH EYES COULD SEE THAT'S PHYSICALLY IMPOSSIBLE, YOU MORON... I SAY.]

"Okay, I definitely heard something incredibly rude at the end there, but I'm going to ignore it for now. Are you what they call a 'True AI'? Like, the real deal? Also, when did your name become Koume-chan?"

In Taro’s memory—at least, as of the 21st century—humanity hadn't even found the starting line for creating a functional AI. If this machine was currently giving him natural, snarky responses based on its own intelligence, it was nothing short of miraculous.

[CURRENT HUMANITY HAS NOT YET DEFINED WHAT CONSTITUTES A 'COMPLETE AI.' HOWEVER, AT THE VERY LEAST, KOUME-CHAN OPERATES VIA A PROGRAM AND IS POWERED BY A QUANTUM BRAIN UTILIZING A CARBON BATTERY. AS FOR THE NAME, ACCORDING TO MY RECORDS, IT WAS ASSIGNED BY MY OWNER, MR. TEIRO. THAT IS TO SAY—YOU.]

The sphere wobbled back and forth, its light blinking in rhythm with its mechanical voice. Taro let out a long, low groan.

"Well, I kind of get it, so let's move on. You said I’m your owner, which sounds great and all, but am I going to get slapped with a massive bill later? Like, is the fee for the shop and the fee for you separate? I have a bit of a trauma regarding hidden costs."

[AFFIRMATIVE. AND ALSO NEGATIVE, YOU PERVE—MR. TEIRO. THE CURRENTLY RECORDED DNA PROFILE OF THE OWNER MATCHES YOURS ONE HUNDRED PERCENT. UNDER THE PROVISIONS FOR EMERGENCY EVACUATION PURSUANT TO GALACTIC IMPERIAL LAW, ARTICLE 228, CLAUSE 83, ALL OWNERSHIP RIGHTS TO THIS VESSEL HAVE BEEN TRANSFERRED TO YOU. FURTHERMORE, INFORMATION REGARDING ANCIENT SEXUAL SERVICES IS NOT CONTAINED WITHIN THE DATABANK. IT IS YOUR OWN FAULT FOR BEING SWINDLED BY 'FLAT-RATE' PRICING, YOU PERVE... PERVERT.]

"Hey! You went through all that effort to correct yourself, just finish the insult!"

[UNDERSTOOD, MR. H. TEIRO. DO YOU HAVE ANY OTHER QUESTIONS?]

"That 'H' definitely stands for 'Hentai,' doesn't it? It totally does... Sigh. Whatever. Fine. About this ship. It’s dead in the water right now, isn’t it? Was there an accident?"

[AFFIRMATIVE, MR. TEIRO. THE SECTION SPANNING FROM THE POWER UNIT TO THE ENGINE ROOM HAS BEEN DETACHED. THE CAUSE HAS NOT BEEN RECORDED.]

"Wait, for real? If we don't have an engine, this isn't even a ship anymore. It’s just a floating hunk of metal."

[AFFIRMATIVE, MR. TEIRO. IT IS ESSENTIALLY A SLIGHTLY OVERSIZED COFFIN. HA-HA-HA.]

"Exactly! It's a—hey! Don't 'HA-HA-HA' me!"

Taro flicked his wrist, giving the sphere a sharp poke. Koume-chan went tumbling away, rolling across the floor.

[VIOLENCE BREEDS NOTHING, MR. TEIRO. THOUGH, AN ACQUAINTANCE OF MINE WHO USED TO SAY THAT WAS STABBED TO DEATH WHEN HIS INFIDELITY WAS DISCOVERED. HA-HA-HA.]

"Stop it, I already used that punchline... Still, the situation is grim. Being immobile is a death sentence. Oh, right. Do you know what year it is? Or how far we are from Earth?"

[I APOLOGIZE, MR. TEIRO. THE TERM 'WESTERN CALENDAR' CANNOT BE COLLATED WITHIN THE DATABANK. AS FOR THE PLANET KNOWN AS EARTH, IT IS REGISTERED AS A PLANET OF ANCIENT LEGEND. HOWEVER, NO RECORDS EXIST TO CONFIRM IT EVER ACTUALLY EXISTED.]

"Legendary?! Oh, come on... just how far into the future am I?"

Taro collapsed, sprawling out flat on the floor. He’d suspected this was the distant future, but he hadn't imagined it was so far ahead that the very existence of his home planet was a myth.

"This is hopeless... Ah, right, you mentioned the Galactic Empire earlier. Are there any inhabited planets nearby? I still don't really get that ownership stuff either."

[YES, MR. TEIRO. A TERRAFORMED PLANET EXISTS TWENTY THOUSAND LIGHT-YEARS FROM THIS LOCATION. AS FOR THE TRANSFER OF OWNERSHIP, IT FALLS UNDER THE EMERGENCY EVACUATION CLAUSE. ESSENTIALLY, IF A SPACESHIP LOSES ITS OWNER AND THE CREW IS ABANDONED, THEY ARE GRANTED FULL RIGHTS TO THE VESSEL. IF THE SHIP HAD BEEN REGISTERED TO A CORPORATION, OWNERSHIP WOULD REVERT UPON DOCKING AT A PORT, BUT THIS VESSEL HAS NO REGISTERED REGISTRY. IN BOTH NAME AND FACT, IT IS YOUR PROPERTY.]

"I see," Taro grunted, crossing his arms. He didn't understand the legal minutiae, but he understood the bottom line: this massive pile of space-junk belonged to him. Honestly, that was all the information he needed.

"Hah... still, twenty thousand light-years? Is there such a thing as warp? Wait, if we don't have a power unit, that's impossible anyway... Actually, why wake me up now? Was it some kind of 'let's tell him he's doomed before he dies' courtesy? Because that's actually super annoying."

[AFFIRMATIVE. AND ALSO NEGATIVE, MR. TEIRO. OVERDRIVE VIA SPACE COMPRESSION IS POSSIBLE. IT IS THEORIZED THAT THE POWER UNIT FOR THE RESIDENTIAL SECTOR CAN BE UTILIZED. THE REASON THE CRYOSLEEP DEVICE REACTIVATED AT THIS PRECISE MOMENT IS THAT, ACCORDING TO ALL CALCULATIONS, THIS WAS THE FINAL POSSIBILITY FOR YOUR SURVIVAL. IT WAS CERTAINLY NOT INTENDED AS HARASSMENT. PROBABLY.]

"Okay, I'm really curious why you tacked 'probably' onto the end of that, but let’s ignore it. What's this 'final possibility' for me to survive?"

[YES. BASED ON THE SHIP’S CURRENT RELATIVE VELOCITY, THE DISTANCE TO THE NEAREST STARGATE AND SPACE STATION IS APPROXIMATELY EQUIVALENT TO THE MAXIMUM TRAVEL DISTANCE OF AN OVERDRIVE POWERED BY THE RESIDENTIAL SECTOR.]

"A space station! Right, that makes sense. People don't just live on planets... Wait, hang on. So you're saying we’re at the absolute limit of our warp range? If we miss this window, it's game over?"

[AFFIRMATIVE, MR. TEIRO. THE NEXT OPPORTUNITY WOULD OCCUR IN APPROXIMATELY ONE HUNDRED AND SEVENTY THOUSAND YEARS. SINCE THE OPERATIONAL LIMIT OF THE CRYOSLEEP DEVICE IS FIVE HUNDRED YEARS, THE REST GOES WITHOUT SAYING.]

"You’ve got a real way with words. But okay, I get it... so, Koume-chan. Since you went to the trouble of waking me up, I’m guessing you can't drive this thing yourself?"

[AFFIRMATIVE ONCE AGAIN, MR. TEIRO. AS ANYONE COULD SEE, EVEN IF THEY WERE PROFOUNDLY NEARSIGHTED, KOUME-CHAN IS ONLY CAPABLE OF ROLLING. WHAT EXACTLY DO YOU EXPECT FROM A SIMPLE SPHERE?]

"Yeah, yeah, my bad! Then what do you want me to do, you damn ball?!"

[THERE IS ONLY ONE METHOD, MR. TEIRO. YOU MUST DO IT.]

"Me?"

Taro stared blankly at the ten-centimeter sphere rolling on the floor. He watched its red and green lights blink vividly, his face twisted in disbelief.

"Listen, I’m a 21st-century antique. I come from an era where spaceships were things that barely made it to the moon and back. What could I possibly contribute to this?"

[MR. TEIRO. I DO NOT KNOW WHAT THIS 'MOON' IS, BUT YES. IT MUST BE YOU.]

With that, Koume-chan rolled across the hard steel floor. She came to a stop directly in front of the modified cryosleep device Taro had just vacated.

[BY THE WAY, MR. TEIRO. YOU SPEAK GALACTIC STANDARD LANGUAGE QUITE FLUENTLY, DO YOU NOT?]

"Galactic Stand—wait, that’s right! That's the thing! Why the hell can I speak this gibberish? Does it have something to do with the weird knowledge stuffed in my head?"

[UNKNOWN, MR. TEIRO. ONLY YOU CAN KNOW WHAT IS HAPPENING INSIDE YOUR OWN BRAIN. HOWEVER, I DO UNDERSTAND THE REASON FOR YOUR LINGUISTIC ABILITIES.]

Koume-chan circled the cryosleep device, her lights flashing green.

[IT IS AN OVERRIDE, MR. TEIRO.]

"An... Override?"

[YES. AN OVERRIDE. THIS DEVICE BEFORE YOU OVERWRITES YOUR MEMORIES. I DO NOT KNOW WHO BUILT IT, WHEN IT WAS CREATED, OR WHY IT IS HERE. HOWEVER, THE OPERATING INSTRUCTIONS FOR THIS DEVICE ARE CONTAINED WITHIN MY DATABASE.]

"Overwrite... my memories?"

A violent chill raced down Taro's spine, making his whole body shudder.

"W-Wait a second. You're saying it messed with my brain? That's... wait. Huh? Japanese... I can't find the Japanese words? Hold on, stay calm. No, no, no, I should be able to speak it! I've spoken it for decades—"

[MR. TEIRO. YOUR LANGUAGE CENTER HAS BEEN OVERRIDDEN. PLEASE, REMAIN CALM. YOU SHOULD EXPERIENCE NO FUNCTIONAL INCONVENIENCE.]

"HOW AM I SUPPOSED TO BE CALM, YOU PIECE OF JUNK?!"

In a fit of rage, Taro snatched Koume-chan off the floor and cocked his arm back, ready to hurl her.

[MR. TEIRO. I APOLOGIZE FOR THE LINGUISTIC OVERRIDE BEING PERFORMED WITHOUT YOUR CONSENT. HOWEVER, IT IS A FACT THAT THERE WAS NO OTHER OPTION. NO ACCURATE DATABASE OF THE JAPANESE LANGUAGE REMAINS IN EXISTENCE.]

Taro stood there, arm raised, teeth grit, breathing like a wounded animal. He took a long, shaky breath and slowly lowered his hand, placing Koume-chan back on the ground. He knew well enough that smashing her against a wall to vent his frustration wouldn't solve a single one of his problems.

"Well... I guess... you're right. Sorry."

Taro buried his face in his knees and took another deep breath. Koume-chan wobbled silently beside him. Whatever she was "thinking," she remained quiet, giving him space.

After a long silence, Taro finally looked up, his eyes landing on the hovering AI.

"So, what do I have to be? A pilot? A grease monkey?"

Without another word, he stood up and climbed back into the cryosleep chamber of his own volition.

[MR. TEIRO. I THANK YOU FOR YOUR WISE DECISION. HOWEVER, YOU WILL BE NEITHER A PILOT NOR A TECHNICIAN. WHILE THOSE WOULD BE USEFUL, KOUME-CHAN POSSESSES THE MINIMUM REQUIRED KNOWLEDGE FOR SUCH ROLES. FURTHERMORE, THIS PROCESS WILL NOT ALTER YOUR PERSONALITY OR APTITUDE. SPECIALIZED EXPERTS ARE UNNECESSARY FOR OUR CURRENT NEEDS, AND WHETHER YOU ARE EVEN CAPABLE OF BECOMING ONE IS A SEPARATE ISSUE.]

Koume-chan floated directly in front of Taro’s face, her lights pulsing.

[MR. TEIRO. DO YOU UNDERSTAND THE BASIC MECHANISM BY WHICH COMPUTERS OPERATE?]

Taro closed his eyes for a second. "I see."

"Programming. You can't get anything done without that... but I'll need knowledge of whatever I'm programming, right? You can't write accounting software if you don't know the first thing about taxes."

[AFFIRMATIVE, MR. TEIRO. YOUR QUICK WIT IS ADMIRABLE. HOWEVER—]

Koume-chan paused for a beat, an uncannily human gesture.

[YOU ALREADY POSSESS THAT KNOWLEDGE. MR. TEIRO... JUST WHO THE HELL ARE YOU?]



Koume is so cute. In my head, she looks less like Ha-lo and more like a grey Mon-ster Ball.
Episode 5

I’m making a conscious effort to include as much dialogue as possible in "Me, Her, and the Ballistic Weaponry." Maybe the narrative descriptions will gradually increase over time?

"Good morning, Mr. Teiro. The OVERRIDE is complete. How are you feeling?"

Koume swayed gently in front of Taro—or rather, in front of the modified refrigeration unit. Taro spat out a "Terrible" and collapsed, throwing his leaden, lethargic body onto the freezing iron floor.

"Ah, the cold feels so good... By the way, whoever came up with this programming method is a total moron. The human brain is a fickle thing. You won't find anything else quite as flaky, you know?"

Taro spoke while calling to mind the flood of new information—knowledge of programming techniques that now certainly resided within his skull.

"Koume does not quite understand, Mr. Teiro. I believe programming within the brain is the most common method available?"

Koume replied in her inorganic, feminine voice. Taro found her lack of facial expressions frustrating, but he pushed through the conversation.

"Is that so? Does that mean people who click-clack away on keyboards are some kind of endangered species?"

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. In practical terms, they are not endangered; they are extinct. The interface known as a 'keyboard' is no longer in general use. At most, a few obsessive eccentrics might use them as a hobby."

"Well, I guess if you have something like this, you wouldn't need one," Taro muttered, blankly visualizing the programming space in his mind.

Before his eyes, a [FUNCTION GROUP] consisting of countless entries was deployed in a three-dimensional grid. He could freely duplicate, connect, and derive them at will. The operation was incredibly intuitive, feeling less like coding and more like playing with building blocks. While the internal logic of each individual [FUNCTION GROUP] was mind-bogglingly complex and largely beyond his understanding, he could utilize them without any issues.

It’s like you don't need to understand the internal circuitry of a TV just to use a remote, Taro mused.

"That is correct," Koume chimed in, reading his summary. "The contents of a [FUNCTION GROUP] are templates created by specialists. You can modify them to your heart's desire, or you can use them as-is for safety's sake. As you mentioned, the human brain is far too unreliable to be trusted entirely when dealing with outputs that directly affect human lives."

"I see..." Taro murmured, observing the various functions. "Still, it’s a gross sensation to know something so well despite having zero familiarity with it... Ugh, is this output read via brainwaves? This really is the future."

Full of wonder and a hint of dread, Taro stood up and walked toward the room's only door. Just as before, there was no sign of a doorknob or a sensor. However, a [DOOR FUNCTION] was now clearly highlighted in his mind.

"So that's how it works... Uh, connect [DOOR FUNCTION] to [MASTER ROUTE]. Deploy template... Oh, wait, there's a lock. Where’s the encryption key? Ah, here. Right, I’m the owner now. Connect [CIPHER FUNCTION] and [LOCKING FUNCTION]. Execute [UNLOCK]!"

In the room that had been deathly silent until now, the heavy, metallic clack of a mechanism echoed.

"Whoa... it opened! Holy crap, that's amazing!"

"Mr. Teiro. You can execute commands without speaking aloud. Honestly, you look like an idiot mumbling to yourself."

"You’re as foul-mouthed as ever! Just leave me alone! I was having a moment... Right, let's save this as a new template. Doing that every time is going to be a massive pain."

Taro saved the series of actions he had just performed as a new custom [FUNCTION GROUP] in his head. Satisfied that he could now open the door without thinking, he turned back to Koume.

"By the way, I assume this system isn't just for doors, right? Does that mean everyone in this era can use this 'brain-programming' stuff?"

Koume swayed, her lamp blinking.

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. Unless one is from the most remote backwaters, anyone born within the IMPERIAL TERRITORY undergoes an OVERRIDE immediately after birth. Of course, that is usually limited to the bare minimum required for daily life."

"The future is wild," Taro muttered, impressed. "But what a great era. If you have this, you don't even need to study. You just OVERRIDE whatever knowledge you need, right? Damn, I was born in the wrong century. Hey, can I get general knowledge or ship info put in? I don't know how big this place is—a map would be a godsend."

"……"

"I wonder if there’s scan data for cute girls, too. Oh man, the possibilities are endless... Koume-san?"

"...Yes, Mr. Teiro. If you wish to retain such information permanently, rather than as temporary memory like a [FUNCTION GROUP], I strongly recommend you study using your own eyes and ears the old-fashioned way."

"...And why is that?"

"Mr. Teiro. Please recall our previous conversation. I stated that humans born here undergo an OVERRIDE 'immediately after birth.' A human only develops the need for spontaneous action some time after birth. Until then, parents or their equivalent handle everything."

"...Yeah, I think I follow, but go on."

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. Given the above, the natural progression would be to perform the OVERRIDE when spontaneous action becomes necessary. However, in reality, it is done immediately after birth. There is only one reason for this."

"...I see. Because an OVERRIDE is an 'overwrite.' A baby with an empty head is the most convenient canvas, isn't it?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. You really are quite sharp. So, please stop lifting me up like that."

"Hmm. Whether the kiss shared between you and the floor is as gentle as lovers or as violent as a curb-stomp depends entirely on your next answer."

"Yes, what is it, Mr. Teiro? If it is within my capability—"

"Answer me!! What was overwritten in me?! What did I lose?!" Taro screamed, holding the sphere aloft.

He had no intention of actually smashing Koume—his only hope—but his hands trembled with a mix of fury and the bone-chilling fear that he was losing his very self.

"...I am sorry, Mr. Teiro. Unlike overriding a specific region like the language center, it is impossible to estimate what is lost when general memory is overwritten."

It was the answer he expected. Taro closed his eyes for a long moment and exhaled a ragged breath.

"Haaa... we did this dance yesterday, too... I'm a mess. My emotions are all over the place. I knew this was coming, but... damn it, it still feels like crap."

Taro tried to sift through his past to see what was missing, but he soon realized it was a fool's errand. Memory was a vast, sprawling ocean; trying to find the specific drops that had been replaced was a literal impossibility.

"It would be nice if it only overwrote the memories I actually wanted to forget... Ah, nope. I still perfectly remember that time in middle school when I pretended my right arm was thrumming with dark power. Tee-hee."

Taro forced a cheerful tone, signaling the end of the subject. It wasn't Koume's fault, and he was afraid that if he kept talking, he'd just end up taking his fear out on her.

"Anyway, moving on! Let's get this bucket moving. So, Koume, what’s the first step?"

Koume’s lamp flickered in his palm.

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. First, we must route power from the LIVING QUARTERS to the OVERDRIVE SYSTEM. However, there is no need to rush. This will likely be a lengthy process, and in Koume's humble opinion, rushing is quite different from acting with haste."

"Yeah, yeah, I get it, Mom. So, how long is this ship renovation going to take? What’s the 'Before and After' timeline looking like?"

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. I anticipate a construction period of approximately five years."

"............I’m sorry, what?"

"I said five years, Mr. Teiro. Escaping from reality is not a productive strategy. To modify the PILOT PROGRAMMING so that an OVERDRIVE can be performed using only the ship's remaining scrap systems, I estimate a BISHOP beginner would require at least that much time."

"Bishop?"

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. BRAIN'S IMPULSE SEQUENCE OF HIGH OUTPUT PROGRAMMING. BISHOP for short. It is the system that was OVERRIDDEN into your mind."

"Huh... sounds cool. Is it like a class that can use both attack and healing magic but levels up incredibly slowly?"

"Mr. Teiro. I am sorry, but I have no idea what you are talking about. I assure you I will not be frightened by a failed 'Appraisal' check, nor will I be left behind in a tavern at Level 1."

"Whoever built you was definitely a nerd... But five years, huh? I guess I have to do it, but my brain's gonna rot. Not to brag, but I’m 100% sure I’d die of loneliness in three days. Plus, living off those nutrient shots for five years? I'd rather jump out the airlock."

"Saying you are 'lonely' is quite hurtful, Mr. Teiro. Do you not have me?"

"Eeeeh..."

"...Mr. Teiro. I possess data regarding the crew's food stores and various forms of entertainment. If you truly find my presence insufficient, I suppose I could—"

"Lady Koume, I look forward to serving you for the next five years!"

Taro set the sphere down in the middle of the hallway and dropped into a lightning-fast dogeza. With his fingers perfectly placed, he felt a completely useless sense of achievement at the sheer form of his prostration.

"But still, five years... that's a long haul."

Taro looked up, staring into the distance.

"It will be fine, Mr. Teiro. Based on the battery levels of the refrigeration unit, I estimate you have been drifting in space for at least fifty years already. Adding five more to the tally is hardly an issue. Think of it as stoppage time."

Koume blinked proudly.

Taro could do nothing but let out a long, weary sigh.

I won't include any meta-remarks at all.
Chapter 6

"Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you..."

"Happy birthday, Mr. Teironly."

"Stop it! That nickname hurts, okay? Just stop. Besides, 'Dear Teiro' works way better! It fits the rhythm, and it’s better for my mental health!?"

"I, too, possess such a thing as free will," Koume countered flatly.

"Ah... what is this? My eyes are sweating."

"Are those tears of joy, Mr. Teiro? My, my, I suppose I’m just a wicked woman."

Their voices echoed through the cramped control room. Despite the seemingly playful banter, Taro’s hands were shaking with a tension he couldn't suppress.

"Alright, quit the clowning. One last check. Overdrive Device?"

"System status: [GREEN]."

"Battery levels?"

"[GREEN]."

"Targeting and phase-destination lock?"

"Both are [GREEN]."

"Shields. Just give me the bare minimum."

"[GREEN]. Systems are all green, Mr. Teiro. This is the fifth time we’ve done this. Isn't it about time you grew a spine?"

Taro let out a low groan at Koume’s jab. With bloodshot eyes, he booted up BISHOP and began yet another exhaustive dive into the ship's granular systems.

"Listen, we only get one shot at this! If we fail, it’s game over. A whole year of blood, sweat, and tears down the drain, and then we just wait for a slow, agonizing death."

"Mr. Teiro, if I may. I can survive semi-permanently on solar charging."

"No, no, Koume-san! We are in this together. Partners till the end. Let’s stick to that narrative, okay? Please?"

While a portion of his mind processed the program architecture, Taro reached out and fiddled with Koume as she hovered, wobbling slightly.

"Man, this really is a hack job. I wish I’d had some halfway decent tools."

He spun the two wheels—which were really more like cross-shaped rods—that protruded from Koume’s spherical body.

"It is a significant improvement, Mr. Teiro. At the very least, I no longer trip over the floor piping. This represents a monumental leap forward in my mobility."

Koume’s lamp blinked as she proudly spun her new 'legs.' They made a rhythmic clack-clack-clack sound every time they struck the floor. Taro found it irritating, but the AI didn't seem to have any aesthetic complaints.

"Well, for something I threw together because I was bored... it’s not half bad. Error check complete. Is it... is it really time?"

Taro closed the error-detection program he’d spent the last week perfecting, gave a massive stretch, and slumped back.

"That is excellent news, Mr. Teiro. However, I recall hearing those exact words 142 hours ago. I am beginning to find your credibility suspect."

"Don't be like that, sugar. This is a one-and-done deal. You can't be too careful. Besides, the first check did turn up an error, didn't it?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. However, I fail to see how the toilet being out of commission for an hour due to a battery shunt is a mission-critical failure. Even if you had an accident, I wouldn't have minded. I would only have teased you about it once or twice a week."

"That sounds like literal hell!! And that interval is the worst! You'd wait for me to finally forget before dropping the hammer, wouldn't you!?"

Taro gave Koume’s round chassis a playful shove, then took a long, shaky breath. He climbed into the cryogenic pod he had first woken up in and prepared himself, activating BISHOP.

"If... look, if the drive fails and we’re totally screwed, just freeze me again. I’m not ready to spend my life rotting in this tin can, and honestly, the thought of dying here scares the crap out of me."

He relaxed his limbs and shut his eyes, focusing entirely on the BISHOP interface.

"...Understood, Mr. Teiro. Though I doubt it will come to that. You have a natural gift for BISHOP, and the ship’s renovations proceeded with shocking efficiency. You should have more confidence. To put it bluntly: you are likely a genius."

Koume rolled up right next to the pod, her lamp pulsing. Taro gave a self-deprecating snort. "I just didn't have anything better to do."

"Even so, Mr. Teiro. Aside from the time you spent sleeping, eating, and... well, your various 'private recreations'... you dedicated every waking second to ship design. You cut the estimated construction time by more than half. If there is a word for that other than 'talent,' I would be fascinated to hear it."

"Wow, you're really laying it on thick... thanks. Wait—you were watching me!? I want to die! Kill me now!"

"I saw nothing, Mr. Teiro. However, you certainly have... eclectic tastes in media. Even I was—"

"Stop!! Just—shut up and stop!! We’re going! Right now! Switch on!!"

Half out of desperation to end the conversation, Taro triggered the program. Deep behind his tightly shut eyelids, a torrent of commands began to execute.

[PROGRAM NOAH: ACTIVATED]

[BATTERY CIRCUIT BYPASS: EXECUTING]

The room’s lights cut out, plunging the interior into total darkness. The hum of the machinery and the life support died instantly. The only sound left was the faint, rhythmic thrum of the cryogenic pod vibrating against Taro’s ears.

[ATTITUDE CONTROL CHECK: NO PROBLEMS]

[LANDING ZONE BUFFER SECURED: NO PROBLEMS]

[TARGET: SG-3835 STARGATE VICINITY]

He felt a microscopic tremor in his seat. It intensified, growing into a violent shudder that threatened to rattle the entire room apart. Taro gripped the silicone padding of the pod until his knuckles turned white.

"Alright, then! Do your worst, you piece of junk!!"

[OVERDRIVE: ACTIVATED]

In an instant, a piercing, high-pitched whine shattered the air.

Then, absolute silence.

The thousands of lines of the FUNCTION GROUP that had been screaming across his mental HUD suddenly froze, perfectly aligned in the void.

Am I dead?

That was Taro's first thought.

He was in a world without sound, motion, or light. The only thing that proved he hadn't crossed over into the Great Beyond was the voice of the partner who had been his only company for a year.

"Mr. Teiro. Congratulations. The drive operated within nominal parameters."

Taro opened his eyes gingerly. It was still pitch black.

"......Haha. Hahaha!"

"Local relative time: 2,000 milliseconds. Ship time: we will arrive at the target in approximately 15 minutes."

"I did it... I actually did it!!"

"Battery levels, attitude control, life support... all systems are stable."

"Dammit! I did it! Did you see that? Witness my greatness! Whoooooo!"

Taro scrambled out of the pod into the darkness, tripping and rolling across the floor in a fit of manic joy. When his hands finally found the familiar cold sphere of Koume’s body, he planted a massive kiss right on her glowing lamp.

"Mwah!! Koume, I couldn't have done it without you! Thank you!"

"Mr. Teiro. I am technically only one year and a few months old. By almost every legal statute in the Galactic Empire, that was a criminal act. You are a pervert."

"I don't care if I'm a pervert! Throw me in a cage, send me to the gulag, I don't care! At least there will be people there! Hehe... man, it’s gonna be paradise."

Thinking back on the crushing loneliness of the past year, Taro felt like he could endure anything as long as there were other humans. Koume had been his rock, but she was an AI, not a person. He loved her, but she couldn't fill the deep, human-shaped hole in his soul.

"What's the first thing I should do? A greeting? Oh man, I’ve forgotten how to talk to people. Am I gonna be weird? What if they think I’m a total creep?"

Taro drifted off into a fantasy about his first contact with the people of the future. But then, as if to dump a bucket of ice water on his parade, Koume’s voice turned clinical.

"I hate to interrupt your moment of triumph, Mr. Teiro, but a problem has emerged."

Taro froze mid-celebration.

"...'Problem' usually doesn't mean 'good news' when you say it."

"Affirmative. However, this was an unavoidable coincidence. This vessel is not equipped with long-range scanning arrays."

"Don't leave me hanging, Koume-chan. What kind of problem? Meteors? Space debris?"

"Negative. We can avoid debris easily enough. The probability of a direct collision is so low the number of zeros after the decimal point would make you dizzy."

"Then what is it?"

"Mr. Teiro, there is a high probability that multiple other vessels are currently occupying the space near our exit point. Their threat level is unknown, but I can say with certainty that they are not civilian liners."

"Multiple ships... and not civilian? How do you know?"

"Because, Mr. Teiro, I am detecting continuous high-energy signatures from the vicinity of the targets."

Koume spun her cross-shaped wheels, her lamp flickering rapidly.

"The probability is high that the target vessels are currently engaged in active combat."
Episode 7
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"Combat maneuvers? W-wait just a second! What, is the Empire at war or something?"

In the darkness, Taro thrust his face toward a flickering status lamp.

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. Since no clearly hostile forces exist within the Empire, the concept of 'war' itself is a non-starter."

"Ugh, then what is it? Some kind of back-alley brawl? Is that the new normal in this era? People just blast cannons at each other instead of throwing hands?"

"I wonder, Mr. Teiro. While there may be individuals of that persuasion, such 'common sense' is not recorded in Koume’s data bank. Perhaps it is a conflict between internal factions?"

"Oh, so like a space-yakuza thing? Either way, what are we supposed to do? Won't we be in deep crap if we get caught in the crossfire?"

"Most likely. This ship’s only armament is a laser meant for incinerating space debris. I calculate that if we enter a genuine engagement, we will undoubtedly be sunk."

"Sunk?! H-h-h-h-hey, what do we do?! What do we do?!"

"What shall we do indeed, Mr. Teiro? On an unrelated note, we are at our scheduled arrival time. I recommend holding onto something."

The moment the words left Koume’s speakers, a fresh wave of vibrations violently rocked the hull. Taro crawled across the floor, clinging to a refrigeration unit for dear life. He scrambled to activate BISHOP, desperately searching for any means of self-defense.

"I-I-I-IT’S NO GOOOOOD! THE A-A-A-ARMAMENT FUUUUNCTIONS HAVE BEEN DEEE-TAAAA-CHED!"

Taro’s voice vibrated in a ghoulish tremolo. Before his eyes, his HUD displayed several self-defense Armament Functions marked as [OFFLINE]. He figured they must have been jettisoned along with the engines during the initial accident.

Then, much like the start of the jump, silence arrived without so much as a polite knock.

[OVERDRIVE: TERMINATED]

[BATTERY CIRCUIT BYPASS: TERMINATED]

[PROGRAM NOAH: TERMINATED]

A series of green messages scrolled across his vision. The battery power previously rerouted to the Overdrive device flooded back into the Living Quarters. With a few fitful flickers, the overhead lights hummed to life.

"Are they… back on?"

Taro strained his ears, listening for the sounds of battle. He realized a second later how stupid that was; sound didn't travel through a vacuum. There was no way he’d hear a space battle from inside a sealed hull.

"Koume, what’s the status? Don't we have, like, a viewscreen or something?"

"We do, Mr. Teiro. Let us relocate to your room. There are very few displays on this ship capable of free video output."

Koume began rolling her wheels toward the exit. Impatient, Taro scooped her up like a bowling ball and sprinted toward the private crew cabin he’d called home for the past year.

"Wide-area scan results: four nearby vessels. All are at a distance of approximately forty-five kilometers. Oh, it appears one has just been sunk. Its signature has vanished."

"Gah, this is the opposite of peaceful! Dammit, get out of the way!"

Taro swept a mess of cups and meal trays off his desk with a single motion, clattering them onto the floor, and set Koume down. The AI extended a cable like a metallic tentacle from her spherical body, plugging it into the jack beneath the display.

"…Whoa, wait. What is that? Is that supposed to be a ship?"

Taro’s voice was thick with skepticism. The object on the screen looked less like a spaceship and more like a compacted ball of industrial waste. There were iron rods that looked like they’d been ripped off a skyscraper, jagged steel plates, tangled cables, and weird glass domes—all crushed together into a single, massive lump. Terrifyingly, the thing seemed to work. He watched as it vented gas from attitude control jets and fired blue beams from a series of pipes.

"How do you even design something that ugly? That’s not just 'bad,' it’s insane. Or what, are they recycling geniuses?"

"No, Mr. Teiro. Humans did not construct that. This has become quite the problematic situation. Of the three remaining ships, two appear to be WIND."

"WIND?"

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. Wild Instructure Nude Drones. To put it simply: feral AI. They utilize any nearby structures to strengthen, augment, and replicate themselves."

"Ugh, I don't really get it, but so it’s like a space virus?"

"A reasonable interpretation, Mr. Teiro. Depending on the definition, they are classified as an Intelligent Machine Lifeform and the natural enemy of humanity."

"Oops. So, basically, if that jalopy over there fighting them loses, we’re toast? …Go for it! Give 'em hell, you magnificent piece of junk!"

Taro cheered for the underdog—a ship that clearly wasn't built for war. It looked like a glorified work vessel, covered in crane arms and cargo containers, currently locked in a fierce exchange of beams with the WIND. Every time the blue light hit, a shimmer surrounded the work ship’s hull. Taro guessed its shields were holding on by a thread.

"Can't we help? Can't we focus the debris laser or something? …Wait, is it just me, or is the enemy getting closer?"

"Negative. And negative, Mr. Teiro. No matter how much you tickle their shields with a debris-incinerating laser, their recharge rate will outpace our damage. Furthermore, the enemy is not approaching us. We are approaching them."

The display showed the WIND growing larger at a terrifying speed. On the radar, it was just a blinking dot, but it was clear they were on a collision course.

"Hey, hey, hey! What do we do?! If we get that close, they’re totally gonna jump us, right?!"

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. Natural logic dictates that a target is easier to hit at close range. Ah, it appears they have ceased their fire on the other ship."

Taro peered at the screen in horror. The optical zoom showed the grotesque mass of scrap shifting. A part of its body—a muzzle that had been hammering the work ship—was slowly, ominously rotating toward them.

"S-Shields up! Revert attitude! Don't let them get a clean shot at the bridge!"

Taro’s eyes went wide as he dove into BISHOP. He saw the Shield Control Function Group glowing with a red border, signifying that Koume was already mid-calculation. A 'Do Not Touch' warning flashed over the area.

"Attitude Control Device, engage! Rapid—wait, no, that’ll turn me into mincemeat. Dammit, template modification! Pivot the ship around this point!"

Taro pulled up the Attitude Control Function Group and began frantically re-coding. Normally, the ship rotated around its center of mass, but Taro moved the pivot point to the Living Quarters where they were currently standing. If he didn't, the centrifugal force of a rapid turn would likely smear him against the wall.

The command was written and executed in seconds. The ship began to pivot in a jagged, awkward arc.

"Eek! They fired!"

A blue flash washed over the display. The camera tracking the WIND switched to an external hull-cam, capturing a massive bolt of energy screaming toward them.

"Heaven help me!"

Taro curled into a ball, gripping the desk like a life raft. Through squinted eyes, he saw the beam slam into their hull, only to diffuse into a shower of harmless sparks as it hit the shield.

"Huh? That didn't shake as much as I expected."

"Correct, Mr. Teiro. This ship possesses significant mass, and the shields are performing admirably. Unless we are subjected to sustained fire for a prolonged period, we should be fine."

Taro exhaled in relief, but the flip side was obvious: if they did stay under fire, they were dead. And their survival was still currently tied to that jalopy of a work ship, which had just had its shields pierced and was now spewing fire into the void.

"Heeeeeey! That ship is getting absolutely wrecked!"

Unable to sit still, Taro jumped back into BISHOP. He racked his brain, looking for any way—any way at all—to tip the scales.

"…Hey, Koume. You said this ship’s mass is huge, right?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. While its original purpose is unknown, its scale is equivalent to a cruiser. Even at half its original size, it remains a massive object."

Well, four thousand cryo-pods would add some serious heft, Taro thought, his fingers flying through the BISHOP interface. He watched the Shield Control programs flickering as Koume updated them at superhuman speeds.

"…Alright! Let’s give this a shot, you bastards!"

Taro fine-tuned the attitude control program, nudging the ship’s course. Without an engine, he couldn't pull off any grand maneuvers, but he could managed a very slow, very heavy drift.

"I don't care if you're a WIND or a breeze or whatever, being in our way was your first mis—G-GHA-BLARGH!?"

Before Taro could finish his heroic taunt, the hull slammed into the WIND. The entire ship groaned and buckled. Taro was launched sideways as if he’d been punched by a giant, slamming pathetically into the forward-facing wall. The laws of physics had decided that since the ship had lost velocity in the crash, Taro needed to make up the difference.

"Aguh… uugh…"

With his head spinning and his vision hazy, Taro desperately checked the flickering BISHOP interface.

"No… damage to vital systems. Hehe. Suck on that."

After confirming the ship was still in one piece, Taro stayed slumped against the wall, enduring his aching body while wearing the smuggest, most self-satisfied grin he could muster.
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Episode 8: A Wild Salvager Appears

Marl, one of Alba Station’s premier salvagers, was practically licking her lips. Today’s haul was looking considerably larger than usual.

"Talk about a lucky break," she purred, tossing her long red hair back with a look of feigned annoyance. "I bet this thing is packed with live circuitry just begging to be plucked."

She maneuvered her ship toward the wreckage she’d snagged on a wide-area scan. Once she was at point-blank range, she fired up her BISHOP interface and pinged the derelict vessel.

"No response? And no registry either... Must be a smuggler or something."

Five years in the salvage game had taught Marl a universal truth: ships without paperwork were usually up to no good. Going unregistered meant you couldn't get insurance and you couldn't prove who you were, which was a massive headache. If someone was willing to take those risks, it meant the profit margins were astronomical—and likely illegal.

I just hope they aren't hauling 'live' cargo, she thought. Wait...

As she circled the wreck, a nagging sense of wrongness made her bring her ship, the Rockboy, to a slow crawl. She stared at the monitor, trying to place the irregularity. Then it hit her: the ship was missing something that every ship in this sector absolutely needed.

"Where are the guns? Did someone beat me to the punch?"

If another salvager had already picked the bones clean, there wouldn't be anything left but scrap. The hull looked pristine, but the lack of defensive hardware was highly suspicious.

The engine block is totally intact... Is there a salvager out there specializing in weapons? I haven't heard any rumors about a crew like that.

She accessed BISHOP again, skimming through her saved Salvage Permits. These documents, issued by the space station's Management Department, covered everything from vessel specs and ownership rights to the exhaustive list of taxes she’d have to cough up.

"Nothing. Who flies an unarmed ship these days?"

Marl pulled a face of pure exasperation. Probably some abandoned transport from a larger fleet, she figured. 

"Left behind after a breakdown, huh? Poor thing. Don’t worry, I’ll give you a very meaningful second life."

Marl muttered to herself as she deployed the Rockboy’s mechanical arms, locking onto the derelict. A massive radar array extended from her hull.

"Executing Power Scanning."

Blue sparks erupted from the parabolic dish, bathing the wreck in high-energy waves. A stream of data began scrolling behind Marl’s retinas, filling her BISHOP interface with strings of information.

"Wait... what is this?"

Marl’s brow furrowed as she processed the data. Her expression quickly shifted from confusion to disgust.

"It’s empty... No, it’s worse than that! This ship is a total sham! It’s just a hollow shell!"

The data was a mess—nonsensical, inconsistent, and barely resembling the internal systems of a functional starship. A cold pit formed in her stomach. She didn't wait to think; she slammed the controls to retract the arms and radar.

"Wide-area scan!! NOW!!"

She practically screamed the command, initiating a low-fidelity, high-speed sweep. When three distinct blips blinked onto her radar screen, she knew she was in deep trouble.

"No identification signals? Are you kidding me? WIND!? It was a trap!? They used bait!?"

Marl hammered the ignition and scrambled into combat mode. Her fingers danced across the BISHOP controls, but she couldn't stop her hands from shaking. 

I’ve never heard of WIND acting like this... Is this some kind of new strain? Should I report this to the Imperial Government?

For a split second, she reached for the comms to Alba Station, but then she hesitated. There was no time, and besides, who would believe a salvager’s tall tale about "smart" feral AI?

"I’m never going to make the Overdrive window at this rate... Turrets, online! Shields, up! Target the nearest threat!"

Two turrets emerged from the Rockboy’s hull, swiveling toward the incoming drones. Salvage ship turrets weren't exactly heavy hitters, but they were usually enough to swat away small pests. Judging by their acceleration, Marl assumed her attackers were light interceptors.

Suddenly, a massive red warning flashed across her BISHOP display.

[WARNING: OVERDRIVE SPACE RESERVATION DETECTED]

"Reinforcements!? Already!?"

Marl frantically sent a rejection signal to the reservation and slammed on the Warp Jamming device. But it was too late—the reservation locked in, and a violent repulsive force began to warp the space around her.

"What is even happening today!?"

With tears prickling her eyes, Marl opened fire on the WIND drones as they entered range. In a stroke of bizarre luck, the repulsive force from the incoming warp acted like a physical barrier, preventing the three drones from surrounding her.

"Jamming off!! Redirect all batteries to shields!!"

The drones retaliated seconds later. The void lit up with the brilliant blue glare of blaster beams. Marl managed to dodge the opening volley, but the drones were closing fast, and their accuracy was improving with every passing microsecond.

"Ugh!! Take that!!"

A violent tremor rocked the ship. Blaster fire splashed against her shields in a blinding kaleidoscope.

Finally, the Rockboy’s turrets locked onto one of the drones and spat out a sustained burst of fire.

"Come on! Just a little longer!!"

The shield battery levels were plummeting. Warning lights strobed across her vision as the BISHOP interface screamed for mercy. Just as her shields hit zero, one of the WIND drones finally erupted into a ball of fire.

"Eeeek!!"

Marl shrieked as a secondary explosion buffeted her ship. Fighting back the urge to have a complete breakdown, she began a frantic diagnostic.

[SPACE RESERVATION RELEASED: TARGET HAS EXITED DRIVE]

She looked up at the alert, her jaw dropping. On the main monitor, a colossal ship had just dropped out of Warp Drive and was barreling toward her at a suicidal velocity.

"W-What? A cargo ship? Is that... help?"

It was a brutish, boxy thing, all hard angles and no grace. She’d been expecting a chaotic, nightmare-fueled WIND vessel, but this looked like a standard—if incredibly ugly—freighter. She felt a weird sense of betrayal, though she wasn't about to complain.

"I’m leaving the rest to you! Target the long-range threats!"

The cargo ship didn't slow down or change course. Marl assumed they were just being heroic and taking the heat. Ignoring the groaning of her ship’s damaged armor, she focused her remaining firepower on the next drone.

"Go, Rocky! You can do it!! ...Wait, what? Hey! What is that idiot doing!?"

Marl’s eyes went wide as she caught a glimpse of the cargo ship’s thrusters. It wasn't slowing down. Through sheer, clumsy attitude control, it had lined itself up on a perfect collision course with a WIND drone.

"If they hit at that speed, they're both dead!!"

Shields were great for stopping lasers, but they were useless against a multi-thousand-ton hunk of flying metal. The WIND drone would be pulverized, sure, but the cargo ship would be turned into a pancake.

The cargo ship closed the distance in a heartbeat. Marl squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the fireball.

"...What?"

She squinted at the screen. The cargo ship was still there, cruising along as if it hadn't just used itself as a kinetic slug. It was fine. Just... fine.

"That's some stupidly thick armor," she whispered, stunned. She shook herself and turned back to the final WIND drone. "Okay, I can handle this... Phew... I’m actually gonna live..."

As the last drone finally detonated, Marl collapsed into her seat, her limbs turning to jelly. Salvaging was dangerous, but she decided right then and there that she never wanted to do this specific job ever again.



"Owowow... Dammit. Please let nothing be broken."

Teiro clutched his bruised ribs and began digging himself out from under a mountain of supplies that had been catapulted across the bridge.

"Koume! Where are you? I found—no, that’s a spare part. Actually, I might need that later... Ah, found you. You okay, Koume?"

Teiro pulled the AI orb out from the wreckage and wiped a glob of leftover spaghetti off her casing.

"I am functional, Mr. Teiro. However, I find it deeply insulting that you mistook my sophisticated chassis for a personal pleasure device. I demand a formal apology and financial compensation."

"Yeah, yeah, I'll give you whatever you want later. How’s the ship? Did we get poked full of holes?"

Teiro carried Koume back to the console and jammed her cable into the jack. The external monitors flickered to life, zooming in on the impact site.

"...Wait, it’s just a dent? What is this thing made of? We were doing hundreds of kilometers an hour!"

Teiro stared in disbelief at the scrap metal stuck to the hull and the minor cosmetic damage to the exterior. Koume’s status lamp blinked rhythmically.

"It was significantly more than 'hundreds,' Mr. Teiro. Our relative velocity was 2,324 km/h. It is fortunate this vessel is so robust. Though, in the future, I would appreciate a consultation before you decide to use us as a battering ram."

"My bad," Teiro said, giving her a quick "sorry" gesture. He pulled up the sensors to check on the scrap-heap ship they’d seen earlier. "Oh, looks like they’re finishing up. Is that ship okay, though? It looks like a toasted marshmallow."

The other ship was scorched red in several places. Violent jets of fire were spewing from its hull where gas lines had clearly ignited.

"Unknown, Mr. Teiro. However, we are receiving an external transmission. Would you like to accept?"

Teiro froze. The concept of "outside contact" took a second to process. When it finally clicked, he let out a high-pitched "Waaaa!!"

"A call!? Like, a phone call!? Yes! Put her through! Hurry!!"

Koume blinked in silence for a moment. Then, a woman’s voice—decidedly more human and much more stressed than Koume—filled the bridge.

"This is the salvage vessel Rockboy, registration IB-4980. We appreciate the assist, though—"

"H-HELP US!!" Teiro screamed. "We don't have an engine! We’re just drifting! We’re gonna be space dust!!"

"...Huh?" the woman’s voice replied, sounding utterly baffled. "I’m looking at your Warp Drive right now. What are you talking about?"

Teiro realized he’d probably said too much, but his heart soared when he saw the other ship turning toward them.

"Oh, thank god... Look, I’ll explain the details later. Just... please help us..."

Teiro slumped to the floor, all the adrenaline leaving his body at once. 

His hands were shaking so hard he had to sit on them.
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Chapter 9

Finally, a breather!!

"Look, let me be blunt... if everything you just just said is true, you’re honestly way too sketchy for my taste. I really don't want to get involved with you."

"Totally fair! I completely understand!"

Taro’s shoulders slumped at the voice crackling over the external comms, but his heart was doing backflips of pure joy. It didn't matter what she said; this was a person—someone other than himself. It was the first living, breathing human being he had encountered in a whole year.

"I guess not having a birth certificate or ship registration is a bit of a deal-breaker, huh?"

In a rush of adrenaline, Taro had blurted out his entire life story. Now, he was starting to have second thoughts. Maybe I should have thought a bit more before opening my big mouth, he reflected. Even if he didn’t want to lie, he probably should have avoided sharing details that made him look like a galactic vagrant.

"Hah? Citizenship and registration can be fixed as long as you have the credits. The real problem is that Override device and the four thousand corpses. No matter how you spin it, that ship is anything but legitimate."

"Oh, the bodies? I gave them a space burial! I shoved them all into the Cargo Bay and ejected them, so they’re gone now. According to Koume’s math, they’ll plunge into a star in about twenty thousand years. I should probably pray for their souls, right?"

"Into 'some' star... I mean, it was an emergency, but you really don't do things by halves, do you?"

Marl let out a long, weary sigh. "Anyway," she continued. "In exchange for the rescue, I’ll tow you to the station, but you’re on your own after that. Docking fees for a ship that size will be astronomical, and more importantly, I don’t want to be caught by an inspector. My shop’s whole brand is being a legitimate business."

"Eeehhh... don't be like that! Help me out, Marl-tan! I’m broke! I don’t even know my left from my right in this century!"

"What is with that 'Marl-tan' nonsense...?"

"If you don't help me, I might start telling people things. Things that may or may not be true! Like, 'I’m the partner-in-crime of that salvager, Marl-tan!'"

"Wa—Wait! Stop it! Don't even joke about that!!"

"I’ve got nothing left to lose anyway! Hehehe! I’ll do it! I’ll totally do it!"

"You... you’ve got a real nasty streak, don’t you? But it’s no use. I have a strict policy: I don't work for free."

Taro let out a frustrated groan at Marl’s stubbornness. Suddenly, a third voice—cool and composed—cut through the bickering.

"I have a proposal, if I may, Miss Marl."

"Um, sure, but who is this? I thought there was only one person on that ship."

"Pardon my rudeness, Miss Marl. I am Koume, a possession of Mr. Teiro. I look forward to our future acquaintance."

"Stop! Stop right there! That sounds incredibly wrong no matter how you hear it! Change your phrasing!" 

Taro frantically slapped at Koume’s chassis, but the AI ignored him and pressed on.

"First, I, Koume, along with the Imperial Government, can guarantee that the ownership of this vessel belongs solely to Mr. Teiro. I can assert with absolute certainty that the records within this ship are robust enough to hold up in a court of law."

"Yeah, I got that part. Keep going."

"Certainly, Miss Marl. Tell me, did you happen to witness the moment this vessel collided with the WIND drone? Despite the severity of the impact, the ship's armor plating only suffered minor deformation."

"Yeah, I saw it. Wait, what is that stuff made of—"

"Black Metal Type IN."

Koume cut her off with clinical precision. Taro had no clue what that meant, but he heard Marl suck in a sharp breath over the comms.

"Hey, don't leave me in the dark, Koume-chan. What's this 'Black Metal' stuff?"

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. Black Metal refers to an alloy created by bonding carbon fiber into a titanium-like metal through a specialized process. It is incredibly strong, flexible, and possesses high shield conductivity. Aside from being a nightmare to process, it is the ideal metal for armor."

"Huh. I knew it felt sturdy. And what about the 'Type IN' part?"

The answer didn't come from Koume this time. Marl’s voice drifted through the line, sounding faint.

"Type IN stands for Type Imperial Navy. As in, military-grade specs for the Imperial Navy. Honestly, now I want to get involved with you even less."

"That may be true, Miss Marl," Koume said. She paused for a beat—a pause that felt far too human, as if she were savoring the moment. "However... it is also extremely valuable."

The statement hung in the air like a heavy weight. A long silence stretched between the three of them.

"………… Fine. I give up. What's the split?" Marl finally sighed, sounding utterly defeated.

Taro pumped a fist in the air. "You can name your price! I have absolutely no concept of how money works anyway! Hehehe!"

"Eeeehh!? Why are you so proud of that?! And who just hands over all the leverage to the person they're negotiating with? Are you insane?"

"The answer is yes, Miss Marl," Koume chimed in.

"You're supposed to defend me, Koume-chan!!"

"Haa... whatever. Fine. We’ll say you’re covering the repair costs for the Rocky. And let me tell you, it won't be cheap."

"Deal!"

"............ You. Someday, you are deeeefinitely going to get scammed by a professional."

Marl’s voice was dripping with pity before the line cut out with a burst of static. Taro threw his hands up and stood tall like a conquering hero, letting out a victory cry.

[DOCKING APPROACH STARTING]

A massive warning flashed across the BISHOP display. While Taro was momentarily mesmerized by the gargantuan space station looming ahead, he stayed focused, manually tweaking the Attitude Control Jets to guide the ship toward the dock.

"It’s huge... it’s a hundred times bigger than I imagined..."

The cylindrical station reminded Taro of those old sci-fi space colonies. It didn't have glass windows, but its massive hull was armored in solar panels, with docking piers jutting out in every direction like the legs of a metallic spider. Countless ships were moored there, while vessels of all shapes and sizes buzzed around like busy insects.

"Mr. Teiro, I have just received a data packet from the station. Alba Station is classified as a medium-sized facility with a population of six million. Due to the proximity of a Stargate, it serves as a major transit hub for the core planets."

"This is 'medium'...? Wait, people actually live on the station?"

"...I do not comprehend the nature of your question, Mr. Teiro. Ninety-eight percent of the population of the Galactic Empire resides within the Living Quarters of such stations. Is this not a basic fact?"

"Eeeehh!? Then everyone is basically an alien now! This is way beyond culture shock!?"

[WARNING: PLEASE USE DESIGNATED AUTOMATED APPROACH PROGRAM]

"Yeah, yeah, thanks for the tip. But this ship doesn't have an engine, so your fancy program is useless!"

Taro snapped back at the annoying holographic warnings cluttering his vision. He continued to dance his fingers across the controls, making micro-adjustments to the Attitude Control Jets based on the ship's rapidly updating telemetry.

[WARNING CLEARED: ROUTE NORMALIZED]

Calculating the deceleration based on his massive inertia, Taro flipped the jets to full reverse. The ship, already crawling like a tortoise, slowed even further.

[WARNING: PLEASE USE DESIGNATED AUTOMATED LANDING PROGRAM]

"I told you, I don't have an engine, you piece of junk!! And I don't have landing legs either!!"

Taro was practically screaming now. He gave the jets one final, precisely timed burst. The ship's relative velocity hit zero. Perfectly stationary.

[DOCKING COMPLETE. WELCOME TO ALBA STATION.]

"Gee, thanks," Taro muttered. He watched the display as thin tether wires snaked out from the station’s pier. Eventually, a flexible docking tube extended like a literal snake and latched onto his ship’s hatch.

"Good work. Hey, what was that?" Marl’s voice came through Koume again. "That was a really weird docking sequence. Did you do that manually?"

"Uh, manually? I guess? I don't know, I was just rewriting the flight program as I went."

"...I’m sorry, I don't understand a word of what you just said."

"Eeehh? Look, I had to build a landing program on the fly. I didn't have a choice! You can barely even call this thing a ship anymore."

"...Wait, you mean in real-time? That’s insane... are you a Gift holder?"

"A Gift? Sorry, babe. The only present I’ve got for you is this ruggedly handsome body."

"...Whatever. I’m coming over to get you, so stay put. I bet you don’t even know how to walk, do you?"

"How to walk? Please! I've been walking for nearly twenty years!"

Taro huffed at the insult. How rude could she be? However, a few minutes later, he was forced to realize she was exactly right.

In his excitement, he had completely forgotten that once he stepped out of his ship's artificial gravity, he'd be in a zero-G environment.
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Episode 10

Starting with Chapter 2, I’m aiming to post every other day.

"Waaaaagh! H-help! Gloob-urgh-ack!?"

Taro was a human pinball. Careening through the zero-gravity void, he slammed into a wall and bounced off with all the grace of a billiard ball hitting a cushion, drifting aimlessly toward the ceiling.

[MR. TEIRO. I DO NOT MIND YOU FROLICKING, BUT WE WILL NEVER REACH THE STATION AT THIS RATE.]

"Like I have a choice! Wait—stop! Agah-ooph!!"

After a series of violent collisions involving his elbows and knees, Taro managed to use his limbs as shock absorbers to stick a landing on the floor. Vowing never to perform such a pathetic, spinning display again, he stayed low, crawling toward the station’s pier. I probably look like a total creep, but hey, safety over dignity.

"Honestly, Teiro. The lock from your side is—eek! Disgusting!!"

Beyond the sliding automatic doors, a woman stood with her arms crossed, looking down at him with palpable judgment. She wore a skin-tight suit, but it wasn't the kind worn by the salarymen Taro remembered from Earth; it was a loud, garish orange design. Her head was encased in a smoked helmet, making it impossible to see her face, but Taro was certain her expression was one of pure, concentrated exasperation.

"Heh... it seems this method of locomotion was simply too advanced for humanity."

"Yeah... sure. Honestly? You’re a total turn-off."

Taro laughed off the embarrassment, shouting, "Don’t praise me too much!" as he stood up with a flourish. His momentum immediately sent him sailing back into the air. He clutched his head, anticipating the pain of another ceiling-bonk, but Marl lunged forward and grabbed his leg just in time.

"I was skeptical, but you really are a Surface Dweller... No one raised on a station would be this stupid. It’s fine here because there’s a roof, but if this were an open atrium, you’d be drifting off as space dust by now."

With Marl still firmly gripping his ankle, she grabbed a high-speed wire running along the wall. Taro was suddenly hauled toward the station proper. The wall featured several wires of varying speeds; Marl hopped between them with practiced ease, accelerating them at a dizzying pace.

"Is this a moving walkway? No, it’s a moving handrail! Wait, Miss Marl! Isn't this a bit too fast?! Between the speed and my current posture, I’m freaking out here!"

As Marl grabbed the highest-speed cable, Taro let out a panicked shriek. The acceleration was so intense he felt like his leg might actually pop out of its socket.

"Listen, do you have any idea how many dozens of kilometers it is from the pier to the main hub? If we take our sweet time, the sun will have set by the time we get there."

Taro was dragged down the corridor at a literal flying pace, staring up at the ceiling from his position on his back. He was on the verge of a fear-induced bladder failure, but at the same time, a warm sense of excitement bubbled in his chest. There was a human being here who talked back to him—and the corridor was teeming with people.

"…………Beautiful."

They finally reached the station's interior—a place where gravity actually existed. Taro, looking like something the cat dragged in, crawled to his feet and caught sight of Marl’s face as she finally removed her helmet. She had striking red hair and emerald-green eyes. Her nose was sharp, her eyes were large, and while she was on the shorter side, the body lines visible through her tight suit were... well, impressive.

"Oh? Thanks. But hearing that from an Iceman doesn't really do much for me."

"Iceman?"

"That’s what we call people like you who wake up from cold sleep. Now stay put. I’m going to handle the Ship Registration and get you a Registry Certificate. Excuse me."

Without warning, Marl reached out and plucked a single hair from Taro’s head. She inspected it with a skeptical squint before walking toward a nearby control terminal.

"Ow! A little warning next time... But I get it. DNA registration, huh? Can you really make a legal identity that easily?"

He muttered the question to nobody in particular, but the device hanging from his belt hummed to life.

[AFFIRMATIVE, MR. TEIRO. THE GALACTIC EMPIRE’S NEURAL NETWORK STORES THE DNA DATA OF EVERY REGISTERED RESIDENT. IF THE DNA FROM THAT HAIR DOES NOT MATCH ANY EXISTING RECORDS, YOUR REGISTRY WILL BE COMPLETED WITHOUT ISSUE.]

"Whoa," Taro replied blankly. He didn't quite grasp the technical nuances of a "Neural Network," but he figured it was probably just a fancy version of the internet. "But man, look at this crowd... Is this like an airport gate?"

[THAT UNDERSTANDING IS CORRECT, MR. TEIRO. UNTIL YOU PASS THE GATE IN FRONT OF US, YOU ARE NOT TECHNICALLY INSIDE THE STATION.]

"I see. So, basically, as long as you don't cross that line, it doesn't matter if you have a legal identity or not?"

[A KEEN OBSERVATION, MR. TEIRO. MANY INDIVIDUALS WITHOUT REGISTRIES CONDUCT TRADE OR BUSINESS IN THIS NEUTRAL ZONE. SINCE THE STATION STILL COLLECTS DOCKING FEES, THEY TURN A BLIND EYE. NO BUREAUCRATIC HASSLE, NO RESOURCE CONSUMPTION—YOU ARE CONSIDERED AN EXCELLENT CUSTOMER.]

Taro exhaled a sigh of admiration as he watched the bustling crowd. He didn't see any octopus-shaped aliens or pint-sized dwarves. If anything was different from Earth, it was the sheer, vibrant diversity of skin, eye, and hair colors.

"I’m a little disappointed... I was hoping for some bug-eyed monsters or something."

[INSECTOIDS, MR. TEIRO? WHILE THEY DO EXIST WITHIN IMPERIAL TERRITORY, THEY ARE NOT COMMON IN THIS PARTICULAR STAR SYSTEM.]

"They actually exist?! Seriously!?"

Despite being told they weren't common, Taro began scanning his surroundings with renewed hope. He didn't find any bugs, but he did spot people with wings and others with literal horns.

"This is insane... Whoa, Koume-san, look! Is that a robot?"

Taro pointed at a man with a gleaming metallic body. His face was sculpted with realistic human features, but his mechanical elbow and knee joints were completely exposed, moving with an eerie, fluid precision.

[YES, MR. TEIRO. IF IT UTILIZED ORGANIC MATERIAL, IT WOULD BE CLASSIFIED AS A CYBORG, BUT THAT IS LIKELY A FULLY AUTOMATED ROBOT. IT APPEARS TO BE A STATE-OF-THE-ART MODEL. I AM QUITE ENVIOUS.]

Koume spun her makeshift wheels for emphasis.

"Right... I guess you’d want a body like that too, huh? Sorry for making you look so... well, like a DIY project. I know! Once we sell the ship and the credits start rolling in, I’ll buy you a body just like that."

[……THANK YOU, MR. TEIRO. HOWEVER, THE SENTIMENT ALONE IS SUFFICIENT. SUCH MODELS ARE PROHIBITIVELY EXPENSIVE. FOR NOW, WE HAVE MANY OTHER FINANCIAL PRIORITIES.]

"No, but still—oh, she's back."

Taro spotted Marl approaching and gave her a small wave.

"Alright, here’s your Ship Registration and your Registry Certificate. You’re officially a full-fledged Imperial Citizen. Also, I’m not a fan of 'informal' deals, so sign this. It’s the Sales Agreement between us."

Taro caught the small black chip she tossed him. "What’s this? An SD card?"

"No. Seriously, how ancient are you? It’s a Pulse Chip. It’s... ugh, just give it here."

Looking thoroughly fed up, Marl snatched the chip back and slapped it directly onto Taro’s forehead. Wait, what? Following her command to "Start BISHOP," Taro felt a mental ping.

[NEW DATA DETECTED. ADDING FUNCTION GROUP: SALES CONTRACT.]

"It’s a chip that transmits data directly via brainwaves," Marl explained. "You might know this already, but BISHOP’S Function Groups aren't just for programs. Databases are treated as functions too. It’s temporary memory, though, so don't expect to suddenly 'know' a whole dictionary."

"Convenient," Taro remarked idly, browsing the contract’s contents in his mind. It was essentially a legalized version of their verbal agreement—nothing overly predatory, but nothing overly generous either.

"So how do I... oh, I see. Connect to the Signature Function and sign. Done. Hey, Koume, I’m a total amateur when it comes to legal stuff. This looks okay, right? She’s not going to come back later with a hidden bill and go, 'I've got the contract right here, sucker!' is she?"

[YOU WATCH TOO MANY MOVIES, MR. TEIRO. ALSO, A PULSE CHIP REQUIRES DIRECT PHYSICAL CONTACT TO TRANSMIT DATA. PLEASE TRANSFER THE INFORMATION TO ME.]

"Oh, right. Makes sense. Otherwise, everyone’s secrets would be leaking out everywhere. Here."

Taro peeled the chip off his forehead and slapped it onto Koume’s sensor lamp.

[……PROCESSED, MR. TEIRO. THE CONTRACT TERMS APPEAR TO BE WITHIN ACCEPTABLE PARAMETERS. IF I HAD TO BE CRITICAL, THE COMPENSATION OWED BY MISS MARL IS DEFINED VAGUELY AS 'DAILY LIVING SUPPORT.' HOWEVER, GIVEN MISS MARL’S CHARACTER, I DEEM HER SUFFICIENTLY TRUSTWORTHY. WOULDN'T YOU AGREE, MISS MARL?]

Koume’s voice was as cool and analytical as ever. Marl offered a wry smile and reached out to gently pat Koume’s spherical chassis.

"You’re way more competent than your owner, aren't you? Fine, I’ll draft an addendum later with the specific details spelled out. Sound fair?"

[YES, OF COURSE, MISS MARL. YOU ARE INDEED A PERSON OF INTEGRITY.]

Marl was smiling. Koume’s synthetic voice remained as flat as ever.

And yet, Taro could have sworn that Koume sounded like she was having the time of her life.
Episode 11: To a New Life

A space station straight out of a sci-fi flick. I wonder if humanity will ever actually build one of these?

Deep within the bowels of the station sat a chamber Taro had unceremoniously dubbed "the high school gym." It was a cavernous room, currently occupied by a man and a woman dwarfed by literal mountains of accumulated junk.

"Hey, Teiro. I want to pop this part off. Can you do your thing?"

Marl poked her head out from behind a pile of scrap. Taro looked up from the children’s picture book he’d been leafing through, sighed, and activated BISHOP as he strolled over to her.

"Encryption again? Sigh. Yeah, yeah, I’m on it. Just stop making that terrifying face at me. By the way, quick question: why the hell is everything encrypted just to join two ship parts together?"

Taro watched as multiple Cipher Functions flickered into existence within BISHOP Space. He began cracking them with practiced ease.

"What do you mean 'why'? It’s for safety. If a part shook loose while you were piloting, it’d be a total catastrophe."

"No, I get that part. I’m saying the fact that you can disassemble hardware through software in the first place is the weird part. Isn't that, like, a massive design flaw?"

"Is it? I think some military battleships are built differently, but for the rest of us, isn't ease of maintenance more important? If they were physically fused together, it’d be an absolute ordeal to swap them out. But with BISHOP, it’s over in a flash."

"Hmm... I guess the Rockboy did look brand new in like two seconds. So it’s basically just 'swap the parts and call it a day'?"

"Exactly. You fix the broken junk whenever you have time, and once it’s good as new, it goes into the spares. In space, even a minor hiccup can be a death sentence, so most ships carry a hoard of spare parts."

"Gotcha... And boom! Done."

Taro snapped his fingers. With a heavy clunk, the ship component in front of Marl detached, exposing its complex internal guts.

"Your BISHOP is such a cheat code... or maybe it’s just your brain. A professional Unlocking Specialist would’ve billed me for three days of work to do that. Honestly, have you considered a career in grand larceny?"

"Heh. I’ve already decided the only thing I’m ever gonna steal is a lady’s heart."

"Yeah, yeah. Shut up, you virgin."

"Wha—! Wha-wha-wha-wha-not a virgin!!"

"I—no, wait, I was joking! Look! This circuit is still alive!"

Marl yanked a fist-sized chip out of the guts of the machine and held it up to the light like a prize-winning gem.

"This is a Drive Auxiliary Device for a large freighter. It’s worth a fortune! Looks like I’ll actually be able to pay your salary this week after all."

Marl beamed at the chip. Her enthusiasm was infectious; Taro couldn't help but grin back.

"Oh, nice! That’s a relief. But man, being a Salvager is a grind. If I had to do this kind of tedious manual labor every day, I’d throw in the towel in five minutes."

It had been about two weeks since Taro had started crash-padding at Marl’s workshop. When he’d first heard she was in the "ship salvage" business, his heart had skipped a beat at the thought of grand adventures. Contrary to those expectations, the reality was mostly just... this. Mind-numbing dismantling work.

"Well, obviously. Scrapped ship allocations are strictly regulated, so it’s not like we can just fly out into the black whenever we want. It’s a gamble, anyway. Most of the time you find nothing, and the big juicy ships all get snatched up by the Corporations."

"The Corps? Who’s that?"

[THEY ARE CORPORATIONS, MR. TEIRO. IT SIMPLY MEANS 'COMPANIES.']

The two spun around at the sound of the voice coming from behind a stack of rusted iron. A moment later, Koume scrambled over the junk pile and came into view.

"Good work, Koume. How are things on your end?"

Perched atop the mountain of scrap, Koume’s lamp flickered.

[IT IS PROCEEDING SMOOTHLY, MISS MARL. I HAVE COMPLETED THE INVENTORY FOR THE MAJORITY OF THE SELLABLE ASSETS. MR. TEIRO, I MUST CONFIRM ONE MORE TIME: ARE YOU CERTAIN YOU DO NOT WISH TO SELL THE SHIP’S CORE?]

"You bet. Just selling the rest of the junk is gonna net a decent chunk of change, right?"

[THAT DEPENDS ON YOUR DEFINITION OF 'DECENT,' MR. TEIRO. AS IT STANDS, THE AMOUNT WILL LIKELY BE SUFFICIENT FOR YOU TO LIVE A LIFE OF LEISURE UNTIL THE DAY YOU DIE.]

"...Huh? Wait. Seriously? It’s that much?"

Ignoring Taro’s slack-jawed expression, Koume displayed the specific figures. Taro had been treating that ship like a piece of oversized industrial waste, but seeing the total converted into "number of lunches he could buy" sent him into a state of pure shock. Marl let out a long, weary sigh.

"You really are something... Let me ask you this: did you think every family in the ancient world was so rich they just happened to own their own cruiser-sized vessel?"

Taro paused. When she put it like that, it actually made sense. The local economy was so alien to him that he’d struggled to grasp the scale, but he supposed it was like a billionaire owning a mega-yacht for weekend cruises.

"Holy crap. Without even realizing it, I’ve achieved the dream of being rich enough to slap people with bundles of cash!?"

"Go ahead... I won't stop you from having weird hobbies, but if you try it on me, I’m hitting you back."

"That’s actually a reward in my book!"

"With a wrench."

"I am so sorry!"

Taro hit the floor in a lightning-fast dogeza. He wasn't entirely sure why he felt the need to prostrate himself, but it had been a pure, lizard-brain reflex.

[BY THE WAY, MR. TEIRO. WHAT DO YOU INTEND TO DO NOW THAT YOU HAVE ACQUIRED THESE FUNDS? DO YOU PLAN TO SPEND THE REST OF YOUR DAYS AS A NON-PERFORMING LOAN TO SOCIETY? A PARASITE GNAWING ON THE SHINS OF YOUR METAPHORICAL PARENTS WITHOUT A SINGLE GOAL IN LIFE? KOUME WILL NOT STOP YOU, OF COURSE.]

"Can't you just call me a NEET and get it over with!? Also, you sound like you’re definitely trying to stop me!"

"She has a point, though. I’m curious too. Are you going to invest it?"

Taro scratched his head. "I mean, even if you ask me out of the blue like that..." 

I don't even have enough knowledge of this world to have 'material desires.'

"Wait. There is one thing I want to do."

The two of them stared at him, intrigued. Taro rubbed his chin for a moment, then spoke as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

"I want to find Earth. And for that, I’m gonna need a ship."

Marl’s jaw dropped. Koume remained uncharacteristically silent.

"And I want a big one. Like, 'stupidly huge' big."



"You said this was a 'Ship Market,' so I was picturing, I don't know, a massive trade show or something. Little Teiro-chan is feeling a teeny bit let down, you know?"

"The way you’re talking is starting to grate on my nerves... Look, you really should reconsider. A planet called 'Earth'... we don't even know if it actually exists."

They were currently strolling through the Ship Market’s exhibition hall. Holograms of vessels, ranging from shuttlecraft to behemoths, flickered all around them as they moved through the crowds of potential buyers.

"No, it’s there. I literally grew up there. I’m the living proof, so there's no mistake."

"That has to be a misunderstanding. The Galactic Empire has been around for at least five thousand years, and nobody has ever even confirmed its location."

"Yeah, but... wait, it’s in the legends, right?"

"Ugh, you’re talking about the 'Human Single-Planet Origin Theory.' That’s barely science; it’s basically a religion at this point."

Marl was being unusually persistent, clearly trying to talk him out of the purchase. Taro ignored her and kept his eyes peeled on the displays until one caught his eye. It was a massive vessel with a sleek, streamlined hull.

"Oh, now this is cool. And it’s huge. Hey, Professor Koume, what about this one?"

Taro looked down at the sphere on his belt. The lamp blinked.

[THAT IS THE DD-E559, THE THUNDERBOLT-CLASS. FINANCIALLY, IT IS WELL WITHIN YOUR MEANS, MR. TEIRO. HOWEVER, MAY I ASK WHAT YOU INTEND TO FIGHT WHILE COMMANDING A DESTROYER?]

Taro went quiet, thinking it over.

"Hey, Marl. Those WIND guys we fought? Are they everywhere?"

"Well," Marl started, "they’re pretty much distributed across the entire galaxy... but if you’re serious about hunting for a lost planet, you’re going to have to head into Outer Space. And out there, the enemy won't be the WIND. It’ll be humans."

"Humans? You mean like pirates?"

"Mmm, 'criminals' is a tricky word for it. Outer Space is beyond the Galactic Empire’s reach, so it’s a total lawless zone. Hard to call something a crime when there are no laws to break, right?"

"Wow. It really is a 'fist of the north star' situation out there... But I guess that makes sense. If Earth was in civilized space, someone would’ve found it ages ago."

Taro looked up, staring through the massive reinforced window at the end of the hall. Beyond the glass, in the airless void, an infinite number of stars twinkled with a dazzling, cold brilliance.

"...Well, a bigger search area just makes the hunt more exciting."

Taro knew this was a reckless gamble born of his own ignorance, but he didn't think he was going in with zero chance of winning. He had his memories of living on Earth, and the undeniable fact that he had somehow made it here. 

And more importantly—

"Koume, when we get back, hop onto the Neural Network. Run a search for Earth-type planets. Can't be that many of them, right?"

[UNDERSTOOD. HOWEVER, I CANNOT AGREE WITH YOUR OPTIMISM, MR. TEIRO. WHILE 'EARTH-TYPE' LIKELY REFERS TO HABITABLE WORLDS, IN THIS GALAXY ALONE, THERE ARE—]

He had a very reliable ally by his side.
Chapter 12

A colossal meteorite drifted through the void, a mangled spaceship buried nose-deep in its craggy surface like a giant, broken lawn dart. Taro sat perched in the vice-commander’s seat of the Rockboy, the salvage craft currently bracing the wreck, his eyes glued to the glowing BISHOP interface. The Rockboy's cockpit sat right at the nose of the machine; through the domed canopy—which was actually high-grade reinforced resin, though it looked like glass—he could see Marl hunched over the controls in the pilot’s seat next to him.

"Standby... standby... NOW!!"

At Marl's signal, Taro's fingers flew across the Machine Control Functions. The thick cables tethered to the skeletal remains of the ship embedded in the rock went taut. Under the Rockboy’s raw mechanical strength, the metal frame began to groan, twisting and shrieking before finally snapping away in a jagged mess.

[MACHINE OUTPUT AND PHYSICAL SHIELD OUTPUT ARE STABLE. IT APPEARS SAFE TO INCREASE POWER BY AN ADDITIONAL 20%, MR. TEIRO.]

The lights on Koume’s interface, currently hard-linked into the Rockboy’s console, flickered in time with her synthesized voice. Taro began to hum a mindless tune, nudging the throttle forward. He coaxed the machine into a display of precision cable-towing that technically exceeded the manufacturer's "guaranteed safety limits" by a hilarious margin.

"…And stop! I’ll take it from here with the manipulator arms. Good work, you two. That’s a hell of a haul for a day’s work."

Taro let out a long, ragged breath and slumped back into his seat. 

"Let’s get some distance, and fast. I don’t care how many shields we have; I’ve got a bad feeling about this."

"Yeah, yeah, I hear you. I’d usually leave the 'explosives and debris' part of the job to a professional, but… there! It’s loose."

Taro looked out the canopy. The derelict ship’s aft section was drifting slowly away from the meteorite, leaving its pulverized nose behind in the rock.

"Man, what’s the point of a meteorite-shredding ship if it just ends up face-planting into a rock? Was the pilot trying to go out in a blaze of glory or what? Total kamikaze move."

Marl let out a sharp laugh. "I have no idea what a 'kamikaze' is, but you’re not wrong. Still, who cares? The impact knocked the meteorite off its collision course, and more importantly, it just put food on our table. Salvagers thrive on other people’s bad luck."

[MISS MARL. IF I MAY BE SO BOLD, FINDING JOY IN THE MISFORTUNE OF OTHERS IS—MISS MARL, PLEASE ACCELERATE IMMEDIATELY. THE SHOCK OF DETACHMENT HAS REACTIVATED SEVERAL REMAINING EXPLOSIVE CHARGES.]

For one heartbeat, the cockpit was silent. Then, Marl shrieked, "RECALCULATE!" 

"ON IT!" Taro barked back.

"Oh, come on! You’ve gotta be kidding me! I knew we shouldn't have taken this job!"

"Sh-sh-shut up! The payout was huge!"

Taro’s brain went into overdrive, using BISHOP to calculate the perfect escape vector based on the tension of the wires and the ship's current center of mass. He slammed the data into a Function Group and beamed it to Koume. Koume instantly crunched the numbers against the engine’s remaining output and tossed the result to Marl. Marl, drawing on years of "don't-die-today" experience, accounted for the Rockboy’s specific handling quirks and slammed the Steering Function into gear.

"GYAHH-HFF!?"

The sudden acceleration pinned Taro to his seat like a pancake. His Anti-Acceleration Suit constricted violently, squeezing his limbs to keep the blood from abandoning his brain in a cowardly retreat. 

An instant later, a flash of light white-washed the universe, threatening to sear his retinas. A spherical shockwave of superheated particles slammed into them.

"De…bris… incineration…" Marl gasped, fighting the G-force.

[MISS MARL, PLEASE LEAVE THAT TO KOUME.]

The AI's voice was disturbingly calm. Eight Debris Incineration Beam turrets mounted on the Rockboy’s hull sputtered to life, dancing with robotic precision as they vaporized the incoming shards of meteorite before they could shred the ship.

"A big one! Coming… in… hot! SHIIIIIIIIIT!" 

Taro screamed as he used BISHOP to override their trajectory, yanking the Rockboy into a sickening bank to avoid a house-sized fragment the lasers couldn't handle. The sheer centrifugal force almost blacked him out. Then, with a roar of silence, the massive chunks of rock streaked past their hull, missing them by inches.

"Ugh… guh… Are we… are we alive?"

The acceleration cut out. Taro felt the crushing pressure vanish, replaced by the dizzying sensation of blood finally rushing back into his skull. 

"Yeah… barely," Marl panted. "But since we technically blew the meteorite to hell, I’m going to wring a massive bonus out of the Environmental Department."

"That’s… that’s great. Hey, Marl? I’m gonna be honest with you, since you’ll smell it anyway. I definitely peed a little."

"That’s fine… me too."

"Oh. Heh."

"Yeah. Heh-heh."

The two of them devolved into hysterical, post-trauma giggles.

[PERHAPS I SHOULD HAVE LEAKED SOME LUBRICATING OIL TO JOIN THE FESTIVITIES.]

The humans howled with laughter at Koume’s dry remark, kicking their legs and sprawling out in the cramped cockpit as the adrenaline faded.

"Oh man, my stomach hurts…" Marl eventually sighed, her tone turning uncharacteristically serious. "Hey. Seriously. Give up on that Earth nonsense. We’d make one hell of a team."

Taro crossed his arms, staring out at the void. "Maybe. But honestly? I don't even know what I'll find. Even if I get back, it probably won't be the Earth I remember."

"Then why bother?"

"I don't know," Taro said, his gaze drifting to the distant stars. "It’s a sense of duty, I guess. Hard to explain. It’s the place where my bones belong. Out here, I’m just an outsider. Just an Iceman."

"I see…" Marl murmured. She mimicked his posture, looking out at the galaxy. "We don’t really bury people on the station, so I don’t get the 'bones' thing. But tell me—what was Earth actually like?"

"What was it like? Well, for starters, there was the ocean. It covered seventy percent of the surface. Humans and animals were all squeezed together on the remaining thirty percent. At least back then, there was still plenty of nature left."

"Seventy percent water? That’s incredibly inefficient. Didn't they terraform it?"

"Terraforming? You mean like changing the whole planet’s climate? Nah. We didn't have that kind of tech. We just lived in the environment we were given and tried—poorly—not to wreck it. We called it being 'eco-friendly'."

Marl looked at him like he was speaking in riddles. Taro chuckled and kept going.

"Because of the atmosphere, you couldn't see the stars during the day. But you had the sky. You had sunrises and sunsets. There were deserts, jungles, tundras where the ground was frozen solid, and tropical spots where you could walk around naked. Where I lived, there were mountains and rivers just a short walk away."

"Huh. That sounds chaotic. A planet with a dozen different climates? And you just… went to rivers? Wasn't it dangerous?"

"Not if you weren't an idiot. There were rivers in the mountains where I used to play as a kid. I don't know about now, but back then, the water was so clean you could just scoop it up and drink it."

"You drank… river water? Raw? Without a filtration plant?" Marl’s eyes went wide. "What the hell? That’s not a planet; that’s a treasure vault!"

"A treasure vault? Oh, right. I forgot how expensive water is on the station. But that’s just the start. There were thousands, tens of thousands of types of plants everywhere. Real animals. Real meat. Not that synthetic stuff where you can't tell if you're eating a steak or a recycled boot."

Marl’s brow furrowed as she tried to process the sheer absurdity of it. "What about the houses? What were they made of?"

"Depended on the area. Mostly stone and wood. My house was a two-story wooden place."

"WOOD?! AS IN, THE TRUNKS OF ACTUAL TREES?!" Marl shrieked. "What are you, some kind of galactic emperor?! You drank raw mineral water, ate real plants, and lived in a mansion made of biological building materials? That’s ridiculous! No wonder you want to go back! That’s not a planet, it’s a damn paradise!"

"No, wait, it’s not like that was the only reason—"

Taro tried to de-escalate, but Marl was already muttering to herself, lost in a spiral of envy and disbelief. 

"Do you really… do you really think it’s still out there?" she whispered.

"I don't 'think' it, Marl. It is out there. I don't know where, and I don't know what state it’s in, but it’s real. I’m the proof. I came from there."

Marl turned to the AI. "…Hey, Koume. Just for the sake of argument. What do you think?"

Koume’s lamps pulsed with a slow, thoughtful rhythm.

[YES, MISS MARL. WHILE I CANNOT DEFINITIVELY CONFIRM ITS COORDINATES, THE CREDIBILITY OF MR. TEIRO’S ACCOUNT IS STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT. HIS KNOWLEDGE AND COMMON SENSE ARE ENTIRELY CONSISTENT WITH PRE-IMPERIAL RECORDS. SUCH CONSISTENCY IS NEARLY IMPOSSIBLE TO MAINTAIN THROUGH DELUSION OR DECEPTION. FURTHERMORE, WE POSSESS PHYSICAL EVIDENCE.]

Both humans blinked in surprise. 

[FIRST, THERE IS THE LANGUAGE. MR. TEIRO SPEAKS FLUENTLY IN AN ANCIENT TONGUE CALLED 'JAPANESE.' CURRENTLY, ONLY A HANDFUL OF ELITE LINGUISTS EVEN RECOGNIZE ITS EXISTENCE. THE ODDS OF A RANDOM SALVAGER MASTERING IT ARE NEGLIGIBLE. AND SECONDLY—]

They held their breath.

[—HIS DNA INFORMATION. I TOOK THE LIBERTY OF ANALYZING MR. TEIRO’S GENETIC CODE. IT CONTAINS ALMOST EVERY MAJOR GENETIC MARKER PRESENT IN THE DIVERGENT BRANCHES OF MODERN IMPERIAL HUMANITY. FROM THE WINGED SUBSPECIES TO THE SEMI-HUMANS. DO YOU UNDERSTAND THE IMPLICATION?]

The silence in the cockpit was heavy with the weight of a world-shattering realization.

[THE 'HUMAN SINGLE-PLANET ORIGIN THEORY' MAY BE MORE THAN JUST A MYTH.]

On the space station, "nature" was a luxury that didn't exist. 

Metal was everywhere. It was the only thing they had in abundance.
Episode 13: Corporate Interest

"No buyers? Seriously? Is that even a thing?"

Taro was so shocked he fumbled his wrench, watching it clatter toward the floor. Marl snatched it out of the air with practiced ease before it could cause any damage. 

"’Is it a thing?’ Of course it’s a thing! That’s how business works, Taro—you need a buyer and a seller," Marl sighed, handing the tool back. "Nobody at a backwater station like this is looking for Military-grade Armor Plate. It’s obvious if you think about it for more than two seconds. Honestly, I was careless for even hoping."

Taro took the wrench and turned back to the hunk of scrap he’d been dismantling. 

"I guess... yeah, when you put it like that, it makes sense. It’s like trying to sell door-to-door machine guns in a retirement village. Not exactly a hot market."

"The analogy is a bit aggressive, but you’ve got the gist. We’ll have to haul it somewhere with more traffic or higher demand. The military would pay a fortune for this stuff, but if we show up at their door with it, they’ll start asking awkward questions about where we ‘found’ it."

"Yeah, let’s definitely skip the interrogation," Taro muttered. He didn't think he’d done anything illegal per se, but he had a spiritual allergy to red tape and military brass.

"See? This is the Galactic God telling you to stay put," Marl teased, a mischievous smirk dancing on her lips. "Besides, what’s a little Iceman like you going to do out there? You can’t even walk in zero-G without looking like a birthing giraffe. Your total lack of common sense would get you killed in a week."

Taro huffed and turned away, though he couldn't exactly argue the point. She’s not entirely wrong. I’m basically a toddler in a spacesuit.

"Well, that is the problem... I mean, I’ve got Koume to handle the heavy lifting, but she’s got her own issues. She’s... well, she’s weird."

[CALLING ME ‘WEIRD’ IS QUITE THE CHARACTER ASSASSINATION, MR. TEIRO. I AM AN AI, NOT A HUMAN. BY ALL LOGICAL METRICS, I AM THE PINNACLE OF STABILITY AND COMMON SENSE.]

"Liar! AIs like you don’t just grow on trees!" Taro barked back.

"Oh, stop it," Marl chimed in, looking sympathetic. "You’re hurting poor Koume’s feelings."

"No, no, you don't understand, Marl-kins! She’s a menace! Just the other day, she—"

The trio fell into their usual rhythm of bickering and banter. On the surface, it was another idyllic, peaceful day in the void, but Taro felt a nagging tension beneath the surface. He stole a glance at Marl, sensing that she felt it too. The clock was ticking.

"—and that’s why she’s terrifying! Don't you think that's messed up?"

"Hehe. Honestly? I think it’s just your fault," Marl laughed, then checked her HUD. "Anyway... time’s up."

Taro glanced at the clock on his BISHOP interface. It was the end of the shift. Normally, he’d be cheering for quitting time, but today felt different.

"Right... I guess that’s it, then. These three months went by in a blink, but I had a blast. I learned a lot, and hey, the pay wasn't half bad."

Taro pulled off his work gloves, gave her a playful wink, and extended his hand. Their arrangement—the three-month life support contract Marl had provided—was officially over today.

"You really saved my neck. I can’t thank you enough... So, uh, if you’re up for it..."

Taro’s face went uncharacteristically solemn. Marl’s hand hovered, twitching as if to take his, but she hesitated. Finally, she let her arm drop limply to her side.

"I can’t. I don’t have a reason to help you anymore."

"Haha... right. Yeah, of course."

The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. The air grew heavy and awkward as Marl looked away, staring longingly at the exit.

[EXCUSE ME FOR INTERRUPTING THE MELODRAMA. MISS MARL, MR. TEIRO, I MUST PROFFER A FORMAL APOLOGY.]

Koume’s voice was a welcome life raft in the sea of silence. Marl forced a stiff smile. "What’s with the sudden formality, Koume?"

[IT PERTAINS TO THE THREE-MONTH LIFE SUPPORT CONTRACT YOU RECENTLY REDRAFTED, MISS MARL. I SEEM TO HAVE NEGLECTED TO OBTAIN MR. TEIRO’S OFFICIAL SIGNATURE. IT WAS A SO-CALLED ‘OOPSY-DAISY.’]

Both of them stared at the console, blinking in synchronization. Marl looked like she was about to ask why it mattered now, then suddenly, the gears turned. She stiffened.

"R-Right! I suppose an AI as advanced as Koume is bound to make the occasional human error... Don’t worry about it. I mean... um, thanks."

[NO, THE GRATITUDE IS MINE TO GIVE, MISS MARL. AS A RESULT OF THIS OMISSION, THE COMPENSATION IMPOSED UPON MISS MARL IS NO LONGER FOR A THREE-MONTH TERM. IT HAS BEEN RECLASSIFIED AS ‘FOR THE TIME BEING.’]

Taro finally caught on. His jaw dropped as he looked from the AI’s terminal to Marl’s blushing face.

"S-See? What did I tell you? She’s a total glitch-fest!" Taro shouted, leaning into the excuse with everything he had. "There’s no way we’d survive on our own with her acting up like this. I mean, I’d love to set you free, really, but... well, the contract! It’s binding!"

"Exactly! If the contract says so, I have no choice!" Marl shouted back, her voice an octave higher than usual. "Hehe... Koume, you’re right, aren’t you?"

[ABSOLUTELY, MISS MARL. FURTHERMORE, THE REPAIR COSTS FOR THE ROCKBOY HAVE BEEN SETTLED USING THE PROCEEDS FROM THE SALVAGED HULL MATERIAL. TERMINATING MR. TEIRO’S SUPPORT NOW WOULD CONSTITUTE A BREACH OF CONTRACT.]

"Oh no, what a tragedy," Marl said, her acting so hammy it belonged in a deli. "I can’t afford to get arrested by the Imperial Government for breach of contract! They’d seize Rocky! I’d lose the shop! U-Ugh, fine! Get this straight—I’m doing this for Rocky! Not for you! Definitely not for you!"

"I get it! I totally get it!" Taro grinned, his heart doing a little victory lap. "Man, that was a textbook tsundere line. I’m actually moved to hear it in person."

"Shut up and stop mumbling! Come on, let’s move!"

Marl grabbed Taro’s still-extended hand and yanked him toward the exit.

"We need a plan! You were probably just going to wing it as long as you had a ship, weren’t you? You’re absolutely hopeless without me."

Taro let himself be dragged along, a wry smile plastered on his face. She’d hit the bullseye.

"Since we’re doing this, we’re going to find it! We’re going to find Earth!"

Taro didn't say a word. He just squeezed her hand back, hard, letting the gesture serve as his answer.



"First things first," Marl declared, "we need to start a company."

The three of them—two humans and one glowing AI interface—huddled together in the cramped Junk Yard office.

"Wait, back up. I’m lost," Taro said. "Are you telling me the Galactic Empire won't even let you go on a road trip unless you’re a registered LLC?"

"Pretty much, yeah."

"That is the dumbest— Seriously?! Are you serious right now?!"

Marl covered her ears to block out Taro’s indignant screeching.

[TRAVEL ITSELF IS NOT ILLEGAL, MR. TEIRO. THE ISSUE IS THE LOGISTICAL BACKLOG, AS MISS MARL IS ATTEMPTING TO EXPLAIN.]

"Exactly," Marl nodded. "To find Earth, we’ll need to hop between star systems, which means using the Stargate. If you show up as a private citizen, the waiting list is months—sometimes years—long."

"Years?! Is it a Stargate or a Disney World ride? What am I supposed to do, just go into cold sleep in the parking lot?"

"Actually, yes. People do that."

Taro threw his hands up in defeat. "Wow. Okay. I’m done being surprised. Let me guess: corporations get a FastPass?"

[A PERCEPTIVE OBSERVATION, MR. TEIRO. CORPORATIONS ARE THE LIFEBLOOD OF THE GALACTIC EMPIRE. AS SUCH, THEY ENJOY VARIOUS PERKS, INCLUDING PRIORITY STARGATE ACCESS. THEY ALSO INCUR CERTAIN OBLIGATIONS, BUT UNLESS YOU PLAN ON VISITING THE CORE WORLDS, THEY ARE NEGLIGIBLE.]

"Right," Marl added. "We’re heading toward the frontier, so we should be fine. We could try bribing the gate operators, but I’d rather keep that as a last resort."

"Yeah, I’d rather not give some bureaucrat leverage over us," Taro agreed. "So, what are these 'obligations'? Am I going to get audited by the space-IRS?"

"Taxes are the same for everyone, though they’re actually cheaper for corporations in the higher brackets. No, the real catch is the Government Mission. You have to periodically complete tasks assigned by the state. The specifics vary, but frankly, you can usually just throw money at the problem to make them go away."

Taro pictured a video game quest log. The fact that the government issued them—and that you could pay to skip them—felt depressingly corporate. 

"Hmm. I’ve got a bad feeling about 'government work.' What kind of jobs are we talking about here?"

Marl tapped her chin thoughtfully. "Mostly just bureaucratic busywork. Helping the local administration, that kind of thing. Though... there are also Police Missions."

"Police? No way. Let’s leave the law enforcement to the professionals."

"Professionals? You mean like a Security Company?"

Marl looked genuinely confused. Taro felt his own brain start to misfire.

"No, like... the police? The guys the government hires with tax money to catch criminals? You know, cops?"

"We don't have those. If the Empire tried to organize something like that, it would trigger a civil war. Can you imagine a police force tasked with watching over sixty trillion people? It would be larger than the military! It would be a coup waiting to happen."

"Sixty trillion..." Taro slumped. "I’m not surprised. I refused to be surprised."

[MR. TEIRO, FOR THE SAKE OF ACCURACY, SIXTY TRILLION IS THE NUMBER OF REGISTERED CITIZENS ON THE CENSUS REGISTRATION. THE ACTUAL POPULATION IS ESTIMATED TO BE DOUBLE OR TRIPLE THAT FIGURE.]

"So... at least a hundred and twenty trillion? Sure. Why not. The scale is so massive it doesn't even mean anything anymore. 120 trillion? Is that a population or a cell count?"

Taro leaned back in his chair, his eyes glazing over. Marl stared at him with a look of pure judgment.

"You’re surprisingly well-informed, Taro. The human body does indeed have about sixty trillion cells."

"So, between the two of us...?"

"120 trillion. But that’s gross, so stop it. The idea of sixty trillion 'Taros' existing inside one body is a nightmare."

"Ouch. That ‘nightmare’ comment really stings... but you’re right, Marl. I really don't know anything about this world."

Faced with the sheer scope of his ignorance, Taro felt a wave of shame for his own recklessness. Marl reached over and playfully flicked his nose. "Took you long enough to realize."

"A company, huh... I wonder what we should call it..." Taro muttered.

Marl immediately started rattling off suggestions.

The debate raged on for hours. Even as the station's artificial night cycle came to an end, the lights in the small office stayed on. 

The list of problems to solve was endless, but for the first time, Taro didn't mind.

I guess having comrades like these isn't so bad after all...
Episode 14: The Maiden Voyage and the Flesh (Mechanical)

"I don't know, man. You start chasing 'convenience' and suddenly everything just loses its soul."

Taro muttered the words while staring at a monitor alongside Marl. They were standing in her old office—a workplace that had already been sold and would be occupied by some total stranger in a mere ten days.

"I agree with the sentiment, but what on earth are you talking about?" Marl asked, her hand pausing as she scrolled through the screen.

"Well, you know, when you pick up a mission like this... I feel like there ought to be a grizzled old guy behind a counter. You know the vibe? 'Hey, kid, ain't seen your face around here. This here’s an E-rank job for rookies. Try not to die.' That kind of thing."

Koume, currently perched at her usual spot on the tip of Taro’s belt, chimed in.

"Playing too many video games is detrimental to your health, Mr. Teiro. Besides, expecting a single elderly man to memorize billions of missions scattered across the Galactic Empire would be quite cruel. Logistically, you would need to station tens of millions of old men behind the counter to handle the data."

"That’s horrifying! Though, honestly, you could probably solve most of the galaxy’s problems with that many old guys!"

"Oh, you were talking about games," Marl said, letting out a sigh of relief. "For a second, I was worried that’s how things actually worked on Earth... Anyway, how about this one? Transporting chips from Alba Station to Ede Station. It’s toward Outer Space, and since they’re just chips, they won’t take up much room."

Taro leaned in to inspect the entry Marl was pointing at. Like all the other missions, it listed the objective, reward, duration, and order date, along with various contractual fine print. While these tasks didn’t directly involve their "corporate" responsibilities, they were essential for earning travel grease—specifically, the funds needed to find Earth. From here on out, Taro and the crew needed to be proactive about bringing in the credits.

"Ede Station is... let’s see, two Stargate jumps away? So about three light-years? Considering the edge of Outer Space is thirty thousand light-years away... wow. That’s a long road."

"Hehe, true. But it’s not a bad first step. Besides, our priority is information gathering, so we don't need to physically scour every inch of the frontier ourselves. Let's make reaching a super-large station our first major goal."

With that, Marl slammed her finger down on the acceptance button. A contract immediately zipped from the Neural Network to Marl’s terminal, which she promptly downloaded onto a Pulse Chip.

"Here you go, 'President.' Rising Sun Corp’s very first contract."

Marl flashed a mischievous smirk as she handed the chip to Taro. He accepted it with a look of pure, unadulterated ecstasy, thrusting both hands toward the ceiling.

"Excellent... Let this be the primordial step for our company! One day, our names shall thunder across the Galactic Empire! Witness the beginning of our reign!"

"The cargo is a bulk shipment of holographic porn chips for men, though."

"It’s porn?! God dammit! I mean, sure, it’s an important job—delivering dreams and all—but I have very complicated feelings about this... wait. Maybe I should test them? You know, for quality assurance. As the man in charge, I have a professional responsibility to know my cargo, right? It’s not because I’m horny! It’s definitely not a lewd thing! It’s a matter of professional ethics—"

"Might be a bit too hardcore for a virgin, don't you think?"

"I-I-I-I'm not a virgin! I'm a total player! I've been around the block!"

"Yes, yes, quite so, Mr. H Teiro," Koume interjected. "On a related note, it appears our newly purchased ship has been docked. Preparations for the handover are complete."

The two humans traded looks. In an instant, they were on their feet, sprinting toward the station’s high-speed transit lane.

"Oh man, oh man! I’m getting hyped! What’s she look like? Did they include the drill? Please tell me there’s a drill!"

"Didn't you look at the 3D blueprints a thousand times already? And what is it with you and drills anyway? Wait... did you say 'properly'? Did you actually make them install one?!"

"A drill is a man’s romance! Don’t you dare mock it, damn you!"

"Do you perhaps suffer from some form of drill-related trauma, Mr. Teiro?" Koume asked. "In the field of psychology, such fixations are often interpreted as phallic symbols... Ah, I see. So that is the root of it."

"Are you sure you're just an AI?!"

Reaching the zero-gravity zone, Taro and Marl grabbed the high-speed transit wires with practiced ease, accelerating toward the pier.

"But seriously, is this gonna be okay? Even to a layman like me, that design looked... reckless."

"You think? It’s a bit asymmetrical, but the designer is a pro. It’ll hold together. Besides, swapping a ship's core into a different frame happens all the time. The ship you were on was incredibly high-performance, so I wouldn’t worry."

"Koume also gives the vessel a seal of approval, Mr. Teiro. The BISHOP synchronization system on that craft is top-tier. In fact, wasn't that the reason you were so hesitant to sell it in the first place?"

A sudden silence fell over the group. 
"O-Of course it was!" Taro blurted out.

"...I’m surrounded by idiots," Marl sighed. "Koume, don’t take your eyes off him. There’s no telling what he’ll pull next."

"Don’t ask for the impossible! This is my first time handling a ship like this; I have nothing to compare it to!"

The trio passed through the Living Quarters, cleared the security gate, and followed the gentle curve of the pier until they reached the dock indicated on Taro’s BISHOP display.

"............Whoa."

Taro let out a breath of pure awe. Moored in the dock was a newly christened destroyer. It was a 320-meter-long mass of ochre-colored iron, but the most vital sections were reinforced with familiar Type IN Black Metal plating, creating a striking two-tone aesthetic. Two massive nuclear fusion engine thrusters dominated the rear, while four turret bays on either side formed a circular array. The ship’s batteries were already humming; windows and indicator lights glowed with a pale blue radiance, signaling that the vessel was primed and ready for its master.

"She’s magnificent," Marl whispered. "It’s just a shame she’s currently a 'Porn-Mobile.'"

"You’re right, but could you please not ruin my emotional moment?!"

"She began her life as a Thunderbolt-class Destroyer," Koume observed, "but she has been transformed into something else entirely. Given that the core, the turrets, and the armor have all been replaced, that is only to be expected."

After admiring the exterior for a few minutes, they finally stepped inside. The interior smelled of brand-new iron and ozone under the brilliant LED lighting. The BISHOP display showed that all modular systems were fully operational. Looking around, Taro felt a deep sense of pride—this was where the vast majority of his wealth had gone.

"So this is the Central Command Room. Seems cozy enough."

They entered a bridge lined with the consoles necessary for deep-space navigation. This area had been constructed using the core of Taro’s original ship, ensuring that even if BISHOP’s automated control failed, the ship could be flown manually via direct-link panels. Most importantly, the bridge was located exactly on the ship’s rotational axis. No matter how violent a maneuver Taro pulled, the people in this room would be spared the worst of the G-forces.

"Yeah. Aside from the lack of a drill, she’s perfect. Though... having ten chairs for only two people feels a bit lonely. Think we should hire someone?"

Marl shook her head immediately. "Money burns up fast, Teiro. We don’t hire anyone until our income is stable. As a shareholder, I cannot sanction wasteful spending."

"Yeah, fair point." Marl had invested a chunk of her savings and the proceeds from their Junk Yard salvage to buy a 10% stake in Rising Sun Corp. She had every right to boss him around, though Taro probably would have listened to her even if she hadn't.

"When do we leave?" Taro asked, tracing his fingers over the helm.

"Tomorrow."

Marl’s answer was instantaneous. Taro blinked in surprise. "What about saying goodbye? Don't you have people to see?"

"I don't have a family, and I’ve already said my piece to my close friends. As long as I have the Neural Network, I can call them from the next star system over. It won't be much different from my life now. It’s not like we hung out every day anyway."

"I see... I get it. What about your stuff? Did you sell everything off?"

"Moving? What are you talking about? Your stuff is already moved in too."

"Huh?"

Koume’s voice cut in. "Mr. Teiro, the Living Quarters on the station are constructed as modular units. Ship architecture follows the same standard. To 'move,' one simply detaches the room from the station and slots it into the ship’s hull. There is no need for the primitive luggage-hauling found on planetary surfaces."

"Seriously? The future is incredible. So, since we aren't planning on settling down anywhere, this ship is basically..."

"Yep," Marl said with a grin. "It’s our home."

Taro felt a surge of excitement swell in his chest. Our home. He beamed back at her. "Heh, I like the sound of that."

Just then, a notification pinged on Taro’s BISHOP.

"Mr. Teiro, you have a delivery waiting at the pier. It appears to be a courier service. Did you buy something?"

Taro’s face lit up. "Oh! It’s here!"

"I’ll be right back! I gotta see if this was worth the credits. Papa Teiro is getting excited!"

Taro practically skipped out of the room. Marl watched him go, her face twisting into a mask of suspicion. "Koume... what did he do?"

"I cannot say, Miss Marl. He was being quite secretive, so I chose to afford him some privacy."

"Secretive? Now I’m worried. If he bought something like our cargo with company funds, a lecture won't be enough to fix this."

"I doubt that is the case, Miss Marl. I have been monitoring the corporate ledgers. If he made a purchase, it was from his personal earnings."

"His earnings? Oh, his wages for helping me at the shop? I guess that's fine then, but... I don't know. I wish he'd spend his money on something more productive."

"Miss Marl. Remeber, he is a virgin."

"Ugh, right. Well... I suppose I can’t judge him too harshly."

The two girls—if an AI counts—were right in the middle of a conversation that would have made Taro die of shame when the man himself returned, lugging a massive crate.

"Heh heh... It looks even better than the catalog. Hey, Marl? I’m not really sure how to use this thing. Think you and Koume could give me a hand?"

"G-give you a hand?! You idiot! Do that kind of thing by yourself!"

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro," Koume added. "And what, precisely, did you expect me to do? Are you suggesting I help because our shapes are similar? You absolute degenerate."

"I... uh... why am I being yelled at?"

Taro looked genuinely baffled. He shrugged off their hostility and began prying the crate open.

"Wait, hey! You can't just—!" Marl started to protest, but her voice died as she peered inside. Koume’s camera swayed as she looked on.

"...Oh. My mistake, Teiro. Hey, Koume? I think this is for you."

Koume, being only the size of a fist, couldn't see over the edge. "For me?"

"You bet," Taro said. He reached into the box and pulled out a mechanical mannequin roughly one meter tall.

"You’re always looking out for me, so I bought this as a thank-you. I couldn't afford a top-of-the-line latest model, so you’ll have to settle for this for now."

It was an older-model humanoid AI chassis, designed to resemble a young girl. It looked distinctly robotic, but the facial features were charming and the body design had elegant, sleek curves. It was, in Taro’s estimation, a fine piece of hardware.

"Mr. Teiro... I am ashamed of my conduct."

Koume’s green lamp blinked rapidly. Taro’s face fell. Did she hate it?

"Thank you, Mr. Teiro. I shall remember this kindness until the day my quantum circuits burn out. Now, please, transfer me into this body immediately! I shall show you that I can move far better than any 'latest model' ever could!"

Taro. A man who definitely buys books for the covers.
Episode 15

"System check!" Taro barked, his voice echoing through the Central Command Room.

"Systems are all green, Mr. Teiro. A remarkably swift startup—she’s certainly got that brand-new-ship smell," Koume replied. 

She turned her newly fashioned face toward Taro and gave a sharp, satisfied nod. Was it just me, or did she sound a little too proud of herself? Taro wondered. "How’s our link with the station?" 

"Solid," Marl chimed in. "Departure clearance is in, and we’ve got a reserved slot in front of the Stargate. I also made sure Rocky is jointed up nice and tight."

Taro glanced over at Marl and Koume. They were both kicked back in their seats, looking just as ready as he was. He flashed them a confident thumbs-up.

"Man, I didn't realize we needed reservations for space. I’m seriously glad I’m not doing this solo... Alright then, let’s get this show on the road!"

Taro fired up BISHOP and began manually deploying the ship’s startup functions. Sure, there was an automated Launch Function, but if he just let the computer do everything, he’d never actually learn how to fly the damn thing.

[ THERMONUCLEAR BATTERY CONTROL: 50% OUTPUT ]

[ PROPULSION CONTROL PROGRAM: STABLE OPERATION MODE ]

[ CRUISE PROGRAM: INITIATED ]

As Taro wrestled the Overall Control Function into place, the ship shuddered, vibrating with the hum of high-voltage life.

"Destroyer Plum... Launching!"

On Taro’s cue, Marl punched in the final departure sequence. The massive ship began to drift slowly away from the station’s embrace.

"Execute ninety-degree horizontal rotation. Engage Overdrive. Target: Stargate SG-3835."

The ship responded with predatory grace. In less than four seconds, the destroyer finished its turn. Two main thrusters vomited out a torrent of fusion-heated hydrogen plasma, hurling the colossal hunk of black metal into the void.

[ OVERDRIVE: START ]

A high-pitched whine sliced through the air, followed by a sudden, heavy silence. 

"Any problems?" Taro asked, peeling himself out of his seat. The chair was designed to automatically pivot into a reclining position to handle the G-force, making him feel like he was constantly trying to take a nap while flying.

"Zero abnormalities, Mr. Teiro. Honestly, if we had a breakdown just from starting the engine and warping, we’d be better off suing the manufacturers than flying," Koume remarked.

"Fair point," Taro grunted. He stood up, stretched until his joints popped, and grabbed a drink from the sideboard. 

"Hey, what are you doing?" Marl asked, sounding concerned. "We’re already there."

"Huh?" Taro blinked.

The ship suddenly shuddered.

"Wait, what? I thought—oh crap, it’s right there—AGHHH! HOT! HOT! HOT!"

Coffee—or at least a liquid that looked like coffee—erupted from his cup. Taro’s shirt was instantly baptized in a scalding brown stain.

[ OVERDRIVE: TERMINATED ]

"...I managed to stain a brand-new ship exactly two minutes after takeoff," Taro groaned, dabbing at his chest. "Pretty wild, right?"

"If by 'wild' you mean 'childish,' then yes, Mr. Teiro," Koume sighed. "I’m putting the external feed on the main screen. This is your first time seeing a Stargate in person, isn't it?"

Taro looked up, ignoring his soggy shirt. The screen displayed a gargantuan, cylindrical megastructure. Surrounding it were thousands of vessels of every conceivable shape and size, buzzing around like gnats at a porch light.

"So that’s a Stargate... It’s actually pretty simple. I was expecting something with more spikes or glowy bits. But damn, it’s easily a hundred times bigger than the pictures."

Taro’s BISHOP interface informed him they were closing in at over 200 kilometers per hour, yet the gate didn't seem to be getting any bigger. It was so impossibly massive that his brain simply couldn't process the perspective.

"Station Control just sent over the Beacon Program. Executing now," Marl said.

Taro watched as the program took over. BISHOP began processing a dizzying stream of movement vectors and [COLLISION AVOIDANCE FUNCTIONS] to guide them into their slot.

"Look at all those ships... Are they really going to warp everyone at the same time?"

As they drifted into the mouth of the cylinder, the sheer scale of the fleet became apparent. There were hundreds, maybe thousands, of ships waiting in neat, flat tiers.

"I guess they line them up like that so they don't crash into—wait, holy hell! What is that?! That’s not a ship, that’s a continent!"

A shadow fell over the Plum. Taro rubbed his eyes, convinced he was hallucinating.

"That’s a Gigantech Corp heavy transport," Marl explained, sounding impressed. "You don't see those often. I think the total length is nearly four kilometers. We’ll have to be careful not to get caught in its gravity well."

Taro’s jaw hit the floor. The Beacon Program had parked them directly beneath the belly of the behemoth. He felt like a tiny remora clinging to the underside of a shark.

"Man... I hope we get to fly something like that one day," Taro whispered.

Suddenly, the space around them began to bleed a ghostly, pale blue light. On his HUD, the Overdrive Device’s operating rate began to climb. It hit 100% and just kept going.

"Uh, Koume? BISHOP says the Overdrive is at, like, forty thousand percent. That’s a typo, right? We aren't about to explode?"

"It’s perfectly fine, Mr. Teiro. Based on the distance to the exit gate, I expect we’ll peak at about one hundred and fifty thousand percent. Essentially, the gate is performing the work of fifteen hundred standard Overdrives simultaneously."

An Overdrive device going into actual 'overdrive.' How poetic, Taro thought nervously. 

"Jump in three, two, one," Marl warned. "If you don't want to wear the rest of that coffee, get in your seat."

Taro scrambled back into his chair, his sticky shirt clinging to him. Totally my own fault, he lamented.

The blue light intensified until the neighboring ships vanished into a sapphire fog. Then, the universe broke. Everything Taro looked at doubled and tripled, glowing with an agonizing radiance. He squeezed his eyes shut, but the light bled right through his eyelids.

[ JUMP DRIVE: CONFIRMED ]

In a world of blinding white, only the BISHOP HUD remained stable, ticking through its [FUNCTION GROUPS]. The Beacon Program executed its final line of code, and for a split second, even the HUD vanished into the void.

[ JUMP DRIVE: EXECUTE ]



"Cargo received in full. Good work, kid. I’ve wired the reward to your account; give it a look."

On the viewscreen, a businessman at their destination station gave a satisfied grin. Taro grinned back, watching the credit notification pop up on his HUD.

"Everyone’s using the big freighters these days," the man continued. "But guys like you who handle the small-batch stuff are a godsend. Waiting for a slot on a cargo liner takes forever compared to this."

Taro leaned in, his ears perking up. This was it—the "casual banter" that led to real money. No matter what century it was, networking was king.

"Happy to help. We actually find ourselves with a bit of a gap in our schedule," Taro said, leaning heavily on the just happened to be free angle. "If you’ve got anything else that needs moving, we’re your crew."

The man on the screen hummed, looking Taro up and down. "Rising Sun Corp, eh? Never heard of you. New startup?"

"Fresh on the scene," Taro said proudly. "Small team, but we’re all pros. I’ve got a salvage-expert mechanic and a literal genius for electronic warfare. We’ve got two ships ready to go, so we can handle more than your average courier."

"Two ships? Wait... were you the ones who brought in that destroyer this morning? My buddies were just talking about that. They were wondering why a military-grade warship was slumming it in a backwater like this."

Taro winced inwardly. Maybe the giant black warship was a bit too conspicuous. He made a mental note to look into some camouflage plating later. "Just happens to be the best tool for the job."

"Well, I don't care why you're hauling freight in a destroyer, as long as the goods get there. Hang on." 

The man looked away, muttering to someone off-camera. Taro looked at Marl, who gave him a sharp thumbs-up. Keep the hook in, her expression said.

"Alright, I’m sending a list over. Look at your cargo capacity and pick what you can carry. The destination is four gates out toward the frontier. You need an advance?"

Taro checked Marl. She shook her head. 

"We’re good for the Jump Fees," Taro said. "We'll take the whole lot. Our hold is empty, so the timing couldn't be better."

The man gave a two-finger salute. "Then we have a deal."

Taro hesitated, then awkwardly mimicked the salute. He didn't know if he was doing it right, but the client seemed happy enough.

"I’ll leave the loading schedule to you. Just move it as fast as you can. I want those poor bastards out there to get their supplies before they start losing hope."

The channel cut to black. Taro let out a long breath and pumped his fist.

"We did it!" Marl cheered. "And since this is a direct contract that doesn't go through station management, we don't have to pay the middleman margin. That’s pure profit!"

Taro couldn't help but beam. "Not bad at all. Hopefully, he becomes a regular... By the way, 'four gates out' means we use the Stargate four times, right? And Koume, why didn't we take the advance?"

Koume’s holographic girl-form flickered into view. "Your interpretation is correct, Mr. Teiro. As for the advance: an advance is a temporary loan, which naturally incurs interest. Since we have the liquidity to cover our own costs, it is more efficient to avoid the debt."

Taro nodded, feeling like a real businessman for once. He opened his account balance one more time. At the bottom of the ledger, in beautiful, glowing text, it read: [ RECEIVED: 50,000 CRD ].

"It’s not much once you account for the gate fees, but... damn, it feels good."

Taro took a screenshot of the balance and saved it in a folder marked [IMPORTANT DATA].

NEET ESCAPE: SUCCESSFUL
Episode 16

"Talk about a total ghost town," Taro muttered.

They were idling in front of the Stargate that would lead them to their next delivery destination. Back near Alba Station, the gates had been so choked with traffic they practically overflowed. Here, Taro could count fewer than ten ships in the vicinity.

"The Peta Star System... ah, looks like it's what they call a Depleted Star System," Marl said, her eyes flicking across the Neural Network search results on her display.

Taro tilted his head, a metaphorical question mark practically popping into existence over his hair. Koume’s mechanical mouth whirred as she provided the answer.

"Mr. Teiro, a Depleted Star System is exactly what it sounds like. These systems were originally settled for the purpose of mining an Asteroid Belt, but once the ore veins were sucked dry, the system lost its economic value."

"An Asteroid Belt... oh, like those floating space rocks? Is it because there’s no gravity that they’re easy to work in?"

"For specific ores, yes," Marl replied. "But some materials are actually easier to refine under gravity, so they usually mine those on actual planets."

Taro nodded, absorbing the info. "I see, I see."

"Still, digging out an entire Asteroid Belt... I can’t even wrap my head around that scale. Oh, wait. They just process the rocks right there and turn the hollowed-out husks into stations? What kind of insane construction project is that?"

Taro scrolled through the Neural Network site Marl had shared. Once he confirmed the ship was being handled automatically by the Beacon Program, he kicked his seat back and sprawled out.

"If they’re literally hollowing out entire mini-planets, resource development doesn't sound like it makes much of a profit," Taro mused, glancing at the massive sun burning on the main display.

Marl let out a sharp laugh. "You’ve got to be joking."

"Maybe for Common Metal, but the demand for Razor Metal is skyrocketing every year," she continued. "The Imperial Center has been picked clean. Now they have to haul the stuff in from the Outer Rim. Prices are trending upward like some kind of sick joke."

Taro rubbed his chin, deep in thought. "Which means..."

"If we mine out here and sell in the center, we’d be filthy rich. We could even get a slice of the transport pie... wait, no. Our ship can’t carry enough for that to matter. Unless we only moved the high-end stuff, like gold?"

"Mmm, maybe. It’d be a decent chunk of change, sure, but nobody’s going to trust a total nobody with that kind of cargo. In a perfect world, we’d do the mining ourselves, but the big corporations have the mining rights in a total stranglehold."

"Aaaah, figures. That makes sense... wait, I’m starting to see the big picture now." Taro let out a devious grin.

Marl shot him a bewildered look.

"No, see, I’ve been wondering about this for a while. Everyone says Outer Space is like a lawless land of carnage, right? I couldn't figure out why anyone would abandon a perfectly comfortable life just to dive into a post-apocalyptic wasteland. It’s not just about the resources—there are tons of untouched concessions out there just waiting to be grabbed, aren't there?"

"An astute observation," Koume said.

"You’re surprisingly sharp sometimes, Mr. Teiro. As you suspect, Outer Space is a frontier where one can dream of getting rich quick. The only catch is that you have to be strong enough to defend your own resources and rights."

"The 'sometimes' was unnecessary, Koume-chan. But speaking of self-defense—how does everyone actually manage it? Doing everything in-house seems impossible. Is it like... corporate unions?"

"Look at you, being all 'sometimes sharp' again," Marl teased. "But yeah, you're right. It’s common for companies to team up for joint ventures. They call them a Union. Sure, you’ve got giants like Gigantech Corp who do everything themselves, but they’re the exception. To be honest, though, no one really knows how they operate out in deep space."

"Trade secrets, huh? Well, if everyone knew the trick, everyone would copy it. Makes sense. Also, Marl-tan, the 'sometimes' was definitely unnecessary." Taro wagged an index finger at her.

"Oh, looks like the Jump Drive is engaging," Marl said, completely ignoring him.

"Total shut out!?"

The world dissolved into a haze of light. 

Taro’s very sense of self became a blurred, vague smear across the cosmos. Then, as the light dispersed, reality snapped back into a hard, uncompromising shape.

"We've arrived—BLLLLLEEEEEAAAAAARRRRRRRGGGGHHHHH!!"

"Gross! You threw up again!?" Marl recoiled. "Seriously, aren't you used to this yet?"

Taro writhed as a wave of pure misery washed over his body. He doubled over toward the Dust Chute and emptied his stomach again.

"N-no... I’m... way better than... the first time... UUUUUURRRRRRPPPP-BARRRRFFFF!!"

"Ugh, either talk or puke! Pick one!"

"Huff... puff... if I could... choose to only talk... I would have done it ten seconds ago! The contents are coming up on full-auto! Is this what they call a 'Vomiting Pilot'? Shut up—O-RRRRRROOOOOOOORRRRRRRGGGGGHHH!!"

"Why are you putting your life on the line just to make a stupid joke...?"

Taro spat out the last bit of bitter bile and collapsed into his seat like a wet rag.

"Jump Sickness, you called it? Damn it. I don't care if it was the Galactic God or whoever, they didn't need to invent this. Hey, Koume-san. When do I finally get my space legs?"

Koume began wiping away the acidic mess with a towel. "Tolerance for Jump Sickness varies by individual, but most become accustomed to it after three or four trips. However, Mr. Teiro, your reaction appears significantly more severe than the norm. Most people simply experience a mild dizzy spell."

"Ugh, so I'm just a special case? I really wish I hadn't asked... Wait. Huh? Does something look weird to you guys?"

"The only thing weird around here is you," Marl sighed.

"No, not that. Look. Where are we? What are all those floating rocks?"

Marl started to give him her usual "stop joking" look, but when she saw the genuine confusion on Taro's face, she immediately triggered a wide-area scan.

"What?! No way... did the jump fail? We're nowhere near the target!"

Taro checked the scan results as Marl’s voice climbed an octave in panic.

"Old Asteroid Belt Area... basically the squeezed-out dregs of a dead mine. Marl, give me a detailed scan, please."

Taro glanced at the sea of rocks cluttering the display and primed the debris-incineration lasers. Using the detailed data Marl provided, he began picking off the boulders obstructing their flight path.

"No large structures nearby. Koume-san, I thought the Jump Drive was a 'point A to point B' system between Stargates?"

Koume checked the ship's vitals while answering. "Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. The Jump Drive is a 'push-and-pull' maneuver executed by two Stargates. This is merely a hypothesis, but there may have been a malfunction at the destination gate."

"So we just got unlucky? Does this happen a lot?"

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. The probability of such a failure is approximately one in ten to the fifteenth power. Given the total number of Stargates in existence, this is an exceptionally rare occurrence."

Taro groaned. Even as a space-faring rookie, he understood that "one in a quadrillion" meant they were officially in the middle of a disaster.

"Hey, Teiro," Marl said, her voice trembling. "Can you get a hold of the other ships? This debris is heavy-metal based—it’s messing with my Call Signs and the Analyzer. If we aren't careful, we’re going to slam into someone."

Taro opened the BISHOP interface and pulled up the list of identification signal replies. The screen was a mess of scrambled, noise-filled data packets that looked like digital gibberish.

"That’s a hell of a lot of interference... Okay, I’m extracting the hits. Wait, what? This can’t be right. There are over twenty ships out there."

Taro frowned, remembering that only ten ships had been at the gate with them. He kept digging through the scan results, filtering out the ghost echoes and sensor reflections.

"Twenty-eight... this is a mess. Koume, I’ve got four signals that are definitely ships. Can you open a channel?"

"Understood, Mr. Teiro. Bringing the four nearest vessels online."

Static hissed in Taro’s ears, followed by a chorus of voices.

"...Whoa, is this thing on? This is Call Sign B112."

"...Repeat...ing... Call Sign C111. I repeat, this is Call Sign C111."

"Call Sign C164. This is Call Sign C164."

"What the hell is going on? This is Call Sign D024. Does anyone copy?"

"This is... uh, what was it? Oh, right. Call Sign Route. This is Call Sign Route. It looks like our jump failed. What’s the situation on your end?"

"Hold on a sec," the voices replied in unison. A moment later, a stream of ship data began flowing into Taro’s BISHOP.

Okay... this signal is from that ship... that one’s a reflection... which means...

Taro used the incoming data to recalibrate his scan, refining the results with surgical precision.

"Keep the lines open," Taro commanded. "I’m uploading the scan data now. We’ve still got a lot of UNKNOWNS, but this should at least give you everyone’s relative positions."

"This is C111. Data received. Damn, your ship has a hell of an Analyzer. Mine is total junk. You want to take temporary command?"

"This is Route. Uh, sure, I guess. Just fair warning: I’m doing most of this analysis manually."

"This is C164. C111 is way too close to our vector. Can you tell them to back off?"

"Route here. Copy that, C164. C111, please shift your course to the starboard side."

"This is C111. Copy, Route. But 'a bit' doesn't help me much. Give me hard numbers."

"Uh, Koume, a little help... C111, coordinates sent. Marl, run the scan again. No matter how I crunch the numbers, I keep getting twenty-eight signals."

Taro gripped his controls, trying to stop his hands from shaking. The pressure was starting to get to him.

"I kind of stepped into the commander role here, but I have no idea what I’m actually supposed to be doing. Can’t you guys talk to each other directly?" Taro asked, desperately looking for an exit strategy.

"I don't think they can," Marl said. "Even with our tech, we’d be flying blind if it weren't for your information processing. Seriously, I’ve been wondering for a while now, but is your brain—"

"HELP ME! IT'S WIND! THE WIND ARE HERE!"

A scream tore through the comms, cutting Marl off. Taro jumped in his seat, his eyes locking with Marl’s.

"Mr. Teiro," Koume’s voice was cold and logical. "Regarding your calculation of twenty-eight signals. Is it possible that was not, in fact, an error?"

Marl swallowed hard. Taro looked at the screen, his voice barely a whisper.

"Enemies... the place is crawling with them!"



The protagonist isn't necessarily cursed with bad luck... usually. See you in the next one!
Chapter 17

"W-W-What do I do?! S-Shields! Put up the shields! And... and turn the turrets on!"

Taro’s heart was hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird in a blender. The tension was unbearable. He offered a silent, frantic prayer of thanks to whatever god had seen fit to make him empty his stomach earlier, then shrieked his orders in a voice that cracked like a prepubescent choir boy's.

Marl shot him a look that was roughly sixty percent irritation and forty percent pure, unadulterated "done with this."

"Shields for what, Teiro? Beams? Physical? Also, newsflash: we haven't actually loaded any ammunition into the turret bays yet. Calm down. The enemies are still miles away."

Taro nodded frantically at her, his head bobbing like a bobblehead in a hurricane. He was genuinely shocked at how utterly terrified he was. Then it hit him: he wasn't just scared for his own skin. There were other people here. People who depended on him not being a total incompetent.

"This is B112! Something that looks like a WIND just zipped past us! It’s heading for D024!" a voice crackled over the comms.

"C111 here! We’ve got company too! I can see two of 'em! Dammit, they’re everywhere! It’s a freaking swarm!"

"This is D024! Help! I’m being mauled by a WIND! Send help!"

"C164 calling. Route, give us some orders! The sensor interference is trash, I can’t see a damn thing!"

Panic-stricken screams flooded the bridge. Taro stared at the logs scrolling across the BISHOP interface, his eyes bugging out while he hyperventilated like a man who’d forgotten how lungs worked.

"W-Wait, wait a second. What am I supposed to do? I can't... I can't take responsibility for this!"

The situation was escalating way too fast. Taro scrambled up from his seat, his legs feeling like overcooked noodles.

"Mr. Teiro," Koume’s voice cut through the chaos, irritatingly calm. "The enemy outnumbers us significantly. Standard tactical procedure dictates we consolidate our forces at a single point. Could you perhaps calculate coordinates for an evacuation route?"

"R-Right. Got it. On it!" Taro choked out. He slammed his focus into BISHOP, trying to drown out the screaming in his head. He forced his shaking fingers to behave, meticulously deriving coordinates as if his life—and everyone else's—depended on it. Which it did.

"Done! Koume, blast those to the other ships! Marl, the weapons are all yours. I just need... I need a minute..."

"...Alright," Marl said, her voice dropping to a surprisingly gentle tone. "But listen to me, Teiro. Whatever happens next, it’s not your fault. I’m not saying that to be nice or to make you feel better. It’s just the truth. Please, don't forget that."

She turned back to her console to begin the armament startup sequence. Taro opened his mouth to ask, What the hell is that supposed to mean? but Koume’s icy voice beat him to it.

[CALL SIGN D024: BIOMETRIC SIGNAL LOST]

Taro froze, staring at Koume in horror. "Does that... does that mean the guy from just now is dead? Just like that? Poof?"

"Status unknown, Mr. Teiro," she replied. "Communication may have been severed, or they may have escaped via an alternative method. Or, yes, 'poof.'"

"There are way too many of them..." Marl muttered. "Teiro, four signatures are breaking off and heading our way. They’ll be in range in five minutes."

"Wait! Wait, wait, wait!"

Taro wanted to scream at the universe to hit the pause button. Marl and Koume were still dumping data on him, but his brain was busy projecting a private horror movie on the back of his eyelids.

Wreckage. Debris. A graveyard of ships in the Asteroid Belt.

A shattered, lifeless Koume drifting into the void.

Marl’s face, pale and cold.

"No... No, no, no!"

Me. Alone. Standing in this giant, empty tin can for eternity.

"I HATE BEING ALONE!"

Taro bolted from his seat, scooped Koume up into his arms, and sprinted out of the bridge. Marl sat there, jaw-droppingly confused, as he disappeared down the hall toward the one room protected by a cipher only he knew.

"Mr. Teiro?" Koume asked.

Taro heard her, but the words didn't register. He was in the zone—the "Oh God, we're all gonna die" zone. He rapidly linked the Cipher Function and slammed the door open.

Inside was a mechanical monstrosity. A behemoth of boxes and cables that stretched to the ceiling like a cybernetic elder god. And in the center: the cryogenic sleep device.

"Mr. Teiro," Koume’s voice echoed in the cavernous room. "I must flag this as a non-recommended course of action."

Taro didn't answer. He threw himself into the freezing unit, his eyes wide and manic. 

"Tactics, combat, fleet command—I don't care what it is! Just give it to me!"

"However—" Koume started.

"We’re screwed, aren't we?! Marl doesn't make jokes like that! Twenty WINDs is an impossible number, right?! Koume, please! I'm begging you!"

Taro stared into her expressionless, mechanical face.

"Mr. Teiro, while this destroyer is a formidable vessel, it is possible that even against superior numbers—"

"I don't want 'possible,' Koume! I want 'guaranteed'!" Taro screamed, cutting her off. "The ship is a fancy new model with armor for days, sure! But the pilot is a total amateur! I’ve read the manuals, but that doesn't mean jack right now! We’re out of time!"

A long silence followed. Finally, Koume spoke.

[...VERY WELL, MR. TEIRO. SHALL WE PROCEED WITH THE OVERRIDE: IMPERIAL NAVY OFFICER EDUCATION?]

Taro forced a jagged, bravado-filled grin. "Thanks, Koume... Yeah. Do it fast. Marl’s gonna get lonely if we take too long."

Koume looked away from his twisted smile and plugged her interface finger into the cable beside him.

"This is an emergency procedure. We will bypass the sleep cycle. Mr. Teiro... please grit your teeth."

Taro tried to say something cool, but it came out as a strangled, wordless shriek.

Memories that weren't his flooded his mind like a broken dam. A kaleidoscope of data, violence, and history smashed into his psyche. His brain didn't even have time to scream 'Full' before the system began the process.

[SYSTEM: OVERRIDING...]

[UPDATING: ARMAMENT KNOWLEDGE]
OPTICAL WEAPON OPERATION GUIDELINES... LIVE AMMUNITION WEAPON OPERATION GUIDELINES...

[UPDATING: WARSHIP CONTROL]
COMBAT MANEUVER CONTROL... EVASIVE MANEUVER CONTROL... ELECTRONIC WARFARE CONTROL...

[UPDATING: CLOSE-QUARTERS COMBAT]
AIMING CONTROL... FUTURE PREDICTION... CIPHER FIRING...

[UPDATING: OPERATIONAL COMMAND]
DIVERSION... ASSAULT... SEARCH... CONCEALMENT... SURPRISE ATTACK...

[UPDATING: FLEET OPERATIONS]
GROUP LEADERSHIP... COMMUNICATION MASTERY... FORMATION CONTROL...

[UPDATING: SPECIAL CONTROL]
[................................................]

"UUUUUUAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!!"

Taro tumbled out of the machine, his eyes bloodshot and twitching. He puked on the floor, the stomach acid burning his throat, while his brain—which technically shouldn't feel pain—felt like it was being put through a meat grinder.

"Mr. Teiro, please inhale slowly. And remember to exhale. That part is important."

Taro stared at Koume with eyes that looked like they belonged to a different person. He synchronized his breathing with hers, gasping for air.

"Gah... cough... Let's go, Koume. Marl... Marl is waiting."

His head felt like a pile of mashed potatoes, but he forced himself to stand, leaning heavily on Koume. His right eye was projecting ship schematics. His left eye was a blur of the BISHOP interface, displaying a massive, bloated Function Group.

"Hehe... hehehe... Huh. Why am I laughing? Ah, damn. My brain is leaking."

Muttering nonsensical gibberish to himself, Taro stumbled back into the central control room.

"Teiro! Where did you—? Wait, are you okay? You look like death!" Marl cried, her face pale.

Taro didn't even turn his head; he just rolled his eyes toward her like a lizard. "I'm fine. Scold me later. Sit down."

He slammed himself into the command seat. "Engine output eighty percent. Ignore all debris with a danger level of three or lower. Concentrate lasers on the frontal arc. Recalculating fleet rendezvous point. Set shields and turrets to Beam. Divert reserve shields to Physical for collision mitigation."

Commands flew through BISHOP at lightspeed as Taro delegated tasks to Marl and Koume with terrifying efficiency.

Marl stared at him, horrified. "You... you used that machine, didn't you?"

"Eh, I just took a six-year crash course at the naval academy. No big deal."

"Mr. Teiro," Koume announced. "Hostile engagement imminent. T-minus 120 seconds to rendezvous."

"Copy that," Taro said. He pulled the ship into a hard drift, tucking it behind a massive hunk of space rock. "Rapid inversion."

"What?!" Marl shrieked.

"I said: Ra-pid in-ver-sion, Marl."

Taro hammered the BISHOP controls, and the ship pulled a vertical 180-degree flip. The stars that had been streaking past the windows suddenly reversed, giving the sickening sensation that they were backing up at Mach-Jesus.

"The Thunderbolt’s guns are front-loaded. Killing the engines. We're going to coast using this rock as a shield. Koume, lock 'em up."

"Lock-on acknowledged. Priority target: most imminent threat?"

"Nah," Taro grinned. "All of 'em."

Koume’s mechanical movements actually hitched in a moment of very un-robotic surprise. Taro ignored it, simultaneously slaving every turret lock system in BISHOP to his own mind. He began parallel-processing the entire battlefield, factoring in everything from debris paths to the micro-gravity of nearby asteroids to differentiate "junk" from "targets."

"C111 here! I see you, Route! Providing cover! Who do we shoot?"

"This is C164, we're right behind you! Interference is killing our locks!"

"Marl, squirt the targeting data to C111 and C164. Turrets one and two, fire at will! Koume, I’m betting my life on your shield management!"

Suddenly, a pack of WINDs swarmed out from the debris—ugly, mismatched piles of scrap metal that looked like they’d been built in a junkyard. The Plum’s turrets roared to life, spitting lances of blue light that punched straight through the lead attacker, turning it into a very expensive firework.

[HOSTILE REACTION VANISHED. ONE KILL CONFIRMED.]

"Hell yeah! Keep 'em coming! Open up ports three and four!"

The Plum’s four Twin Turrets went into a frenzy, barking out shots once every second. Eight beams of blue light crisscrossed the debris field, reflecting off the ice and metal in a display that would have been beautiful if it weren't so incredibly lethal.

"B112 here! Sorry I'm late! I've got three WINDs on my tail! Can you help?!"

Taro deleted two more WINDs before even blinking, his focus shifting to the ship designated B112.

"This is Route. Fly straight. Don't touch the controls," Taro commanded. "Marl, give me thrust. Keep us moving backward just fast enough that we don't leave the group behind."

He didn't wait for a "yes." He just opened fire. A tiny ship zipped through the debris with a WIND hot on its heels; a split second later, the WIND evaporated in a hail of laser fire. The remaining two hostiles pivoted, turning their aggression toward the Plum.

"Mr. Teiro, two units have opened fire. Three more entering the engagement zone. C111 has claimed one kill."

"Roger that, Koume-chan! Keep those shields tight!"

"Teiro! We're breaking out of the Asteroid Belt!" Marl yelled.

The three survivor ships burst out of the debris field, flying backward at high velocity. The WINDs gave chase, only to be met by a wall of fire from the Plum. Beams slammed into the Plum’s shields, the energy flaring as the system struggled to dissipate the heat.

"You want a slugfest?! I’ll give you a slugfest, you rusty bastards!" Taro roared. "This is a Destroyer! The clue is in the name!"

The Plum positioned itself as a literal shield for the smaller ships, vomiting beams non-stop. The WINDs tried to jam the lasers, but Taro was already calculating the atmospheric refraction and sensor ghosting in real-time. He sniped them out of the sky like he was playing a carnival game.

The brutal, point-blank firefight raged for nearly thirty minutes. Finally, as the Plum’s shields flickered at a precarious twenty percent, the last WIND erupted into a ball of white-hot plasma.

Silence reclaimed the void.

"Come on... come out, you cowards. I’ll shoot every last one of you," Taro hissed, his bloodshot eyes darting across the screens.

"Mr. Teiro," Koume said softly. "Total confirmed kills have reached twenty-five."

"Twenty-five? Only three left... oh. That’s the guys behind us."

"Yeah..." Marl exhaled, her body slumping. "I think I just lost ten years of my life. We're not out of the woods yet, but for now, we're alive. Also, the hull is fine. Mostly. We’ve got some singe marks."

Taro ran a quick diagnostic. She was right—the armor was scorched where the beams had bled through the shields, but the internal structure was intact.

"C111 here. You saved our skins, Boss. I owe you a drink—no, a whole keg—when we get home."

"C164 here. That was some legendary flying. Hey, guys, what do you say we toss a chunk of the Stargate Bureau’s compensation money toward Route?"

"B112 here. C164, I like the way you think. Count me in."

Hearing the voices of the survivors, Taro felt a wave of relief so powerful it was almost physical. He closed his eyes, tilted his seat back, and promptly fell unconscious before his head even hit the headrest.
Episode 18

"……SURE THING!!"

Taro bolted upright with a strangled, bizarre shriek. He blinked, looking around restlessly, before realizing he was in the Plum’s infirmary.

"Good morning, Mr. Teiro. Just what kind of dreams were you having?"

At the voice echoing from directly above him, Taro jerked his neck back so hard he nearly got whiplash. "No, it’s just, the sunglasses were..." 

Koume tilted her mechanical head, her optics whirring. 

"How is your physical condition? The bio-scan results showed no abnormalities, though I cannot account for the state of your psyche. Additionally, the medical utility of surplus skin has been well-documented. Walk tall, sir."

"What are you even talking about!? Wait—no—I think I actually get it, so please don't say another word! I don't want to hear it! I don't want to hear it!"

Taro held up a hand to silence Koume just as she was about to elaborate. He stood up, shaking off the weirdness. "I feel fine, anyway."

"Status?" he asked, throwing the short question over his shoulder as he headed for the exit.

"Of course, Mr. Teiro," Koume chirped. "We are currently mid-Warp Drive, making a long-distance jump toward our destination. Approximately eight hours have passed since you collapsed. Do you recall the individual with the Call Sign C111? He intentionally hacked the Neural Network in a manner designed to be detected, thereby establishing contact with the Imperial Government."

"Whoa, that’s one hell of a crazy gamble. And? Are they actually helping us?"

"Indeed. At one point, the government actually authorized an assassination mission against him, but it was reportedly withdrawn the moment the specific circumstances were clarified."

"Assassination? Well, that’s not very neighborly... I think I’m starting to get a feel for how the Empire handles its public order."

Taro reached the Central Command Room and stepped inside. Marl, who had been busy punching data into a display, spotted him and marched over in stony silence.

"Don’t you ever do something like that again without talking to me first," she snapped. "The least you could do is give me a heads-up."

"Look, it wasn't really something to worry—"

"We’re partners," Marl said, cutting him off mid-sentence. "Or was I the only one who thought so?"

Taro’s voice died in his throat. He couldn't find a retort. "Sorry," he muttered.

"Hmph. See that you are. I mean, given the situation, maybe there wasn't a choice, and yeah, you basically saved our skins... so I’m sorry too. That was probably uncalled for."

Taro offered her a strained, crooked smile. 

"No, you’re right. Besides, I'm not so sure I'm a hero. I just panicked and lost my cool. Looking back, those guys weren't even that tough, right? We probably could’ve just powered through them normally."

"I wouldn't be so sure of that, Mr. Teiro," Koume interjected. "It was you who decided to exit the Asteroid Belt and you who commanded the interception. While it is not inherently bad to obsess over 'what ifs,' this is an achievement you should be rightfully proud of."

Taro felt a weight lift off his chest at Koume's words. He apologized to Marl one more time before pulling up the external feed on the main display.

"In the end... I guess I was just underprepared and reckless. The reality of the situation was way different from the 'resolve' I thought I had."

Even though they were hurtling through space via warp, the stars on the screen looked the same as always. The galaxy was too vast, the stars too distant. Moving a few light-years barely changed the wallpaper.

"Well, you’re not wrong," Marl said, her gaze drifting. "I can say the same for myself. I think I was looking at this as an extension of the adventure stories I dreamed about as a kid... I need to do a better job of recognizing that this is reality."

"Yeah," Taro agreed, looking at her distant expression. "But hey, dreaming and adventuring aren't crimes. You throw away the romance, and you’re just some boring middle-aged guy."

Taro gave her a smirk and an utterly ill-fitting wink, making Marl bark out a laugh.

"What’s that supposed to mean? So if I stop dreaming, I’m just a boring middle-aged woman? No thank you! I guess I’ll keep chasing the dream as hard as I can, then."

"Heh, you do that. By the way, Marl-tan, you’ve been fiddling with BISHOP for a while now. What are you actually doing?"

"What does it look like? I'm managing the Overdrive Device. That C111 guy—Alan—managed to get the gate at our destination up and running. Since the Imperial Government gave the green light, they’re currently slaving the gate to our coordinates."

Taro nodded. Based on what Koume had told him before, gates worked on a 'push and pull' system. Right now, they were being 'pulled.' He brought up BISHOP to see if he could help, but his brain immediately stalled at the sight of the code.

"What the heck is this? This is the Overdrive control function... right? There are a ton of functions here I’ve never even seen before."

"Well, obviously. If we left it on the default settings, it would take days to get there. I 'tweaked' it so the main engine’s battery output is diverted directly into the drive unit."

"Tweaked it? In this much time?"

Marl stopped her work and looked at the stunned Taro. "It’s my 'Gift,'" she explained. "Mechanical Engineering Control. That’s what I’ve got. Believe it or not, I was hailed as a child prodigy back in the day."

"A Gift? Ah, right, you mentioned that once. You asked if I was a 'Gift-holder.' So that’s like... a special superpower talent thing?"

"Pretty much. It's not super rare, but it's what they call people whose BISHOP construction speed in a specific field hits an abnormal value."

"Huh. So that’s why you’re such a gearhead. Makes sense now. I thought it was crazy that you could dismantle a whole ship by yourself. At first, I thought you were a total fre—I mean, totally amazing."

Taro nodded vigorously, though he couldn't help but think about how much easier his time on that drifting wreck would have been if Marl had been there. Marl fell silent for a moment before whispering a soft "Thanks" and leaning back heavily into her pilot’s seat.

"But having that Gift is what gave me the wrong idea and made me think I could be a Salvager. If I’d just worked for a corporation like a normal person, I probably would’ve had a much better life... It took me until I was this old to realize that doing everything alone is just too hard."

"I see," Taro replied.

"But being a Salvager is cool. If you hit the jackpot, you’re set for life. Like we were just saying—it’s got 'romance,' right?"

"I guess... pfft, you’re probably the only person who’d say that. Everyone else calls it 'bottom-feeding' or 'gambling.' They say it's a shady, low-life business. If I’d been able to get a crew together, it might’ve been different, but I had too much damn pride for that."

"Got it... Wait, you said 'had' pride? Past tense?"

"Ahahaha, you’re mean, Teiro. But yeah. I’ll admit I'm not the most straightforward person."

Marl laughed as she stared at the ceiling. Taro watched her for a moment before pivoting the conversation.

"So, what was the actual cause of the mess? For an 'accident,' the timing of those thugs felt way too suspicious. I'm not interested in being 'Magnet for Trouble' guy."

"About that..." Marl sighed. "The word is that the WIND might have intentionally interfered. Apparently, new types of WIND have been cropping up all over the Empire lately. It wouldn't be a stretch to think there’s a variant out there that’s incorporated a Warp Jammer. Total nightmare."

"Ah, they just use whatever parts they find? They really are like Salvagers."

Taro chuckled as Marl snapped back with a "Don't you dare lump us together," and then he fell into thought. He worried that more people might end up like him—victims of the WIND. But at the same time, his inner manager noted that as a transporter, business would probably boom.

Maybe picking a military ship instead of a fast courier was the right call after all... he muttered to himself. 

If they had a faster, lighter ship, they could have escaped, but they wouldn't have been able to protect the three ships currently following in the Plum’s wake. Taro knew he wasn't responsible for them, but he also knew he wouldn't have slept well if he'd left them to die.

"This is C111. You there, Boss?"

A voice crackled through BISHOP. 

"Aye-aye. That you, Alan?" Taro replied.

"Yeah, it’s Alan. Good to meet ya, Boss. Just finished the talk with the Stargate Administration Bureau. They’re offering two million credits per ship in compensation. Personally, I think it’s a solid haul, but what do you think? The others said they’ll follow your lead."

"Two million... Whoa, that’s like ten round trips' worth of my current cargo. Uh, hold on—my Ministry of Finance is giving me the thumbs up, so let’s take it."

"Roger that. We’ll file for 100 for us and 500 for the Boss’s side. Your outfit is registered as a Corp, right? Since this got certified as a Government Mission, you’re gonna be sitting pretty for a while."

"Five hund—!!? No, no, hold on, half is way too much, bubaba—"

Taro tried to protest the absurdly high split, but Marl moved with the speed of a striking cobra, clamping her hand over his mouth.

"One... should... always... accept... charity, Teiro," she said, her smile so blindingly bright it was terrifying. 

Seeing the sheer, unadulterated "purity" in her eyes, Taro felt a chill of genuine fear and nodded obediently. "Yes, ma'am."

Alan’s voice came through the comms again.

"Man, what a disaster for all of us, though. Before your ship saved us, I must've prayed to my mother five times. 'Please, Mama, save me!!' Pathetic, right?"

"Ahaha, well... wait. Ah, no. Yeah. Totally. I was praying in my heart too... Uh, sorry, I've got something to take care of. Talk later!"

Taro cut the line, ignoring Alan’s confused "What’s up?"

"So you have parents," Marl said from behind him. "Are they both still around? Back on Earth, I mean."

Taro flinched. He remembered she didn't have any family left.

"Well, as far as I remember... yeah, they should be."

"Should be? Heh, what a weird way to put it. I guess you just didn't keep in touch much. Do they look like you?"

"Huh? Oh... yeah. People always said we were the spitting image of each other. Anyway, I’m feeling a bit nauseous, so I’m gonna head back to my room, okay?"

Taro practically bolted from the command room. He heard Marl’s confused voice calling after him, but he pretended not to hear.

I knew it would come to this...

Taro let out a heavy sigh, the guilt of his first lie to Marl weighing on him.

He couldn't remember his parents' faces. 

Despite knowing he should know them, he couldn't recall even a single fragment of what they looked like.
Chapter 19: The Handyman and the Dunga Ritual

"Searching for Chikyuu? You mean the legendary planet? Okay, that’s a riot. Good joke, Boss. Now, what’s the real story?"

Taro had successfully reached the station—the destination for their latest delivery. Inside a posh bar nestled within the station’s sprawling structure, the man known as Call Sign C111—Alan—ran a hand through his messy brown hair. Alan was a mountain of a man, a full head taller than Taro. I probably look like a toddler sitting next to this guy, Taro thought as they perched on their stools at the counter.

"No, really, it’s the truth," Taro insisted, shifting uncomfortably. His rear did a nervous little dance on the high-end upholstery of the barstool. "The deliveries are just to keep us in fuel and food. My real goal is the search."

Alan slammed back a shot of something high-proof and let out a satisfied grunt. "Hey, come on, don’t hold out on me, Boss. You’re flying a military-grade vessel armored in Black Metal. No one 'searches for things' in a ship like that. Not with the kind of cargo you’re hauling, and definitely not with the way you handle a fight. You move like someone who knows exactly how to kill. What is it? Some kind of deep-cover military op?"

"If I look like a soldier to you, Alan, you really need to get your eyes checked. I’ve got some technical knowledge, sure, but I’m just an ordinary civilian."

"Hmm... well, everyone’s got secrets they can’t spill, I guess." Alan ordered another round from the digital display on the bar. "Look, Boss, let me in on the action. I’ve already proven I can pull my weight, right? 'Handyman Alan' is a name that actually carries some weight on this station."

Taro watched Alan drain his second glass with a wince. Taro was still nursing his own drink, his tongue baffled by the aggressive flavor of the expensive booze. He knew Alan was a top-tier pilot—the man had deleted three WIND units while piloting a mere frigate—and having him join the Corp would be a massive asset. But Marl had been very specific about not letting random people in.

"A Handyman? Like a jack-of-all-trades? I mean, 'handy' is a bit vague. What can you actually do?" Taro asked, squinting at the big man as if trying to find a price tag.

Alan flashed a shark-like grin. "Asking a Handyman what he 'can do' is a bit gauche, Boss. The answer is 'everything.' If you tell me to do it, and it's physically possible, I do it. That’s the job."

Taro tilted his head, confused. Is that even an answer? It sounds like a riddle.

Alan caught the look in Taro’s blue eyes and laughed. "Man, you really are a babe in the woods, aren't you? Handyman is the most popular gig on these stations. What, are you some elite who went straight from a military academy to the captain's chair? Whatever. It’s faster to show you."

Alan popped a small chip out of the badge pinned to his chest. Recognizing it as a Pulse Chip, Taro took it and slapped it directly onto his forehead.

"...Oh. I get it now."

A massive data dump hit Taro’s brain—Alan’s resume. It was an exhaustive list of skills, certifications, and a history of successfully completed contracts. Ship piloting, engine maintenance, signals intelligence, janitorial work, and even gourmet cooking. The list was so long it would have taken Taro an hour just to scroll to the bottom.

"Pilot, mechanic, spy, janitor, and chef... you really are a one-man army. But if you’ve been doing this for eight years and you’re this good, why the hell do you want to join us?"

Alan’s grin widened. "I can smell it."

"Smell what?"

"The scent of money, Boss. It’s practically dripping off you. I don't know the specifics, but you're trying to pull off something huge. I can feel it in my gut."

"Ah, well..." Taro gave a non-committal shrug. Finding a lost cradle of humanity probably counts as 'something huge,' yeah.

"Heh, I knew it. Look, I’m not saying you have to sign me to the Corp today. You can just hire me as an external contractor for now. If you check the list on that chip, you’ll see I’ve got a crew of five. We’ve only got one ship between us, but we can handle any job you throw at us."

"Got it," Taro said. "But just out of curiosity... if there are five of you and you’re making good money, why haven't you started your own Corp? The tax breaks alone would be worth it."

"Start my own?" Alan’s expression soured. "If it were that easy, I wouldn't be drinking in a bar like this, Boss. Do you have any idea what the startup costs for a registered Corp are? I’ve tried, believe me, but the red tape is a nightmare."

"Oh... right." Taro felt a sudden pang of guilt. I literally stumbled into a fortune without lifting a finger. I should probably stop talking before I sound like a jerk.

"By the way," Taro said, leaning in. "Among those five crew members... are there any, uh, women?"

Alan shrugged dismissively. "Nah, it’s just a bunch of dudes. Why? Wait... Boss. Are you... a virgin?"

Taro jumped as if he’d been electrocuted. Alan’s eyes lit up with a mischievous glint, and he leaned in close to Taro’s ear.

"Don't sweat it, brother. Me too. By the way, are you interested in a secret bypass code for the high-end pornographic holographs?"

Taro decided, right then and there, to hire Alan.



"Dunga, dun-dunga!"

"Du-dunga-dun!"

Taro and Alan were currently sidling toward Marl, chanting in rhythm while performing a series of bizarre, jerky movements.

"Dunga?" Taro asked, striking a pose.

"Du-dunga?" Alan replied, mirroring him.

The two men froze in a ridiculous, symmetrical crouch, staring expectantly at a very confused Marl.

"What is wrong with you? That’s creepy... and who the hell is this guy?" Marl’s face was twisted in pure, unadulterated disgust.

Taro suddenly realized Marl had only heard Alan’s voice over the comms; she had no idea who this giant was.

"Dungaaaa—"

"Du-dun-dungaaaa—"

The two men stayed low, inching closer to her like a pair of synchronized predators.

"Wait, stop. You’re actually scaring me now!" Marl’s brow furrowed. 

The duo stopped. Taro looked at Alan. "Dunga?"

Alan nodded solemnly. "Dunga."

"Ugh, what do you even want from me?" Marl groaned, throwing her hands up.

Taro and Alan repeated the "Dunga?" chant one more time, their eyes wide with desperate expectation. Marl looked back and forth between them, hesitated for a long, painful second, and finally gave in.

"............Du... Dunga?" she muttered, her face turning a bright shade of pink as she looked away in shame.

"YEE-HAAAAW!!"

"HYA-HAAAA!!"

The two men leaped into the air and shared a thunderous high-five.

"Miss Marl. I have detected high concentrations of alcohol on Mr. Teiro’s breath," Koume announced. They were now back in Marl’s hotel room, where the mechanical girl looked on with an expression of profound weariness. "As the ancient texts suggest, it is best to leave a drunkard to his own devices."

"I can smell the booze from across the room, Koume," Marl snapped. She then promptly delivered a sharp kick to Taro’s shin.

"Ow!"

"Sigh... look, I’m not saying you can’t drink, but I don’t appreciate you barging into my room, Teiro. And knowing you, you probably hacked the lock in your sleep. You’re going to get arrested one of these days."

Marl reached into her pouch and pulled out a small adhesive patch, slapping it onto Taro’s neck.

"It’s a Drunker Sheet. It forces your liver to pump out acetaldehyde-decomposing enzymes. If you don't want a hangover that feels like a ship crash, leave it on until tomorrow. Now... President. Are you going to introduce your new friend?"

Taro, feeling the sobering effects of the patch already kicking in, sat up straight in a formal seiza position under Marl’s judgmental gaze. He quickly explained Alan’s credentials.

"A Handyman... well, I guess that’s fine," Marl said, surprisingly amenable. "We’re going to hit a wall eventually if it’s just the three of us trying to dig up info."

Taro blinked, surprised. Wow, I guess being a Handyman is actually a respected profession around here. He mentally bumped the job up a few tiers in his internal rankings.

"Looking forward to working with you," Alan said, nodding to Marl and Koume.

"Indeed, Mr. Alan," Koume replied. "By the way, do you happen to have a history of military service?"

Both Taro and Alan froze. Alan tilted his head. "What makes you say that?"

"Oh, please don't mind me," Koume said airily. "I was simply impressed that you were able to identify a well-camouflaged Military-grade Armor Plate for what it was, despite the extensive battle damage. It suggested a high level of familiarity."

Taro gasped. He looked at Alan, who was now awkwardly scratching his cheek.

"Man, I really stepped in it, didn't I?" Alan sighed. "Yeah, I was in. Only lasted a year, though. Too many rules. If you’re worried about my record, don't be. I wasn't just discharged—the Imperial Government actually erased my service record entirely."

"Erased?" Marl’s eyes widened. "That’s not a 'oopsie.' What did you do?"

"Nothing major. I just hacked the military’s internal network. I thought I was better than I was. Long story short: they caught me." Alan let out a boisterous laugh.

Taro and Marl shared a look. Is this guy going to be a liability?

"Relax," Alan said, waving a hand. "I only did it to expose a superior who was skimming off the top. They gave me a break because of the 'extenuating circumstances' and just kicked me out. Usually, hacking a military databank gets you an express ticket to an execution, no trial needed."

Taro didn't know enough about the Empire to argue, but Marl seemed satisfied with the explanation.

"Anyway, that’s my one big failure. Let’s just forget it happened. More importantly, I need the details. Boss said you’re looking for... something?"

Taro looked to Marl and Koume. After they gave him a nod of approval, he laid out the plan—minus a few of the more sensitive details.

"I see. An unknown habitable planet," Alan mused, crossing his arms. "Sounds like a tall tale, but if it’s real... man, that’s a literal gold mine."

"We're stuck on where to go next," Marl added. "We need better intel, so we were thinking about heading to Andor Station."

"Bad move," Alan countered instantly. "Go to Delta Station instead. They're about the same size, but Andor is all government pencil-pushers. Delta is the economic hub. The sheer volume of information passing through Delta is ten times what you'll find at Andor. Unless you specifically have business with the Feds, Delta is your best bet."

Taro pulled up his [BISHOP] interface and scanned the star map. "Let’s see... Delta Station is... whoa. Twenty-four jumps away? That’s halfway across the sector."

"True, but you can use the long-distance jump gates for that route, Mr. Teiro," Koume pointed out. "Depending on the balance of time versus credits, we can cut that down to effectively six jumps."

"So it’s like taking the highway," Taro muttered. "Yeah, we should definitely prioritize speed over cost right now." He began tapping away at his virtual keyboard, calculating the fuel and gate fees.

"Alright then. It's a deal, Boss," Alan said, extending a massive hand. "The rest of my guys are single too, so no anchors holding us back. I'll tell them to start packing for the move to Delta."

Taro took the hand and shook it, flashing a grin. "Glad to have you aboard."



Author's Note:
Holographs contain too much data to be sent over a standard network, which is why physical chips are still used for delivery. I might explain more about that in the main story later!
Chapter 20: Continued Deliberation

"Searching for 'Dunga'... Hmm. Figures. Not a single hit."

Marl muttered to herself in the solitude of her room before collapsing onto her soft, synthetic fiber bed. Beneath her, tens of thousands of microscopic protrusions shifted slowly, molding the surface into a perfect cradle for her body.

The fact that even the neural net is drawing a blank means it’s definitely some nonsense word he cooked up. How stupid... but, heh. It was pretty funny.

Marl rolled over and hugged the so-called "comforter" Taro had recommended. Having spent her entire life in perfectly climate-controlled environments, she didn't see the point of a heavy blanket, yet she couldn't deny that clutching it like this felt... grounding.

"Teiro, Koume, and now Alan. I go forever without seeing a soul, then it’s just one person after another."

In an era of hyper-efficient networking, actually meeting someone face-to-face was a rarity. Most people could live their entire lives without physical contact and never feel a hint of inconvenience. In fact, for the two years leading up to her encounter with Taro, Marl had conducted her entire existence via digital communication. Whenever she remembered the day she actually met him in person, she wanted to shrivel up from embarrassment.

I’ve really been pushing myself lately... I mean, going down to the pier to welcome a man home from a shipwreck? What kind of budget soap opera is that?

Her face flushed crimson. Marl pulled the comforter over her head and thrashed her legs in a fit of self-consciousness. Suddenly, she remembered a romance movie with a similar premise playing on the station’s local broadcast. She pulled up BISHOP and initiated the download.

"Hmm, this has an age rating. I wonder if it’s okay... I’m not really in the mood for anything too graphic."

She frowned when she saw the "D-rating" in the metadata. Based on her chronological age—roughly 150,000 hours—her Mental Growth Rating technically should have been a C-rating. In reality, she held a dismal F-rating, but that didn't mean she had an appetite for anything raunchy.

"But, well, whatever. Think of it as study. Yes. Research."

Marl continued to mumble justifications to herself as the two-hour drama began to play. Usually, she stuck to action or fantasy—genres that didn't require much emotional heavy lifting—but lately, she’d found herself drawn to human stories. She self-diagnosed this as a sign of maturity and focused on the screen.

"Whoa, this is a lot more intense than I expected... Is this really a D? This has to be an E. Who even is the broadcaster?"

Despite her urge to file a formal complaint, Marl watched the so-called "love scenes" out of the corner of her eye, her face burning. There was no one there to judge her, but her own bashfulness was a far harsher critic.

"Aah, jeez! That’s it! Stop! I’m stopping! This is skipping way too many steps at once!"

With her ears turning red, Marl slammed the stop button. She grumbled a few choice words at the hum of the destroyer’s engines—which felt annoyingly loud all of a sudden—and squeezed her comforter again.

"A comforter, huh? This is actually pretty nice... Still, I wonder. How do I actually feel about that guy?"

As she pictured her colleague, Marl buried her face in the bedding to begin a thorough self-analysis. She tried to be as clinical as possible. She definitely liked him, but was it romantic? Or was she just experiencing a localized glitch in her judgment because her environment had changed so drastically?

...For now, let's call it 'Requires Further Observation.'

She dictated the thought into BISHOP as a memo and saved it into the folder labeled [CONTINUED DELIBERATION].

The very next second, a chime echoed through the room.

"HYAAAH!!?"

Marl jumped so high she was certain she’d achieved liftoff. She scrambled to the door, though there was no logical reason to hurry.

"Who is... Oh, Alan? Hold on, I'm coming."

She felt a confusing cocktail of disappointment and relief that it wasn't Taro.

"Hey, Vice President. Sorry to drop by, I wanted to consult with you about something... though, if I’m being honest, isn't this a bit careless?"

Alan gestured to Marl’s casual loungewear. Marl just gave him a flat look. "Oh?"

"If you think you can handle a high-voltage discharge, feel free to try something."

"Is that a stun gun? Those things are tricky to aim, you know. You sure you can even hit a target?"

"The current runs through my clothes. Want a demonstration?"

Alan quickly pulled back the hand he’d extended half-jokingly, a wry smirk on his face. "You’re a terrifying little lady, aren't you?"

"Whatever. What do you want? If this is some trivial errand, I’m going to be very annoyed."

"Right, about that..."

Alan glanced around restlessly. His eyes glazed over for a split second—a clear sign he was using BISHOP to scan for eavesdroppers.

"Look, little lady. I’m gonna be blunt. That AI, Koume. What exactly is her deal?"

Marl blinked, caught off guard. "What do you mean, 'what is she'?"

"She’s not just 'high-spec.' That’s an understatement. To be honest, she’s an anomaly. You’ve noticed it too, right?"

"I suppose... but stop calling her 'that AI.' She has a name. It’s Koume."

"...Right. My bad. So, where was this Koume built? I’ve seen top-tier military AIs that don't even come close to her."

Marl shrugged. "Is that so?"

"It is," Alan insisted, his irritation bubbling up. "Look, AI is built on search, response, and association. Every AI in the galaxy works that way, even the neural nets. But Koume? She’s a step beyond. She has 'imagination.' She has 'ideas'."

"Okay... but so what? Maybe some genius invented her. Is that a crime?"

"Give me a break. That’s impossible. We humans don't even understand how we come up with ideas yet. If someone had cracked that code, it would be the biggest news in history."

Alan was getting worked up. Marl held up a hand. "Calm down."

"You asked me a straight question, so I’ll give you one in return. What is it you want to do with Koume?"

Marl put a sharp edge on the question. Her eyes narrowed, making Alan flinch.

"Hey, it’s not what you’re thinking. Don't give me that look... I just want to confirm one thing."

"Which is?"

"Whether or not she’s dangerous."

Marl stared at him for a beat, her expression blank. Then, she burst into a loud, raucous laugh.

"Ah-hah-hah-hah!! Koume? Dangerous? Don't be ridiculous! We’ve been saved by Koume more times than I can count! You, specifically! If it weren't for her, you’d be a smudge on an asteroid right now!"

Marl laughed so hard she had to lean against the wall for support. Alan scratched his head, looking sheepish as he stared at the ceiling.

"Well, look, if she’s safe, she’s safe. The President seemed a bit... socially sheltered. I just wanted to do my due diligence."

"I get it. Sorry for laughing. Honestly, your reaction is the normal one. You’re doing your job."

"Glad to hear it. As long as we're good... sorry for the late-night intrusion."

Alan gave a casual wave and disappeared down the hallway. 

"Hey, Alan!" Marl called out. He paused. "I mean it. You were right to ask. If you notice anything else like that, keep the warnings coming. Thanks. Good night."

She heard a muffled "Yeah, leave it to me" from around the corner. Marl turned back to her door, but a strange metallic clatter from the opposite direction caught her ear.

"Koume?"

Koume was sprinting down the corridor in a state of visible panic. 

"What happened?" Marl asked as the mechanical girl skidded to a halt.

"Oh, Miss Marl! Thank goodness! Please, you must hide me at once!"

Marl opened her mouth to ask what was going on, but Koume had already zipped past her into the room. Marl watched her go, utterly exasperated.

"HEY! MARL! HAVE YOU SEEN KOUME!?"

Marl spun around to see Taro charging down the hall, gasping for air. His face was beet-red with rage. "That little brat! Where'd she go!?"

"No, I haven't seen her... What did she do this time?" Marl asked, her conversation with Alan making her slightly tense.

Taro threw his hands up in a grand, sweeping gesture of despair. 

"What did she do!? I’ll tell you what she did! I was in my room, sitting on the toilet... you know, to do the thing. And I see this button I've never noticed before. Now, you see a button, you press it, right? It’s practically a law of nature! You're gonna press it!"

Taro leaned in close, his eyes wide with frantic energy. Marl backed away an inch. "I mean... sure?"

"AND THEN!" Taro shouted. "I’m expecting a nice bidet spray or something, and suddenly I hear this high-pitched whirring sound. Like a drill at the dentist! Keeeee-n! I look down between my legs, and there is a high-speed rotating drill rising out of the bowl! I don't get it! Uncle doesn't get it at all! It was a rubber drill! AND IT HAD LUBE ON IT!"

Marl’s jaw hit the floor. 

"Wait... so it was a prank? By Koume?"

"A prank!? That’s way past 'prank' territory, dammit! What was she trying to do, make me lose my [female] virginity before I lose my [male] one!?"

"Oh. So you are a virgin."

"I AM NOT A VIRGINNNN!!!!"

Taro roared and sprinted off in the same direction he’d come. Marl felt a pang of sympathy, though she still didn't understand why he was so desperate to protect his "non-virgin" status.

"...Sigh. I guess this really is a stormy night. Koume, he’s gone."

Koume peeked out from the room, looking uncharacteristically timid.

"Thank you, Miss Marl. I went through the trouble of installing the drill you requested on the ship, yet Mr. Teiro seems quite displeased. I wonder why?"

"Well... if he were truly mad, he’d have used BISHOP to track you down instantly. Don't sweat it. I’m just glad you’re having fun."

Marl gave a wink and jerked her thumb toward the interior of the room.

"Anyway, Koume. That set of child-sized clothes you wanted just arrived. Why don't you try them on? I think a lot of these will look great on you... Actually, why don't you go show Teiro once you're dressed? He’ll definitely forget he's mad and start showering you with praise."

Marl took Koume’s hand and led her inside. An AI that cares about fashion and plays stupid pranks couldn't possibly be dangerous. 

Marl smiled, more certain than ever.

Marl: Surprisingly (?) a former shut-in.
Episode 21

"President!! Cargo's all in, sir!!"

The shout came from one of Alan's Handyman buddies, a man decked out in a garish silver-and-red vertically striped jumpsuit. To keep his hair from drifting in zero-G, he wore a tight swimming cap. He looks like a 1920s chain-gang convict, Taro thought.

"Guess I should design some actual uniforms eventually... Yeah, yeah, good work!" Taro called back, waving distractedly.

He turned his gaze to the Destroyer Plum, which had grown disturbingly bloated. The original storage bays were already bursting at the seams with refugees’ belongings, forcing them to strap additional cargo pods to the hull like mechanical saddlebags. With the Rockboy wedged between the thrusters and Alan's high-speed Stardust latched onto the belly, the Plum looked like a man who’d gone grocery shopping without a list and was now trying to carry thirty bags home at once.

"She was such a sleek ship once, and now look at her..." Marl muttered, hovering over a holographic interface of transaction receipts. "Well, the bank account is swelling, so I suppose it’s a 'magnificent' tragedy."

"I mean, sure, a 220% load capacity is a transporter’s wet dream," Taro said, scratching his head. "The payout is juicy, but... is this even legal?"

"Legal? What do you mean?"

"We don't have licenses. We’re basically hauling a small city’s worth of lives. Doesn't the government care? Back on Earth, you needed a permit just to drive a taxi."

Taro gestured to the endless queue of people still boarding the Plum. These were the "lucky" few from the Peta Star System—the ones with enough credits to pay Rising Sun Corp for a ticket out of their dying rock. Between the natural decay of a Depleted Star System and the recent WIND-induced panic, every station in the sector was experiencing a frantic relocation boom.

"The government won't give it a second thought," Marl said, her eyes glued to the screen. "The Empire is 'tolerant,' which is just a fancy way of saying they don't give a damn. There’s only one law in the Galactic Empire: Freedom and self-responsibility."

Marl went back to her calculations as if that settled it. Taro wondered if that wasn't just "aggressive liberalism," but he lacked the interstellar common sense to judge if it was actually a bad thing.

[MESSAGE RECEIVED FROM BISHOP]

"Alan to Teiro. This line is the last of 'em. Exactly 1,424 souls. Cargo's locked and loaded."

"Copy that. Good work," Taro replied. He pressed his face against the glass of the Gate Lounge window, trying to spot the handyman on the pier.

"Boss, I’m a bit further down... yeah, that's it. Waving right now!"

Taro spotted a figure in a spacesuit dangling off the underside of the Plum. The suit looked less like high-tech armor and more like a shiny full-body leotard with a fishbowl on top. Alan was zipped around with his jetpack, performing a final check on the ship's scarred hull.

Man, that guy can do anything, Taro mused. He might be a weirdo, but I’ve landed some top-tier talent.

"Indeed," Koume's voice chimed in. "Mr. Alan boasts of never failing, and his record actually backs it up. He is selective about his contracts, which is a polite way of saying he is incredibly cautious."

Taro nodded. "Good. We need a 'cautious' guy to stop us from doing something stupid. Anyway, Koume, you get that Route plotted?"

"Naturally, Mr. Teiro. Calculated for speed as requested. Eighteen jumps. However, if you wish to take the side-missions Miss Marl suggested, we can complete 80% of them in twenty-four jumps."

"Nah, let's skip the side-gigs. 'Self-responsibility' or not, I don't want to be the guy who gets a thousand people killed because I got greedy. The odds of fifty WIND waiting for us around the next corner aren't zero, right?"

Taro shrugged. Koume had calculated the absolute shortest path to drop the refugees at their various destinations. Marl had argued they should milk the trip for all it was worth by taking transport contracts along the way, but Taro wasn't feeling it. He might eventually get used to the cold logic of the stars, but for now, the weight of those lives was a bit too heavy.

"It's a long haul with no end in sight anyway, so let's take it slow. Haste makes waste," Taro said, trying to sound like a wise CEO. "Besides, look at that crowd! Our ship is a superstar. I wish I was half that popular. I'm the President, after all. Where's my fan club?"

He looked at the other ships idling at the pier and felt a pang of guilt for hogging all the business.

"It is simple logic, Mr. Teiro," Koume deadpanned. "Migrants value safety above all else. No ship provides that better than a military vessel. If the threat were anything other than WIND, nobody would be caught dead on a destroyer. The fuel economy is garbage, the ride is bumpy, and the cargo capacity—and thus the price—is atrocious."

"So you're just going to ignore my joke about being popular? Cool. Great. Thanks."

Taro pouted. He wanted to argue that the Plum was a fantastic ship, but since Koume was right on every count, he shut his mouth. Compared to a civilian luxury liner, the Plum was about as comfortable as a metal box filled with gravel.

"Since we’re cramped into communal barracks, they’ll just have to deal. Alright, let's get this show on the road!" Taro stood up, gave a massive, bone-cracking stretch, and headed for the bridge.

"Mr. Teiro," Koume said, following a step behind. "Did you get taller?"

Taro glanced back. "Hardly. My puberty-meter hit zero years ago."



Two weeks passed. They were halfway through their galactic delivery service, and Taro was dying of boredom. He was currently horizontal in the elevated captain's chair of the Destroyer Plum's command bridge when Marl's voice screamed through the comms.

"TEIRO! CHECK THE NEWS! NOW!"

Taro startled so hard he rolled right off the chair and face-planted onto the deck.

"Ow, ow, ow... Haven't done a floor-dive in a while..."

Stuck in a pathetic, face-down-butt-up arch, he jacked his BISHOP into the neural net.

"News... uh, this one?" He pulled up the top trending topic—the numbers were astronomical.

"Okay, let's see... 'WIND activity intensifying galaxy-wide. New variants equipped with Warp and Beam Jammers detected.' Great, our 'friends' are going global. 'Imperial Government issues Emergency Declaration Level 1. Calling for vigilance from local governments.' Oh, and 'Compensation for damage to Stargates and stations no longer mandatory.' Holy crap. That’s cold-blooded."

"Teiro! Did you see the news? We were so luc—Gah! What is wrong with you?!" Marl shouted, skidding into the room. She stared at Taro's shrimp-like pose on the floor.

"I’d like to record you just once to figure out what kind of mistake leads to that posture..." she muttered, shaking her head. "Anyway! Did you see? The government is officially off the hook for public facility repairs!"

"Saw it," Taro said from the floor. "I guess the repair bills got so high the Empire’s bank account started smoking. Look at the sidebars—insurance companies are imploding everywhere. This is a mess."

"Yeah. I bet the Self-Euthanasia Facilities have a waiting list a mile long today," Marl said grimly. "It's not even a localized outbreak. I wonder what’s next?"

"The Imperial Military is on the move, so the core systems should be fine," Taro grunted, finally picking himself up. "I mean, even if there are ten thousand WIND, they’re just gnats to the regular army."

"Maybe," Marl countered. "But they’ll never send the fleet to the boonies. Not after the Usurpation Incident. The Empire is terrified of splitting its forces."

"Usurpation? That like... a coup?"

"Exactly. Years ago, the main fleet left the capital for a massive wargame. The forces left behind tried to seize the throne. The wargame fleet—tens of thousands of ships—rushed back for a standoff. They managed a 'soft landing' without firing, but it almost triggered a total civil war. Just thinking about that many guns pointed at each other gives me the chills."

Whoa, Taro thought. His inner nerd was screaming. The scale was insane.

"The Imperial roster says... 200 Super-Dreadnoughts, 5,000 Battleships, 20,000 Cruisers, 50,000 Destroyers, and hundreds of thousands of small craft? I can't even process those numbers. How do you even command that? That’s like a kid saying he has 'infinite plus one' toys. It’s 'My First Invincible Armada' logic."

Marl laughed. "True. But here’s something relevant to our business." She flicked a file to his BISHOP.

Taro rubbed his chin. "Permanent bounties for WIND kills and intel... I’m not exactly looking for a fight, but this changes the math. Though, we’re still small fry compared to the pro Bounty Hunters and Security Companies."

He knew they couldn't compete with the big boys—the massive privateers with veteran crews and bottomless pockets.

"Still," Taro smirked, a greasy little grin forming. "We’ve got a warship. There are plenty of ways to play this. Heh heh. I think I smell a profitable spring in the air."

He started running the numbers. The galaxy was turning into a storm, but if they caught the right gale, they’d fly.

"Spring, huh?" Marl looked out at the silent stars. "To me, it feels like winter. And winter is coming for the Empire."



With the foundation of their new life established, Volume 2 concludes.
From Volume 3 onwards, things are going to get very busy as they dive into business and battle alike.
Chapter 22

"Everyone, atten-teeeeeen-hut!!"

Following Alan’s thunderous bark, twenty men and women snapped into a rigid salute. Taro surveyed his staff, a lopsided grin tugging at his lips. They look like a damn firing squad, he thought. Most were in their twenties, though a few salty veterans pushing fifty were peppered into the mix.

"Alright, at ease. Uh, so... well, look, let’s skip the boring corporate speech. Everyone, get in line!"

His voice echoed through the cavernous, empty floor. As the employees shuffled into a row, trading confused glances, Taro moved down the line. He offered a word of genuine thanks, a thick envelope, and a cup of booze to every person there.

"Okay, everyone’s locked and loaded. Our Vice President, Marl-tan, will explain what’s in the envelopes. Take it away, Professor!"

Taro skittered backward like a stage comedian making a hasty exit. Marl stepped forward, her teeth gritted as she hissed under her breath, "I told you to stop with the '-tan' in front of the help." 

Clearing her throat, she addressed the room. "Right. Good work, everyone. Thanks to your efforts, Rising Sun Corp is growing faster than anyone anticipated. To celebrate our new office here on Delta—one of the Empire’s most vital Tier-1 stations—we’re issuing a special commemorative bonus. Those envelopes contain your pay stubs. Yes, I know paper media is a prehistoric relic, but the President has... 'aesthetic preferences.'"

At the word "bonus," the room transformed. Faces lit up instantly. Taro, despite being a total amateur at the whole CEO gig, felt a swell of warmth in his chest. Yeah, this isn't bad at all, he decided, his own grin widening.

"Now, don't get too excited—it’s not a life-changing sum," Marl cautioned. "But we hope to make this a regular occurrence as the company grows. Actually, why am I the one saying this? This is literally the President’s job. Taro!"

The staff erupted into laughter at Marl’s sharp retort. Alan and his four-man Handyman Group joined in, their wide, white-toothed grins flashing in the light.

"No way, my social anxiety can’t handle that kind of spotlight!" Taro shouted back. "Alright, let’s drink! Cheers!!"

A chorus of "Cheers!" thundered back. The Galactic Empire didn't really do the whole 'toast' thing, but Alan had coached the crew on the custom exactly as Taro had requested. It felt like a solid way to kick off a party, and Taro resolved to make it a company tradition.

Then, the sudden realization hit him. A commemorative party in a brand-new office... We’re actually doing it. We’re living the high life. 

"Total normies," Taro muttered, his expression suddenly darkening. "Look at them. Disgusting. The 'Black Impulse' is rising... I want to ruin everything."

"Why are you projecting your weird insecurities onto a party you’re paying for?" Marl sighed. "And what the hell is a 'normie'?"

"A person who actually enjoys their reality! Someone whose life doesn't suck!" Taro shrieked. "Dammit! I’m talking about people like you guys!"

Taro turned and bolted toward the adjacent room, leaving his bewildered staff in silence. 

"Is he serious?" Marl asked, glancing at Koume. "He’s the biggest normie here."

The AI tilted her head. "Who can say? Human psychology is often illogical."



"Yo, Boss. Drinking alone in the dark?"

Alan found Taro lying spread-eagle on the floor of a massive, empty square room. The carpet, made of soft synthetic fibers, was the only thing in the space. This was supposed to be the CEO’s private office, but since Taro spent most of his life on the bridge of a ship, he figured it would mostly just collect dust.

"I’m just not built for the 'rah-rah' stuff, Alan. The company’s doing great, but man... the future is coming at me fast."

Taro stared at the ceiling. Alan leaned against the wall. "That some kind of deep philosophy?"

"No, I mean it literally. We started this company a few months ago, right? I never planned on having a staff, and now I’ve got a small army. It’s only been a month since we were dodging plasma fire in the Peta Star System."

"Huh. Now that you mention it, yeah. It’s moving pretty quick. We moved the refugees, then it was just transport, transport, transport every day. Let’s see..." Alan checked his BISHOP interface. "Yep. Exactly forty-two days."

Taro nodded. "The local news coverage was the tipping point, I think. We’re getting top-tier talent and more work than we can handle. Honestly? It’s going too well. It’s creepy."

Taro thought back to the headlines that had made them famous: Pornography Peddler Saves Drifting Ship! The story of their battle in the Asteroid Belt had been a double-edged sword.

"The name recognition is great for business, sure. But Alan, I’m an old man at heart. I have to wonder about my life choices when every single contract we sign is for adult toys."

Alan let out a guttural laugh. "You said it!"

"It’s not funny! I checked the neural net boards, Alan! They’re calling me the 'Guardian of Virgins'! Why would I guard that? It’s not a treasure! You’re supposed to get rid of it! I’m telling the youth of the galaxy: Give it up! Be free!"

Alan doubled over, clutching his stomach as he sank to the floor. Taro ignored him and kept ranting.

"People are even trying to order directly from us now! We don't manufacture this stuff! We just move it! Do you realize my destroyer is currently carrying 7,440,320 self-gratification devices? That is not a standard loadout for a warship, Alan! I’m worried that much mass is going to generate its own gravity. What am I even fighting for?"

"Maybe you’re just fighting the Gs?" Alan wheezed, punning on the gravity.

"Oh, shut up. You’re not funny."

Taro sat up and drained his cup. Alan mirrored him, his expression finally turning serious. "Look, Boss, it’s fine for now. We’re just building the foundation. Eventually, you’ll get a real lead on Earth, and that’s when the real money—and the real trouble—starts. Information leaks. Once the galaxy smells credits, every bottom-feeding thug from here to the Core will come sniffing around. We need an organization to protect what’s ours."

Taro listened intently.

"If Earth is near the Core, it’s a political battle over rights," Alan continued. "If it’s in Outer Space, it’s a brawl. You think you can go toe-to-toe with a Gigantech Corp Super-Dreadnought?"

"Not a chance," Taro admitted. "They’d vaporize us before we even popped up on their scanners."

"Exactly. You don’t need to own everything, but you need enough muscle to have a seat at the table. If you don't have power, you lose everything. I’ve seen it happen a thousand times."

Taro leaned back, lost in thought. 

Earth. He knew it was out there. The Metric System, the 365-day calendar—those weren't coincidences. They were fingerprints. Even if he hadn't been 'isekai-ed' here, the planet had to exist. He needed to find historians, etymologists, anyone who could point him toward the origin of those units.

And then there was the aftermath. He didn't care about mining rights. He just didn't want his home to become another hollowed-out husk of a planet. If those blue oceans still existed, he wanted them to stay blue. No one wants to see their childhood home turned into a strip mine.

"The worst-case scenario is a Resource Development Corp finding it first," Taro whispered. 

"You’re not wrong," Alan agreed. "Based on what you told me, Earth’s value is biological and cultural. A spiritual icon. It’s not about minerals."

"Right. Seventy percent of the surface is water. It’d be a nightmare to mine anyway."

"Yeah, but the shitty Mining Corps don't care. Bio-resources take too long to turn a profit. If they think someone’s going to declare the planet a historical preserve and halt development, they’ll just start digging immediately to get what they can before the lawyers show up."

Taro knew he couldn't carry the fate of an entire planet alone, but he was the only one who cared. He didn't even know if Japan or America still existed. For all he knew, it was a post-nuclear wasteland. But he knew his involvement would change everything.

"I’ve been wondering..." Taro said, his voice trailing off. "Would Earth be happier if I just left it alone? If it never got sucked into the Empire?"

"You serious?" Alan asked.

"No... I guess not. If some heartless bastard is going to find it anyway, it might as well be me. My obsession with that place is probably the highest in the galaxy."

Alan delivered a stinging slap to Taro’s back. "That’s the spirit, Boss! You’re the only one who knows it’s real. The rest of us? We believe you, sure, but we don't love the place. We’re just here for the money, the dreams, and the scraps falling off your table. But that’s why we follow you. This is a job for 'The Boss and the Boys.'"

Taro coughed from the impact of the slap, then raised his glass. Alan clinked his against it.

"...Yeah. You’re right. Thanks, Alan. I’ve got my head on straight now. You really are a wise old man. A regular Wizard of Rising Sun!"

"Hah! It’s my job to keep the CEO from losing his mind. But what’s with the 'Wizard' talk?"

"Oh... uh, nothing," Taro said, panicking. "Just that you handle everything so smoothly, it’s like magic."

He couldn't exactly tell Alan that in his world, a "Wizard" was the legendary title for a man who reached thirty without losing his virginity. Alan, however, seemed to like the sound of it.

"Wizard, huh? Not a bad nickname. 'Wizard Alan'... yeah, that’s got a ring to it. I’m changing my handle in the system."

"Wait, no—!"

Before Taro could stop him, Alan tapped his BISHOP and officially updated the company roster.

Taro sighed. Well, I’ll apologize to him later. Maybe. 

"Alright! Let’s make this company a titan and find Earth! We’ve got work to do!"

The fire was back. Taro felt the old spark of motivation returning. He decided that as a special treat, he would explain the true meaning of "Wizard" to the rest of the staff first thing in the morning.

Even a hero has his brooding moments. Don't worry, Teiro-kun is back.

The slow burn ends here. Things are about to get loud.
Chapter 23

Using Delta Station as their hub, Rising Sun Corp spent their days moving goods, moving people, and—for the most part—moving a truly staggering volume of adult toys. Taro, now the proud owner of five vessels after adding two small combat frigates to his fleet, stood before his primary breadwinner: the Destroyer Plum. Despite being the President of the company, he was currently leaning in uncomfortably close to a new female employee’s face.

"Hmm? I didn't quite catch that. One more time, with feeling!"

Taro cupped a hand over his ear, leaning in further. In the Galactic Empire, where labor laws were blissfully ignorant of age limits, it wasn't uncommon to see employees in their early teens. This particular girl blushed furiously, fidgeting under his gaze.

"Yes, sir... it’s... the..."

Taro loomed over her as she mumble-whispered. 

"We’re confirming vital cargo here! Come on, what’s it say on the manifest? Say it loud and proud!"

"Um... Ad... ad... ult..."

"Hmm?"

"Adult... that is..."

"Hmmmm? What was that? This old man’s ears aren't what they used to be!"

"Uugh... Ad... Adult... Air... augh..."

"Huff, huff... yes! Just a little more! Give it to me loud and—GWA-HUFF-BLERG!!"

Taro collapsed into a heap, letting out a strangled, undignified shriek. Behind him stood Marl, her leg still extended from the precise, lethal strike she had just delivered to his groin.

"What are you doing, committing blatant sexual harassment in the middle of a workday?" Marl asked, her voice cold. "Imperial law might be silent on the matter, but Station Ordinances are a different story."

Marl looked down at Taro—who was currently twitching on the floor and praying for a swift death—with the kind of expression one usually reserved for a particularly stubborn stain on a boot. "You’re done here. Go," she told the girl, shooing her away.

Marl glanced at the manifest Taro had been so obsessed with. "'Adult Air Duster Techniques'... what? An air duster is just a can of air, right? Seriously, what is wrong with this galaxy? How do you even categorize this as 'Adult'? ...Actually, now I'm curious. Is that the marketing hook? Is this a trap?"

Scowling with a look that was anything but feminine, Marl finished the inventory check. Every crate was fitted with a dedicated Electronic Tag, allowing the ship to track every single item even when they were piled like junk. In the beginning, they’d had to apply the tags by hand, but Marl had since automated the process by kit-bashing a cheap repair drone into an Electronic Tag Applicator.

"Next stop is the Adela Star System, right? We finally get back to Delta only to head out the very next day. This courier life is no joke," Marl sighed. "Anyway, quit napping, Teiro. Get up or I'm leaving you behind."

"N-no... you... you did this..." Taro wheezed from the floor. "I’m... I’m broken..."

"Oh, please. You haven't used that equipment for twenty years anyway. It’s not like you were going to start now. Move it."

Marl grabbed Taro by the arm and began dragging his semi-conscious body toward the Plum’s airlock. Taro offered no resistance, though he did manage to keep muttering protests through his pain.

"Dammit... one of these days... I’ll make you... pay for th—GAH-UFF!!"

Marl flicked him hard on the nose, and Taro finally decided that silence was the better part of valor.



[SYSTEM: JUMP DRIVE COUNTDOWN INITIATED, MR. TEIRO.]

Koume’s inorganic voice echoed through the bridge. Taro gave a weak "Okay" and watched the numbers tick down on his BISHOP interface.

"Teiro, just to be sure... you’re really serious about this?"

Marl sat up in her seat—which she had claimed as her own long ago—and fixed Taro with a steady look. Taro gave her a shaky thumbs-up.

"You bet. I am the Guardian of Virgins, after all. I have people to protect. Duty calls, Koume-san!"

Taro tried to look like a gritty, world-weary hero. Koume didn't even look up from her console.

"Mr. Teiro, I fail to see the logic. Have you truly found some intrinsic value in safeguarding the chastity of strangers? To be perfectly honest, I find the concept repulsive."

"Heh, say what you want. But maybe wrap it in a little more sugar next time, Koume-chan? My heart is fragile," Taro said, before his eyes lit up. "But seriously, the adult content of the future is insane! It’s so good I’ve started wondering if I even need a girlfriend. Those holographs? You can’t touch them, but they’re indistinguishable from reality. Being able to walk behind the image... it’s the peak of human achievement."

"Sigh... Calling it 'the future' when it’s just the present for us... but fine. I think I get your plan now. You’re just trying to drag everyone else down with you, aren't you?"

Taro’s lips twisted into a wicked smirk. He stood up and threw his arms wide.

"Exactly! Alan and I have officially decided to form the All-Galaxy Virgin Union! Hear me, Empire! By guarding the virginity of the masses, I shall tank the birth rate and slowly throttle this galaxy into a peaceful, celibate extinction!"

"Do you actually have a grudge against the Empire?"

"Nope. Purely taking my frustrations out on the universe."

Marl looked at him with genuine pity. Taro had answered way too fast for that to be a joke.

"...Well, I guess everyone needs a hobby. Just a heads-up: the Adela system is in a stellar active phase. Solar winds are causing massive electromagnetic interference. Plus, there are reports of WIND activity. I’m worried we’ll have a repeat of last time."

"Yeah, I know, I know. But the fact that nobody wants to go there is exactly why the profit margins are so high. We’re Rising Sun—we live in the niches everyone else is too scared to touch."

"I suppose," Marl conceded. Rising Sun was becoming a name for itself as a transport corp with military-grade muscle, capable of high-risk deliveries that the big corporations wouldn't bother with. Taro figured that focusing on high-stakes, low-competition jobs was actually "safer" than trying to compete with the giants on their home turf.

"At least we’re carrying some daily necessities for once. It feels good to be useful, even if half the cargo is still porn."

"Porn is useful to society!!" Taro shouted.

[SYSTEM: I SHALL NOT DEBATE THE POINT. JUMP DRIVE COMMENCING, MR. TEIRO.]

The hull began to vibrate. Taro braced himself for the inevitable headache and ear-popping. He watched the view screen as the stars bled into a smear of blue. He didn't vomit anymore, but God, he still hated this part.

[SYSTEM: JUMP DRIVE TERMINATED. ARRIVAL AT TARGET COORDINATES.]

The white-blue haze faded, replaced by the familiar interior of the Plum’s central control room as the safety locks disengaged.

"Alright... coordinates confirmed. Any signs of jamming?"

"Position relative to the sun is a match. No jamming detected. Ship systems are all green, Mr. Teiro," Koume reported.

"Beacons for Adela Stations 1 and 2 are both live," Marl added. "No phase shift. But the radiation levels are off the charts. We should switch the scanners to optical."

"Got it. Do it. Everything looks smooth so far. Alright, let's head for Adela Station 1. Overdrive, go!"

It was a routine they’d performed dozens of times. Taro engaged the Overdrive and sank into his seat. The ship lurched, hurtling them across the system. A moment later, the familiar shudder signaled their arrival. The station appeared on the display, growing at a terrifying speed—or rather, they were closing the distance in the blink of an eye.

"Wait. Uh. Isn't that a bit... close?"

Even as they decelerated, the massive space station roared past the side of the hull like a freight train. When the ship finally came to a full stop, they were practically scraping the station's paint.

[WARNING: COLLISION RISK WITH LARGE STRUCTURE.]

"Yeah, thanks for the heads-up, system! Bit late for that! Wait—crap! We're drifting! Full power!"

"I'm on it! Correcting attitude!" Marl yelled.

Taro watched his BISHOP display in horror. The distance to the station was shrinking toward zero at an impossible rate. The massive wall of the station loomed over them, an oppressive, metallic horizon.

"Koume-san, why the hell is the station moving?!" Taro screamed, frantically fighting the controls to break the collision course.

"Unknown, Mr. Teiro. Most stations are capable of movement, but protocol requires advance notice to the government."

"THIS IS STARDUST! TEIRO, DISCONNECT US NOW! WE’RE ON A COLLISION COURSE!"

Alan’s voice exploded over the comms. "Copy that!" Taro yelled, hitting the release on the Stardust, which was currently docked where a Rockboy would usually be.

"GAAAAHHHHH! Koume-san, Physical Shield!!"

Taro ducked, instinctively flinching away from the screen as the station’s outer hull filled his entire field of vision. Windows and structural beams blurred past like a kaleidoscope of doom.

"Wha—AGH!!"

A violent impact rocked the entire ship. Marl screamed, and Koume was thrown to the floor.

[SYSTEM: JOINT MECHANISM DAMAGED.]
[SYSTEM: ATTITUDE CONTROL THRUSTERS NO. 4 AND NO. 6 DESTROYED.]
[SYSTEM: UNEXPECTED HULL KINETICS DETECTED.]

Warning lights strobed across the bridge. Taro’s head spun as he realized they’d clipped the station.

"Ow... damn it... the ship’s in a spin... Alan! You okay?!"

"STARDUST HERE. WE PULLED AWAY BY A HAIR, BUT WE LOST SOME ARMOR PLATING. MAIN SYSTEMS ARE STILL ONLINE."

Taro exhaled in relief. He pulled up a camera feed of the Stardust—the 50-meter-long, falcon-shaped ship was dancing through the debris, carefully dodging the metal fragments its own hull had just shed.

"Damn it! The Plum’s first dent is a fender bender? This is not how I wanted to start the day!" Taro grumbled, finally dampening the ship’s rotation and glaring at the receding station.

"Mr. Teiro," Koume said, her voice eerily calm.

Taro, who had been about to check if his cargo of adult toys had survived the impact, froze. He and Marl looked at Koume, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

"I have attempted to reconnect multiple times, but the Neural Net is unresponsive. It appears we are isolated."
Episode 24: A Bad Vibe and a Ghost in the Machine

Taro and Marl stared at Koume, their jaws collectively hitting the floor.

"Wait, the Neural Net is down? Like, 'the-internet-is-dead' down?" Taro stammered. "Was it the collision?"

Koume’s mechanical neck gave a sharp, robotic snap of a head-shake.

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. The symptoms were present before we even entered this star system. Therefore, I highly doubt the Solar Wind is the culprit. I initially flagged it as a routine connection hiccup, but the situation has... evolved."

Marl’s fingers danced across her console. "I'll try the secondary networks." She bit her lip, scanning the scrolling data. "Okay, the Solar System Network is still up. The station’s local loop is live, too. What gives? Is it literally just the Neural Net that’s crashed?"

She pulled a face like she’d just sucked on a lemon, then toggled the comms. "Hello? Calling Control Tower. This is DD-4649 Plum. Do you copy? DD-4649 Plum."

"Koume, fire up a Wide-area Scan," Taro ordered, his skin crawling. "Teiro-chan’s bad-vibe-o-meter is pinging like crazy."

Koume jumped to it. Since her Optical Scanner just chewed on incoming light, it was the only thing that didn't go haywire in a radiation storm. Of course, the downside was that it couldn't see through solid objects, making it about as useful as a flashlight in a junkyard maze.

"Mr. Teiro, I detect no other vessels in the immediate vicinity," Koume reported, her voice dropping into a dramatic, portentous register. "However... there is one minor discrepancy."

Taro and Marl leaned in. Koume loved a good dramatic reveal, usually right before something exploded.

"The volume of debris in this sector is approximately 440 times higher than the regional average. I suggest we prepare for a catastrophic accident—or the absolute worst-case scenario."

Taro didn't wait for the punchline. He scrambled to bring the ship’s combat systems online. They hadn't seen a bogey yet, but he hadn't survived this long by being an optimist.

"Teiro, I’ve got the station's Control Tower feed..." Marl’s voice went small and shaky. "Oh... oh no. Teiro, we need to leave. Now. The station is a ghost town."

Taro blinked, his hands freezing over the controls. "...Come again? Like, 'everyone’s at lunch' unmanned, or 'everyone’s dead' unmanned?"

"The latter. I just checked the local network," Marl said, her face pale. "They’ve got an automated evacuation loop running. I’m patching it through to your BISHOP. Get ready, it’s not pretty."

Static screamed through Taro’s ears, a jagged mess of interference from the Star Adela. Through the electronic snow, a desperate voice flickered:

[ ...FROM ADELA STATION 1 MANAGE... COMMITTEE. REPEAT. THIS IS THE ADELA STATION 1 MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE. WE HAVE... SUFFERED AN ATTACK BY A MULTITUDE OF WIND. THE SELF-DEFENSE FORCE HAS BEEN DEFEATED. AS OF... HOURS AGO, THE DECISION TO ABAN...DON THE STATION WAS MADE. CONNECTION TO THE NEU...RAL NET REMAINS... DOWN. EVACUATION DESTINATION IS THE SG... STARGATE. THE STATION HAS BEEN... TAKEN. REPEAT... THE STATION HAS BEEN TAKEN OVER. ORBITAL TRAJECTORY HAS BEEN SET TOWARD THE STAR... PRAY... ]

Taro sat in grim silence. He played the clip back three times, trying to scrub the noise, his expression hardening with every loop.

"Taken over... the whole station? By the WIND?"

"That’s what the logs say," Marl whispered. "Koume, check the station’s trajectory."

"At once, Miss Marl. Calculating... [CALCULATION COMPLETE]. Confirmed. Adela Station 1 is currently on a terminal descent path toward the Star Adela. I suspect this is the work of the WIND."

Koume tilted her head inquisitively. Taro let out a harsh breath.

"Who knows? If they were being overrun, maybe the survivors decided to take the whole place down with them. Scorch the earth so the monsters don't get the loot. They say the military doesn't bother with the sticks, so they were probably on their own."

The bridge fell into a suffocating silence. Finally, Marl shook herself.

"Look, regardless of what happened, we need to clear out. If the WIND are still on that station, we’re sitting ducks. The contract is officially a bust. Let’s just go."

"Yeah, fair point," Taro agreed. He toggled the ship-to-ship comms. "Plum to Stardust. Alan, is your Overdrive Device holding up? Can you jump?"

"Stardust here," Alan’s voice crackled back, sounding remarkably casual for a man parked next to a doomed space station. "Yeah, we’re golden, Boss. Which Stargate are we aiming for?"

"I don't want to get mixed up in a war zone, but I'm curious," Taro admitted. "Let's head for the evacuation coordinates."

"Roger that. Though, word of advice? If they evacuated there, there’s a fifty-fifty chance you’re jumping right into a mosh pit of WIND."

He’s not wrong, Taro thought. He switched his display to the Plum’s damage report and groaned at the sight of the mangled exterior.

"True. But even if we're running, I want to find whoever’s in charge and give them a piece of my mind. If you’re gonna abandon ship, at least turn off your damn docking beacons! Another few seconds and we would’ve been space-dust."

Marl nodded fiercely. "Exactly! The law might have changed regarding reparations, but I can still sue for negligence. I’ll drag them through the courts until they’re begging for mercy!"

"Wow, I haven't heard anyone use the phrase 'begging for mercy' in about two centuries," Taro muttered.

"For an Iceman like you to say that, Miss Marl must be truly old-fashioned, Mr. Teiro," Koume chimed in helpfully. "In any case, if we are to depart, speed is of the essence. There is zero profit to be found in this graveyard."

"Yeah, yeah, I'm on it," Taro said, beginning the Overdrive sequence. He ignored Marl’s indignant screech of "What’s that supposed to mean?!" at Koume and played the station's emergency recording one last time.

God, this static is murder on the ears... Wait... what was that?

He caught a tiny, jagged ripple in the audio—something that didn't fit the pattern.

"Taro, prep is done. Initiating Overdrive," Marl announced.

"Wait! Hold on! Stop!" Taro yelled. "I heard something."

He closed his eyes, focusing every nerve on the audio feed. Marl, sensing his intensity, bypassed his BISHOP and fed a raw data-stream into his interface. "Try using the Analyzer function."

"Man, I love the future. Who needs sonar operators?" Taro marveled.

"It’s not magic, Taro," Marl countered. "The computer just spits out a list of data. You still need a human brain to actually understand it. Though, they say some people are actually better at spotting patterns than the Sound Analyzer itself."

A waterfall of audio-spectral data flooded Taro’s vision, categorized into neat, glowing blocks. He spotted a second sub-channel buried under the "Voice" header. "Bingo, baby!"

"There’s really something there?" Marl leaned over his shoulder, impressed. "You’ve got incredible ears. Is it a biological thing with you 'Ancient' types?"

"Shut it, you 'Future' person," Taro retorted. He pressed his headset closer and isolated the clip.

[ ...GENCY, EMERGENCY. THIS IS... ADELA STATION 1. IF ANYONE CAN HEAR THIS, PLEASE RESPOND... PLEASE. EMERGENCY, EMERGENCY... ]

It was the voice of a young woman, strained and cracking. Taro felt a pang of pity. He didn't know if people still felt "station pride" in this era, but being hunted through your own home was a universal nightmare.

"Alright, let’s go," Taro said, his mood dipping. "She’s just looping an emergency call. I hope she made it out."

"Wait," Marl said, her eyes narrowing as she looked at the readout. "An emergency call? I don't hear anything like that. The spectral pattern is just repeating the station's sector address... Let's put it on the main speakers."

She boosted the gain and routed the audio to the bridge's internal speakers. The sound of crackling fire and screaming metal filled the room, followed by a voice that was decidedly not a recording.

[ "Please! Someone... help me! This is Block KH-3352! The WIND are... they’re here! They’ve breached the inner sector! My receiver is broken, I don't know if anyone... please!" ]

The audio cut out as the buffer emptied. The bridge was deathly silent.

"That’s... that’s not right," Marl whispered. "That was different from the one you heard, Taro."

"Yeah. Totally different. My clip was 'emergency, emergency' on a loop."

"Two different messages? That means..." Marl’s eyes went wide. She stood up so fast her chair hit the bulkhead. "Oh my god!"

Taro felt the realization hit him like a freight train. "Holy crap! It's not a recording! There's someone still alive in there!"

"Koume! Pinpoint the source! Find the Control Tower!"

"Understood, Miss Marl," Koume replied, her voice remaining eerily calm. "However, I must perform a mandatory check: The probability of a WIND presence at that location is extremely high. Do you still intend to attempt a rescue?"

Taro and Marl turned to the AI with identical expressions of outrage.

"Duh! Of course we are!" Taro barked.

"Of course we are!" Marl echoed.

The two stared at each other for a beat, surprised by their own synchronicity, before turning back to their stations.

"Understood, Miss Marl, Mr. Teiro," Koume said. "Block KH-3352 is located at the base of the pier on the port side. I am uploading the waypoint to your HUDs now."

A bright blue blip flickered to life on the holographic display of the station.

"Thanks, Koume. Full thrust! Target straight ahead!" Taro shouted. "Marl, try to hail her—I don't care if her receiver is busted, just keep screaming. And Plum to Stardust! Alan, you read us?"

"Stardust here. Yeah, I’m eavesdropping. I’ve got the coordinates," Alan’s voice was suddenly much more focused. "My ship’s got more leg than yours—want me to scout ahead?"

"Please! If you see any WIND, don't engage unless you have to, just feed us the intel!"

"Copy that, Boss. See you at the finish line!"

The Stardust let out a roar of ion fire, its engines spewing a long, brilliant tail of light as it shot forward. With its massive engine-to-mass ratio, the smaller ship accelerated like a kinetic slug, leaving the Plum in its wake.

"Right then," Taro muttered, cracking his knuckles as he settled into the pilot’s seat. "Let’s see if I remember how to do this."

He began to pull every scrap of combat knowledge from the back of his brain, his eyes fixed on the looming, doomed silhouette of the station. It was time to go to work.
Chapter 25

The Stardust receded into the distance. Just as it became a mere speck, barely visible to the naked eye, Alan’s voice crackled over the comms.

"This is Stardust. We’ve hit the two-kilometer mark from the station. Commencing our approach now."

"Plum here. Copy that, Stardust. Try not to get killed out there."

Taro finished his reply to Alan and immediately began stress-testing the newly written Attitude Control Function. The Plum’s hull wobbled like a drunk on a unicycle before lurching back into its designated orbit.

"Rotational performance is operational at approximately eighty percent, Mr. Teiro."

Taro nodded, satisfied with Koume’s report. The Plum had lost two attitude control thrusters in the earlier collision, requiring him to reroute the output of the remaining ones to compensate. It was the spaceship equivalent of trying to drive a car with two missing tires by leaning really hard out the window.

"Marl, any luck with the hailing frequencies?"

Marl shook her head with a frustrated groan. "Nothing. It’s a total bust."

"Maybe their receiver is busted?"

"I don't think so. They responded to the pre-transmission, so the hardware is likely intact, but..." She trailed off with another sigh.

"Roger that. Keep trying just in case," Taro said, turning back to his console. "Man, this Solar Wind is no joke. It’s going to bend our Beams like crazy. Koume, give me an estimate on the radiation interference. I’ll run the numbers on my end too, and we’ll split the difference."

"Understood, Mr. Teiro. However, I must request that you temper your expectations regarding my current performance. To be honest, I am suffering from a severe lack of confidence."

Taro let out a sound like a squeezed squeaky toy. "Hwah?!"

Beside Koume’s avatar, Marl wore an equally bewildered expression, leaning in to squint at the AI.

"Whoa, hold on there, Koume-san. That’s not like you at all. What’s up? Are you going through some kind of angsty teenage phase?"

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. While the existence of an AI ‘spirit’ is debatable, my internal systems are—theoretically—healthy. The issue is the disconnection from the neural net."

"The connection? I mean, we talked about that, but it’s not like you’re some internet addict who can't function without a Wi-Fi signal. What’s the big deal?"

Koume turned her expressionless, mechanical eyes toward him. "It is a deal of significant proportions, Mr. Teiro."

She continued, her voice flat but somehow sounding defensive. "While my local storage is massive by general AI standards, it is a mere grain of sand compared to the vast ocean of the galactic neural net. I can no longer perform situational judgments or complex calculations based on absolute data. To my profound regret, I am experiencing 'confusion' regarding the current situation. I am questioning the consistency of my own logic, even in matters unrelated to data volume. While my Logical Thinking Circuit and Joint Knowledge Mechanisms show no errors, the possibility of a Tunnel Effect error in the Quantum Circuit—"

"Whoa, whoa! Stop, stop, stop! Time out!" Taro interjected, waving his hands frantically. "I have no idea what you’re talking about. Could you please explain this for a piece of garbage like me? Keep it simple."

Marl raised an eyebrow, translating for the layman. "Basically... you’re saying you’re ‘anxious,’ Koume?"

Koume’s head swiveled toward her. "Anxious... Yes. That is a remarkably succinct way to describe my current state. As expected of Miss Marl. Yes, I am feeling extremely anxious."

Taro and Marl shared a look.

"So, what? It’s like a student who spent his whole life using a perfect cheat sheet for exams, and then someone suddenly snatched it away?"

"A bit of a cynical analogy, but essentially correct," Marl agreed.

Taro scratched his head. He understood the problem, but he wasn't exactly a therapist for sentient software. He was still trying to figure out what to do when Koume looked up at him.

"Please tell me, Mr. Teiro. When placed in such a state of uncertainty, how do humans act?"

Taro stared back into those unblinking eyes. "How? Well... I guess we just wing it?"

Marl made a face. "That’s a bit half-assed, don't you think?" Then she softened with a wry smile. "But I guess that is the human way."

"No, seriously, that’s all there is to it! Look at me, Koume. Until yesterday, I was a professional layabout in a peaceful era. Then I wake up drifting through deep space in a futuristic tin can I don't understand. And yet, here I am! It’ll be fine. Who cares about the neural net? Sure, it’s scary, but things work out somehow. That’s how humans have survived this long."

Taro pointed a finger at Koume and puffed out his chest with unearned confidence. "Even if that solves absolutely nothing!" He finished the speech with a sharp thumbs-up.

"That is how all humans do it...?" Koume paused. "I see. Very well."

She turned back to her display.

"I shall also 'wing it' then. Mr. Teiro, transferring the calculation results to your station now."

Taro and Marl exchanged a grin. He checked the data; it was exactly what he’d envisioned, only far more precise than his own sloppy math.

"Heh, that’s more like it. Alan, what’s the word on your end?"

The comms hissed as Alan replied. "This is Stardust. Boss, you were right on the money. We picked up a manual SOS via optical signals. Looks like there’s a crowd trapped in there. Maybe triple digits. We’re moving in for the snatch-and-grab."

The three crew members of the Plum nodded in unison.

"Copy that. We’re counting on you. Any sign of the WIND or other hostiles?"

"Hard to say... wait. Fresh data just hit the HUD. We’ve got multiple WIND units in the internal docks. If they spot us, they’re gonna swarm."

"Understood. We’ll be there in four and a half minutes."

"Better make it three, Boss. The Stardust is great at running, but we’re a bit of a glass cannon in a scrap."

"Yeah, I hear ya," Taro muttered, glaring at the distant station. As the Plum chased the cylindrical structure from behind, it looked like a giant, floating white dinner plate.

"Wait, what’s that?"

Taro zoomed in on the circular silhouette. A faint, white streak was stretching away from the station.

[WARNING: OPTICAL SCAN DETECTED TWO MOVING OBJECTS. ORIGIN: STARBOARD DOCK.]

"I see 'em. Koume, Identification Signal?"

"No response," Marl answered for her. "The only friendly signal is the Stardust."

"Of course it is. Lock-on and Warning Fire! It’s a waste of juice, but we can't let them reach the Stardust. Just don't hit the station!"

Taro slammed the Lock-on keys and opened up with all Turrets. Without compensation for radiation or gravity, it was essentially "spray and pray," but it did the trick. The enemies took the bait.

"Hostile reaction detected. They have altered course toward us. High acceleration... looks like small Reconnaissance Craft."

"Alright. Now I’m gonna actually try to hit 'em."

Taro crunched the numbers, factoring in the Solar Wind’s curve, and dumped the data into the Fire Control System.

"Whoa! First shot, direct hit!" Marl cheered. "See, Koume? You’re doing just fine!"

One WIND unit drifted into a silent explosion.

"Thank you," Koume replied.

Taro whistled. "Normally you can't hit anything at this range. Are these guys just too stupid to account for radiation drift?"

The remaining WIND fired back, but its Beams caught the Solar Wind and veered off in a lazy arc, missing the Plum by miles. It didn't get a second chance; the Plum’s next volley turned it into stardust.

"I guess humans—and our AI—are just more flexible," Marl said, leaning back with a sigh of relief. "Unless the enemy has their own Koume, we’re golden."

"Don't even joke about that, Marl. If the bad guys were as smart as Koume, humanity wouldn't have a prayer... Wait, what the hell?!"

The 3D radar flared to life. An impossible number of blips began to blossom on the screen.

"Mr. Teiro, twenty-two hostile reactions. Correction: twenty-four. I believe the previous units were indeed merely Reconnaissance Craft."

"Ugh... I don't know the specs, but that’s the same number we fought last time. Except... this is way worse."

"How is it worse? The Solar Wind is basically fighting for us right now."

"That’s the problem, Marl-tan! The Thunderbolt-class has its armor and Turrets concentrated on the front. If we were retreating, we could kite them. But we’re the ones charging in. What happens when we hit that swarm head-on?"

Marl’s face went pale. "Oh. They’ll get behind us. We’ll be surrounded."

"Exactly." Taro watched the blips spread out like a net. "Well, no Warp Jammers yet, so keep the jump drive warm."

"Good plan," Marl agreed.

Taro watched the glowing dots close the gap. He cracked his neck and let out a long, weary sigh.

Well, nothing left to do but wing it.
Episode 26

“Mr. Teiro, engagement in approximately sixty seconds.”

“Roger that, Koume. Hard to starboard. Cut the engines! Swing her left thirty degrees! Let’s see if we can’t throw their timing off.”

Taro yanked the Plum onto a new heading before banking the hull sharply. From the enemy’s perspective, the ship was now sliding through the void at a drunken, diagonal crawl. Probably looks like we’ve had one too many high-octane fuel cocktails, Taro thought.

“Plum to Stardust. How’s it hanging, Alan? You making progress?”

“This is Stardust. Progress is a strong word. ‘Festering mess’ is more like it. The pier is trashed, so we’re having everyone hop over in suits. These folks move like they’ve got magnetic boots made of lead.”

“Plum here. Roger that. I’m sure you’ve noticed, but the bad guys are crawling out of the woodwork like cockroaches. Pick up the pace, will you?”

“This is Stardust. Yeah, yeah, I’m on it. Give me fifteen minutes and we’ll have the whole lot tucked in. Good luck out there.”

Taro pulled a face at the comms. In a normal world, fifteen minutes was barely enough time to microwave a burrito. In the middle of a space battle, it felt like an eternity in purgatory.

“Luck, huh? God, I’m already up to my neck in bad luck. All turrets, open fire! Let’s pluck these pigeons one at a time.”

The radiation from the nearby star was turning their beams into a fuzzy mess, forcing them to wait until the enemies were practically knocking on the door. Eight streaks of blue light screamed across the blackness, vanishing into the distance like over-eager fireflies.

“Crap, the solar flares are acting up! I can’t get a steady reading on the dosage!”

Taro spat a curse at the blinding glare of Star Adela and began frantically punching corrections into the firing computer. The Plum spat out another volley. This time, the beams found meat. Immediately, the enemy swarm blossomed, returning fire in a chaotic, radial spray of light.

“Whoa! Hey! Dates are supposed to be one-on-one! I didn’t sign up for a freaking group session!”

Taro yanked the controls, narrowly dodging the first wave of fire, but the enemy was quick on the draw. Their trajectories adjusted with terrifying speed, and the Plum’s hull began to ring like a struck bell as the first beams connected.

“Marl! Can you jam these guys?!”

“I’ll give it a whirl!” Marl shouted back.

The Plum’s beam jammer—a pricey little toy they’d bought with their hard-earned credits—hummed to life. Incoming beams began to warp and bend, curving away from the ship like they’d suddenly developed a phobia of its paint job.

“Oho! Now we’re talking! Marl, toggle the intensity every few seconds so the hardware doesn't melt. That should buy us some breathing room. Koume-chan, you’re on shield duty!”

Taro let out a ragged sigh of relief. Normally, their shield levels would be circling the drain by now, but the gauge stayed pegged near ninety percent. Koume was flicking the shields on and off with surgical precision, activating them for mere milliseconds exactly where the beams were about to hit. It was a masterclass in battery conservation.

How the hell is she doing that? Taro wondered. Controlling a beam shield is like trying to catch raindrops with tweezers.

On most ships, leaving the shields at full blast would drain the batteries in thirty seconds flat. They weren't meant to be "on"; they were meant to be "there" only at the moment of impact. Ideally, you’d match the shield strength to the incoming shot—a 10 for a 10, a 100 for a 100. But calculating the angle, position, and decay of twenty different beams at once? That was a job for a god, or a very overworked AI.

“Thank you, Mr. Teiro,” Koume chirped. “But honestly, once you get the rhythm, it’s quite simple.”

“Right, simple. About as simple as juggling chainsaws,” Taro muttered with a wry grin. The sheer mental load of tracking twenty chaotic targets made his head hurt just thinking about it.

“Mr. Teiro, it appears the enemy is merely eyeballing our trajectory. Might I suggest moving the ship in an irregular pattern?”

“Good idea, but let’s save it. We’ll go evasive if the batteries redline and we have to kill the jammer. For now, I want a steady platform so I can actually hit something.”

“Understood, Mr. Teiro. Enemies six and nine are dead in the water. Number seven is still kicking, though. I suspect it’s carrying its own jamming suite.”

“Got it. Leave the nerd for last. Focus on thinning the herd!”

“Um, Taro? The enemy count on the radar isn't going down,” Marl said, her voice climbing an octave. “Is that… supposed to happen?”

Taro glanced at the display. Are you kidding me? Even as he watched, the number of red blips jumped up by three. He was knocking them down, but they just kept coming.

“Shit! They’re flanking us from behind the station! This is why I hate optical scanners. Remind me to buy a Stabilizer for the sensor array if we live through this.”

“We’re already living in a shoebox, Taro! Where are you going to put more gear? You’re a transporter, not a hoarder!”

“Maybe we should focus on the ‘living’ part before the ‘hoarding’ part?!” Koume interrupted, her voice uncharacteristically sharp. “Mr. Teiro, Miss Marl—the shields are at fifty percent, and we aren't even halfway through the projected combat time. To put it bluntly: we’re hosed.”

“Yeah, I gathered,” Taro grunted. A few stragglers had managed to get behind the Plum, peppering their engines with point-blank fire. They’d already bagged ten of the bogeys, but the swarm looked thicker than ever.

“Plum to Alan. How’s the rescue? It’s getting a little spicy over here!”

“This is Stardust. Sorry, kid, we’re lagging. We’ve only got thirty percent onboard. There aren't any suits for the kids, so it’s a total nightmare.”

“Kids? You mean the people left behind are children?”

“Yeah. Mostly little ones. Apparently, they were rushed to the Control Tower first, but an accident sealed the main hatch. They tried to save them first and ended up trapping them. It’s enough to make you want to punch God in the face.”

Silence settled over the Plum’s cockpit.

“…Hey, Koume,” Taro whispered, his fingers flying across the gunnery controls. “How long can the Plum hold out once the shields hit zero?”

Koume looked up at him, her digital eyes wide. “Unknown, Mr. Teiro. We’ll be relying on the hull plating, but we aren't exactly an armored cruiser. We might stay afloat for a while, but our ability to actually fight back will be up to Lady Luck.”

“Right. Luck. My favorite lady,” Taro said, his face hardening as he watched the shield gauge tick down. “Seal all non-essential decks. Vent the atmosphere in the outer blocks—I don't want any oxygen feeding the fires. Koume, use the Spare Shield exclusively to keep the engines from exploding.”

Marl didn't argue. She knew that tone. “Understood,” she said softly. A moment later, the ship groaned as heavy bulkheads slammed shut, vibrating through Taro’s boots.

“Well… there goes any cargo that wasn't in a vacuum-sealed container,” Taro sighed. “This is going to be a financial disaster.”

“We can make more money, Taro,” Marl said, trying to sound brave. “Can’t make more Taros. That’s twenty down, by the way. At least these guys are morons. If they had half a brain and attacked all at once, we’d be space-dust already.”

“True. They’re just ‘move and shoot’ drones. If they ever learn how to use actual tactics, the Empire is in serious trouble.”

“Then let us hope they remain uneducated, Mr. Teiro,” Koume said. “Shields at zero. Here we go. Everyone… do your best.”

Taro and Marl shared a grim, jagged smirk. A second later, the shield gauge hit bottom. The ship didn't just vibrate; it bucked like a wild animal.

“Gah! Dammit! It’s way bumpier without the safety blanket!”

Taro white-knuckled the controls as a hit slammed into them, feeling like a physical punch to the gut. The monitors flickered, colors bleeding before snapping back into focus.

“Upper armor plate is shredded! Damage Level 4!” Marl screamed. “Turret 3 is hit! One of the barrels is a slag heap, but the other one’s still spitting!”

“Roger! Koume, if they pop a Warp Jammer, tell me immediately! That’s our priority target, or we’re never getting out of this!”

“Acknowledged, Mr. Teiro! Target twenty-five destroyed, twelve is disabled! Spare Shield is at eighty-five percent!”

Taro gritted his teeth so hard they ached. Beside him, Marl let out a sharp yelp every time the hull groaned. They were a three-person circus performing in a burning tent. They fired, they jammed, they zig-zagged through a storm of hot light. On the radar, the Plum was a tiny dot surrounded by a sea of red, like a man trying to fight off a beehive with a toothpick.

[HULL INTEGRITY: 70% — YELLOW ALERT]

The BISHOP system flashed a warning in harsh amber. The ship lurched violently, followed by the sickening, muffled thump of an internal explosion.

“Mr. Teiro! Block 4 bulkhead is compromised! I am purging Cargo 3!” Koume’s eyes were moving at a speed no human could track, her hands blurred as she manipulated the ship’s sub-systems. “Enemies 34 and 28 are down! Total hostiles have increased to forty-two! Spare Shield control is glitching—switching to manual!”

Another bone-rattling vibration rocked the ship, followed by a deafening roar of escaping gas.

“Turret 2 is gone! The whole mount just blew!” Marl yelled, her voice bordering on panic. “Everything in that sector is [RED]! Taro, we’re at the limit!”

“Crap! Alan! Talk to me!” Taro bellowed into the comms. “We’re dying over here! Are you done yet?!”

Thirteen minutes and thirty seconds had passed since the first shot. To Taro, that final minute and a half felt like it was going to last for the rest of his very short life.
Episode 27: The Price of Heroism

Flames erupted. An ignited oxygen tank detached from the Plum, drifting a short distance before detonating in a spectacular fireball.

Haven’t we done enough already? The Plum is at her limit.

Taro stole a glance at the blue, glowing square of the Overdrive activation function.

Saving some brats I don’t even know... what’s the point?

He tried to justify it to himself. Even with just the kids they had currently stuffed on board, they had done more than enough to earn a standing ovation. Even if he turned tail and ran right now, who the hell would have the right to blame him?

"Ah, damn it all!! It hurts and I’m terrified!! You've got to be kidding me!!"

Taro roared, blood streaming from a gash on his forehead. The shockwave from the second turret’s destruction had been more than enough to slam his face into the display, splitting his skin open.

[HULL DAMAGE: 60% – RED ALERT]

The final warning blared, bathing the bridge in the sickly yellow glow of emergency lights. Taro fought back the overwhelming urge to curl into a ball and scream, instead lunging at his console.

"ALAN!!!!"

"Teiro, fly!! The rescue is complete!! Every last one of them is on board!!"

The report he’d been dying to hear finally came. His BISHOP interface, hardwired directly into his brain, trembled with the sheer tension of the moment. The blue-tinted HUD bled into a stark, monochrome void. Like a man sliding off a cliff reaching for a ledge, Taro extended an invisible hand toward the Function Group labeled HYPERSPACE CRUISE.

"Eat shit!! We win!!"

Space around the Plum severed, plunging the world into a sudden, vacuum-like silence. Extended space-time locked onto the destination coordinates, and the ship’s hull stretched into a singular, kilometer-long arrow of light.

[OVERDRIVE SYSTEM: ACTIVATED]

A piercing, high-pitched whine tore through the ship, seemingly stripping the crew of their very ability to think.

"Haa... haa..."

In the ensuing silence, only Taro’s ragged breathing echoed through the command room. Marl, her eyes bloodshot, slowly scanned the room, looking up at the walls and ceiling as if confirming they were still there.

"Haha... hahaha..."

A dry, hollow laugh escaped Taro’s throat. He fumbled with his seatbelt, undid it, and slumped onto the hard floor.

"Ahaha... Ah-hah-hah-hah!!!!"

Taro began to laugh like a complete lunatic. Soon Marl joined in, and finally, even Koume added her voice to the chorus. The three of them simply sat there, howling.

"Uhehe!! We’re alive! We’re actually alive, damn it!! We did it!! Uheha!! Why the hell did I try so hard!?"

"Ahaha, we’re alive. Seriously. That was so stupid. Why did we do that?"

"Fufu, quite. Did you perhaps have a fellow Iceman comrade on that station, Mr. Teiro?"

"Gehaha!! As if! Koume-chi, you know better than anyone that I’m totally alone in this universe!"

"Ehehe, that’s right. But me too! I’m all alone too!!"

"What a coincidence. Actually, Koume does not have a family either. It seems we are quite the trio of lonely comrades."

To any outside observer, they would have looked like three people who had finally snapped. The massive surge of adrenaline from the battle was still coursing through their veins, and as it began to ebb, it left behind a manic high.

"...Alan. Hey, Alan. Are the runts okay?" Taro muttered into a blood-smeared communicator.

"Yeah, all 112 are safe and sound. A few are in bad shape from malnutrition, but nothing a good meal and some rest won't fix. I'll send the video feed over once we finish the jump."

"I see... that’s... that’s good. Make sure you tell 'em to use Rising Sun services when they grow up."

Taro rolled over on the reinforced titanium floor, lying flat on his stomach. Marl, hugging her knees, gave a small, weary chuckle. "What kind of sales pitch is that?"

"Saving lives on a whim is a terrible business model. Honestly, I’ve had my fill."

"True... but, I feel pretty great right now."

"Miss Marl as well? Koume feels the same. This suggests our efforts were worthwhile."

Taro and Marl shared a smug smirk at Koume’s mechanical input.

"Right, we’re almost there. Teiro, get back in your seat before that wound opens up again."

[OVERDRIVE: TERMINATED. ARRIVED AT DESTINATION.]

Upon receiving the notification from BISHOP, Taro checked the external cameras that were still functioning. The display showed a massive, cylindrical Stargate, with a swarm of ships floating in the vicinity.

"Hmm... Something looks weird."

Beyond the ships clustered haphazardly near the Stargate, Taro noticed something in the distance. Thousands of vessels were aligned in a perfect, terrifyingly precise grid. A chill ran down his spine.

"Is that... a Grid Defense Formation? The Imperial Military?"

Memories overridden into his brain surged, identifying the fleet instantly.

"Mr. Teiro. I am detecting an extremely powerful Warp Jammer from the fleet ahead. We are at Status RED."

Taro checked BISHOP the moment he heard Koume’s warning. He was stunned by the data scrolling across his mind.

[OVERDRIVE SYSTEM: JAMMING RED]
[LOCK-ON SYSTEM: JAMMING RED]
[ENGINE PROPULSION: JAMMING RED]
[SCAN SYSTEM: JAMMING RED]
[SHIELD SUPPLEMENT: JAMMING RED]
[ATTITUDE CONTROL: JAMMING RED]

The faint hum and vibration of the engines that had been comforting the bridge suddenly died. Total silence returned to the room.

[OVERDRIVE SYSTEM: HACKED]
[LOCK-ON SYSTEM: HACKED]
[ENGINE PROPULSION: HACKED]
[SCAN SYSTEM: HACKED]
[SHIELD SUPPLEMENT: HACKED]
[ATTITUDE CONTROL: HACKED]

It took exactly two seconds for the entire display to flip. The ship’s engines flared back to life, but the vessel began moving toward a destination Taro hadn't chosen. He sat there with his mouth agape; control of his ship had been snatched away completely.

"This is Imperial Military Detachment CC-110. We have seized total control of your vessel. Imperial Citizen Registration Number 25314312326869, Teiro Ichijo, Representative of Rising Sun Corp. Ship: Alba DD-4649 Plum. Do you confirm?"

A deep, masculine voice boomed from the communicator. Taro didn't remember turning the comms on, which meant the military had already burrowed into the ship’s core systems.

"Yeah, yeah, that’s us. What can I do for you, officers? Our company motto is 'Pure, Righteous, and Lewd.' We haven't done anything to deserve a military escort."

Marl gave him a flat, judgmental look at the "lewd" part, but Taro ignored her.

"Teiro. I am not interested in your report. I am accessing your ship’s logs now."

The cold dismissal made Taro lean back in his seat. "Ah, right. That’s faster, I guess."

"He seems charming," Marl deadpanned. Taro nodded in fervent agreement. The three of them, including the uncharacteristically quiet Koume, waited in silence for the military's next move.

"...They're taking their sweet time. What's the holdup?"

Taro grumbled, his patience fraying. Nearly ten minutes had passed on the internal clock, and the tension was giving him a stomach ache.

"They've hijacked the comms, so we can't even initiate a call... or is it the other way around? Are they listening to us right now?"

"Ugh, if they are, do you think they heard me call him 'charming'?"

"Of course I heard you, but let’s pretend I didn’t. Apologies for the delay. A provisional decision has been reached regarding your status. Mr. Teiro, Miss Marl, Koume-dono... please allow me to apologize for my earlier rudeness. You are heroes."

The three of them swapped bewildered glances as the voice on the communicator suddenly did a total 180.

"I have sent the military’s formal requests and your compensation terms to your BISHOP. I should warn you that depending on your answer, this could end poorly, but I am looking forward to a favorable response."

"Now that is a hell of a threat," Taro muttered as he began scrolling through the military report.

"Let’s see... First, the transfer of the rescued children. Well, that’s a given. Next is... a non-disclosure agreement? Wow, that's simple. They want us to stay silent about everything? We can't talk about this incident at all?"

"That’s what the contract says," Marl noted. She looked toward the ceiling. "Hey, Mr. Soldier. I don't have a hobby of bragging about charity work, but it’s a bit of a blow to the company if we can't use this for PR. I'd appreciate it if you could take that into account."

A moment later, the response came: "Give me a moment."

"I have increased the reward amount. Sending the updated contract now."

Marl silently gave a thumbs-up. On the BISHOP display, the new contract appeared with the updated figures highlighted in red.

"As expected of our glorious Ministry of Finance. Let’s see how much they added... units, tens, hundreds..."

Taro began counting the digits of the total reward out loud.

The moment he realized the figure had reached into the hundreds of millions, his brain short-circuited from the sheer shock.
Chapter 28

Thank you for waiting! The updates are back on track.

"Two hundred... eighty... million credits?"

280,000,000crd.

It was a digit count Taro had never even dreamed of. Usually, even with the recent spike in shipping rates and the "hazard pay" bonus for hauling goods through a war zone, a single transport run netted maybe a million credits. For context, the entire budget to buy the Plum had been just under forty million.

"Hunting the WIND netted eight million... the non-disclosure fee, including the hush-money top-off, adds another eighty million... and turning over the kids is a cool two hundred million. That settles it. Those kids are connected to the government or the military. Not that I have any intention of prying, mind you."

"[HM. A WISE JUDGMENT, MISS MARL. FURTHER PRYING WOULD BE... UNWELCOME.]"

The voice from the comms unit responded instantly to Marl’s remark. Taro let out a dry, nervous chuckle. “Unwelcome” is putting it mildly, pal.

"[I DOUBT ANY FURTHER EXPLANATION IS NECESSARY, BUT PER REGULATION, I SHALL CONFIRM VERBALLY: YOU WILL NEVER DISCLOSE THESE EVENTS TO ANYONE, NOR WILL ANY QUESTIONS BE PERMITTED. THE CONTRACT IS EXECUTED IMMEDIATELY. FOR SECURITY REASONS, THE ENTIRE BREAKDOWN WILL BE CATEGORIZED AS “TRANSPORT COSTS.” NO PENALTIES FOR VIOLATION HAVE BEEN SPECIFIED, BUT A HIGH-PRICED ASSASSINATION MISSION WOULD LIKELY BE ISSUED AGAINST YOU. HAVE YOU GRASPED THE ABOVE?]"

"You bet. But hey, has anyone with an Iron Heart ever actually said 'no' to that deal?"

"[HEH. YOU ARE AN AMUSING MAN. ADMITTEDLY, A HUMAN CAPABLE OF REFUSING THAT... WELL, PERHAPS THERE IS ONE.]"

Taro’s ears perked up. "Oh?"

"[A MAN NAMED PHANTOM ONCE THRUST A “NO” IN OUR FACES. HE CERTAINLY DOESN’T MIND KICKING THE EMPIRE’S SHINS. THERE SHOULD BE A FORMER IMPERIAL SOLDIER ABOARD THAT TINY SHIP OF YOURS. YOU SHOULD ASK HIM. VERY WELL, THE CONTRACT IS SIGNED.]"

As the communication cut out, the ship’s systems were released one by one.

"[THE STARGATE IS ACTIVE. ONCE YOU JUMP, YOU ARE FREE. HOPEFULLY, FOR THE SAKE OF BOTH PARTIES, WE SHALL NEVER MEET AGAIN.]"

Taro’s vision turned electric blue and began to blur.

"I totally agree, man!"

In a sensation akin to losing consciousness, Taro screamed his final farewell. By the time the sound left his lips, he had already been blinked across the void into a different sector of space.

"...Right then. Let’s head home."

Taro’s voice was a weary rasp as he confirmed the Stardust had successfully followed them through. Marl and Koume both hummed in tired agreement.

[DOCKING COMPLETE. WELCOME TO DELTA STATION.]

To the tune of the standard automated announcement, the Plum eased into its assigned pier. Bystanders nearby gawked at the absolute wreck of a ship, their eyes wide with curiosity at whatever cosmic meat-grinder could have produced such a mangled hunk of metal.

"Welcome back, President. But boy, you really did a number on her this time... even a toddler in their 'terrible twos' would come home in better shape than this."

One of the employees waiting at the Station Gate greeted them with a look of pure, unadulterated exasperation.

"I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t ask," Taro replied. "A man’s gotta have a secret or two he can’t tell anyone."

"Yeah, yeah, real 'hard-boiled,' Teiro. I can’t say a word because of the NDA, but don't sweat it," Marl added with a wave of her hand. "We’re all safe, and we didn’t take a hit to the wallet."

"Thanks for the half-hearted comeback!"

The trio made a brief appearance at the office, but after some rushed greetings, they retreated to their private quarters. In terms of literal distance, they had traveled so far it felt surreal, but thanks to Taro’s ability to use the Jump Drive as a Corp, the trip had taken less than two days. The adrenaline of battle was still humming in his veins, and he had promised himself he’d do nothing but rot in bed once they hit the station. However...

"...I’m bored."

Taro sat alone, watching a futuristic comedy program where he couldn’t figure out where the jokes were supposed to be. Between the cultural gap and the alien humor, he just sat there blankly. Since he spent almost all his time living on the ship, the apartment he’d rented near the office was basically an empty shell.

Honestly, I don't even need this place... I should probably cancel the lease.

He had lived on the station for months now, yet he still rarely ventured out alone. Part of it was his natural "shut-in" disposition, but mostly it was because he had zero survival instincts for space-station life. It wasn't just once or twice that he’d accidentally wandered into a high-speed transit lane and nearly been turned into a red smear.

"Everything in this station is so lifeless. Transport is just windowless pods, and shopping is all done via the web. There’s no color."

Taro thought back to the shops Alan and Marl had dragged him to. In a world where open space and real plants were the ultimate luxuries, he vividly remembered his shock at discovering that a few minutes in a park cost as much as a session with a high-end massage therapist. 

If it’s a choice between a park and a massage, I’m taking the massage every time... maybe I’ll actually go.

Taro hauled himself up and stepped into the ultraviolet sterilization unit. Once he’d been scorched for the manual-mandated duration, he hopped into the shower. It was set to cut the water off after exactly five minutes, and he used every precious second. He desperately wanted to soak in a tub, but water was a liquid gold on the station.

"Al-righty! This old man’s gonna treat himself... Wait, do I need a reservation? Lemme Google it... Wait, is 'Google' even a thing? Search, search... Oh right, the neural net is down. Maybe the Star System Network is up?"

"The Solar System Net is working just fine. Going somewhere?"

"Yeah, just heading to a massage par—wait, what?"

Taro slowly turned toward the voice. There stood Marl and Koume, looking down at him with entirely neutral, nonchalant expressions.

"I just wanted to talk about something, but if you're busy, it can wait. By the way, I don’t mind you turning around, but your tiny d—"

"AH! AH! CAN'T HEAR YOU! NOT LISTENING!"

Taro clapped his hands over his ears, still standing there buck naked. Marl gave a theatrical shrug and plucked a pair of underwear out of his closet. She tossed the garishly colored garment to him and flopped onto the large sofa in the center of the room.

"Why do you know where my underwear is, Koume-san?" Taro asked, twisting his upper body toward the android while keeping his lower half shielded.

Koume tilted her head. "I am unsure, Mr. Teiro. However, I grasp Miss Marl's intent. She likely wished to cover an offensive object. Specifically, your short di—"

"LALALA! THE GUY WHO BUILT YOU WAS DEFINITELY A FREAK!"

Taro scrambled into his underwear, his face burning a bright crimson. He thought he heard Marl mutter something about him being "disgusting," but he chose to ignore it for his own sanity.

"Marl-tan, I think a maiden is finished once she loses her sense of shame."

"I agree, but are you talking about me? Seeing and showing are two very different things."

"I... I have no comeback for that! Fine, whatever. What do you want? I'm bored anyway... I’ll make some tea."

Taro wondered why he was suddenly using polite speech, but he busied himself with the one machine he actually understood: the electric kettle. He poured hot water into cups for everyone.

"Oh, that smells lovely. You drink black tea? I’m surprised," Marl said, narrowing her eyes as she accepted the ceramic cup. Koume took her cup with a look of mild curiosity, mimicking Marl’s sniffing gesture. She didn't actually need to drink, but Taro felt it would be cruel to leave her out.

"I don't really know the brand. Some guy at the last delivery stop... wait, I shouldn't call him a guy. The president of one of our clients gave it to me as a 'local specialty.' From Baku Station, I think?"

Marl’s hand froze mid-air.

"Baku tea...? You mean these are real tea leaves? Not synthetic?"

"U-Uh, yeah?" Taro stammered, intimidated by the intensity in her eyes.

"Sigh... fine. Just be careful outside so people don't think you're some nouveau riche prick, okay? This cup probably costs about two hundred credits."

Taro nodded while doing the mental math. Prices were weird compared to the Earth he knew—industrial goods and metals were dirt cheap—but for daily living, 1 credit felt like roughly 1 dollar. Or about 100 yen.

Wait... two-hundred-dollar tea? Crap. Now that I know, I can't even taste it. Anyway, what did you want to talk about?

"Such a waste of good Baku tea... Anyway, right. That money. I was wondering if you’d thought about what to do with it, Teiro."

"The three hundred million? I was just gonna buy a new ship for the company."

Taro said it as casually as if he were buying a loaf of bread. Marl’s expression shifted into something complicated.

"But... that doesn't all have to be company revenue. You're allowed to take a cut as personal income, you know?"

Taro shook his head.

"Honestly, my salary as President is more than enough to live on. Having more pocket money doesn't really sound fun. Back on Earth, I used to pray to God for enough money to retire and do nothing forever, but I guess a change in scenery changes the man. Right now, watching the company grow is more entertaining."

Taro gave a small, distant smile. There was a hint of humility in his voice, but it was his honest truth. Being useful to people gave him a weird sense of satisfaction he’d never felt before. Marl looked genuinely impressed.

"Huh... well, fine. So what's the plan? 'A ship' is a broad category. Another combat ship?"

Taro gave her a sharp thumbs-up.

"You bet. I’m thinking of buying a Cruiser this time."

Silence filled the room. Marl opened and closed her mouth several times like a fish out of water, before finally sighing in defeat.

"Fine. You usually have a plan, so I’ll trust you. A Cruiser will probably run us about two hundred million... Hey, Teiro. I have a suggestion for the remaining hundred million."

Marl leaned in close, holding up a finger. Taro blinked, a bit flustered by the proximity. "What is it?"

"Why don't we use it as capital to start trading? Instead of just hauling cargo, we actually buy and sell the goods ourselves. We... or rather, you... have specialized knowledge. It’s a waste not to use it."

Taro tilted his head, processing her roundabout pitch. Then, it clicked.

"I get it. Military surplus."
Episode 29

Military knowledge. It was the kind of stuff beaten into cadets at the Imperial Military Academy.

Technically, every gritty detail was available to the public on the Neural Network, but actually mastering the material was a whole different beast. For instance, if you looked up "Optical Weapons," you’d find you had to study a dozen other sub-categories just to understand the first one. The sheer volume of information was staggering. Most people didn't bother memorizing things that took the military elite years to learn, especially when it didn't help pay the bills or keep the lights on.

However, since Koume had "funneled" a complete set of related data directly into Taro’s brain, all that miscellaneous junk had been forcefully OVERRIDDEN into his consciousness.

"I’ve got the military specs down, sure. But trading? Man, that sounds like a lot more liability. High risk, high reward, I guess," Taro said, nodding to himself.

Marl cradled her tea cup like it was a holy relic. "Exactly. The amount we can put toward shipping fees is only a tiny fraction of the potential trade profits. We could keep doing straight transport, but since we’re flying a military ship, our cargo capacity is always going to be an issue. We’ll hit a ceiling sooner rather than later."

"True enough," Taro admitted.

Koume spoke up, her voice a calm, synthetic monotone. "Koume agrees with Miss Marl’s assessment. Rising Sun Corp’s ratio of revenue to overhead is deteriorating as the fleet size increases. It is a logical certainty that operational efficiency drops as more vessels are added."

"Thanks for the usual word salad, Koume-chan. But yeah, you’re right. We’ve had a good run because we’re the only ones crazy enough to deliver to hot zones, but the big corporations are finally starting to eye our turf."

Marl blinked. "Oh? That’s news to me."

"Check it out." Taro forwarded an email via his BISHOP.

"Let’s see... 'Invitation to join a Transport Fleet'... wait, what?" Marl’s eyes went wide. "What the hell is this? They aren't even sending their own escorts. They want us to be the bodyguards for their ships?"

"Yup. It was so ridiculous I turned them down flat, but I’ve been getting a lot of these lately. Delivery to danger zones is apparently a lot more lucrative than we realized."

"In that case, the sense that we’re tapering off is even stronger, Mr. Teiro," Koume interjected. "Speaking of things that are tapering off, Mr. Teiro’s tiny di—"

"ALRIGHT, WE GET IT!" Taro shouted, cutting her off. "You’re really leaning into that joke, aren't you, Koume-san?! What is it? You like it? You a fan? Sigh... Maybe I’ve been hauling too many adult toys lately." 

Taro slumped, his soul leaving his body for a moment as he thought about their primary cargo.

"Still, the outlook is looking pretty grim," Marl said, steering the conversation back. "We need to make a move. You don't have to decide on the trading thing this second, but keep it on the table."

"Fine, fine... and Koume-san, don't you dare react to the word 'grim' or 'short-term outlook.' My outlook has never been short, past or present. Ugh, saying that out loud makes me want to die... Anyway, Marl. We might as well get Alan in on this and hammer out the details."

Instead of answering, Marl tilted the holo-display on the table toward him. She pinged Alan via BISHOP, and a few seconds later, the man’s face flickered into existence.

"Whoa! Is this a holo-display? That’s fancy... but why is it just his head? Usually, you get the whole body."

A specialized mist was being sprayed from the table's emitters. Lasers lanced through the vapor, rendering Alan’s severed head in such hyper-realistic detail that it looked like a gruesome trophy resting on the table.

"HEY NOW, I DON'T KNOW WHAT YOU GUYS ARE SEEING, BUT I FEEL LIKE I’VE GONE THROUGH SOMETHING HORRIBLE. ANYWAY, WHAT’S UP? I WAS JUST ABOUT TO HEAD TO A MASSA—I MEAN, THE PARK."

"Listen up, brother," Taro said with genuine affection, ignoring the fact that his friend was currently a floating head. He quickly filled him in.

"I SEE. TRADING, HUH? NOT A BAD SHOUT."

The floating head of Alan rubbed its chin thoughtfully. Since his hands were outside the projection range, his wrists appeared as flat, bleeding-edge cross-sections floating in mid-air.

"If we put up a hundred million Credits in capital, are there any products that look promising?" Taro asked.

"HM. THERE ARE OPTIONS, BUT IF YOU’RE GOING TO PLAY THE MARKET, DON'T SINK MORE THAN HALF THAT. IF YOU LOSE THE CARGO IN AN ACCIDENT, YOU’LL BE BANKRUPT BEFORE YOU CAN BLINK."

"Ah, good point. So, fifty million?"

"WHY ARE YOU SO HELL-BENT ON GOING FULL THROTTLE FROM THE START, BOSS? JUST BECAUSE YOU’RE A GENIUS AT BLOWING STUFF UP DOESN'T MEAN YOU’RE A PRO AT COMMERCE. WHY NOT START SMALL? TRY TEN MILLION OR SO WHILE WE KEEP DOING THE REGULAR RUNS TO SEE HOW THE MARKET FEELS."

"Ugh, you’re right. My bad... So, what should we handle? Personally, I was thinking Warp Stabilizers."

"HOH? WHY’S THAT? I FIGURED YOU’D WANT TO PEDDLE AMMO OR TURRETS."

"Because of the WIND, obviously. Sure, it’s great if you can kill them, but most civilian ships see those things and just book it, right? Since those things can accelerate way faster than a human pilot can handle, people have to rely on their warp drives to escape."

Alan snorted a "Hmm" of approval. Marl glanced at the head, then raised a finger to Taro.

"So, you think this chaos is going to stick around for a while?"

Taro stared at her finger. "I mean, look at the situation. It’s obviously going to get worse, isn't it?"

Marl and Alan both stared at him with blank expressions.

"Mr. Teiro," Koume prompted. "Could you please explain the reasoning behind that conclusion? At present, I do not believe we have access to enough data to make such a definitive claim."

"Are you kidding? It’s plain as day. Look at the Stargate. The Stargate to Adela is still locked down. Isn't that weird? There was a whole Imperial fleet out there!"

Marl gasped, the realization hitting her like a freight train.

"I SEE WHAT YOU’RE GETTING AT," Alan added. "AT THE VERY LEAST, THE IMPERIAL MILITARY HAS NO INTENTION OF PICKING A FIGHT WITH THE WIND RIGHT NOW. THEY WOULD HAVE SEEN OUR SHIP’S LOGS. THAT DETACHMENT HAD A LANDING FORCE; THEY COULD HAVE LIBERATED THE STATION BY NOW IF THEY WANTED TO."

"But why?" Marl asked. "Even if it’s a backwater station, the monetary value alone is worth as much as a small fleet."

"I don't know the 'why,' but there’s definitely a reason. A reason... a reason... what could it be?"

The three of them—Taro, Marl, and the severed head—began muttering and brainstorming. Before a minute had passed, Koume spoke a single sentence.

"Could the Neural Network be the cause?"

Three sets of eyes locked onto the mechanical sphere.

"Wait, isn't that like... the ultimate worst-case scenario?" Taro asked.

"DOES THAT MEAN THE MILITARY LINES ARE DARK TOO? IT’S NOT IMPOSSIBLE, BUT THAT WOULD MEAN THE CORE ARCHITECTURE OF THE NEURAL NETWORK IS DOWN."

"If the Neural Network is actually dead... what happens?"

"Mr. Teiro," Koume explained. "Unlike the Neural Network, the Solar Net cannot transmit across distances of several light-years. Therefore, if the Neural Network fails, certain sectors will be completely isolated from information. I have a Network Map; would you like to see it?"

The three of them instantly synced their BISHOP units. A 3D model of the galaxy appeared, stars connected by thin white lines like a complex molecular structure. It only showed their current sector around Delta, but even then, thousands of stars were visible.

"Hey, Koume," Marl said. "Can you calculate which areas are going to be isolated based on the Solar Net's range? If we can map the blackouts, this data would be worth a fortune."

Koume shook her mechanical head. "I am sorry, Miss Marl. Calculating a small section might be possible given time, but the number of variables is far too—"

"Done."

Taro’s voice cut her off. Koume tilted her head, certain she’d misheard him. A moment later, Alan checked his feed and let out a strangled noise.

"YOU’VE GOT TO BE KIDDING ME... DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEA HOW MANY TRILLIONS OF COMBINATIONS THAT CALCULATION REQUIRES? BOSS... ARE YOU SOME KIND OF GIFT HOLDER? I’M GENUINELY SHOCKED... BUT THIS MAP IS EVEN MORE TERRIFYING."

"Yeah..." Marl whispered. "It’s hopeless."

The galactic Network Map on their displays had been color-coded by Taro based on connectivity. It looked like a schizophrenic painter had vomited onto a canvas—a chaotic, mottled mess of isolated pockets.

"Koume has finished her recalculations," the android said. "Incredibly, the map appears to be perfectly accurate. All 4,096 random samples I took match the projected values."

"I GET IT NOW..." Alan’s head bobbed on the mist. "I KNOW WHAT THAT DETACHMENT WAS TRYING TO DO."

"Yeah," Taro said, his voice grim. "I think I’ve got the gist of it too. Basically, it’s this."

Taro traced a finger over a black void on the map, sandwiched between a blue and yellow zone. Adela Station and its Stargate sat right on the razor-thin edge of the communication boundary.

"Those guys aren't an invasion force. They’re the Border Guard."
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"Whoa... she’s massive..."

Towed by four tugboats, the new Cruiser was slowly settling its seven-hundred-and-twenty-meter frame into the massive dock.

Christened the Plum II, the ship shared the same "Ghost Ship" core as its predecessor, the Destroyer Plum. Its engine housing even recycled the Black Metal Type IN as additional armor. But that was where the similarities ended. Everything else, from its silhouette to its internal specs, was on a completely different order of magnitude. In the world of starships, doubling the length meant an eightfold increase in volume.

"The old Plum was a beauty, but this? This is insane. I’d let a ship like this take me out to dinner and then some," Taro said, his face practically suction-cupped to the glass of the gravity chamber.

"A bit of an exaggeration, don't you think?" Marl sighed, though she was peering into the dock just as intensely as Taro and the holographic Alan standing behind them.

While the original Plum had been a boxy thing with rounded corners, this new beast lacked even a hint of softness. It was all jagged, aggressive lines. It looked as if someone had taken the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Building, tapered it into a spear, and kicked it over on its side. Four Turret Bays were lined up on each axis—top, bottom, left, and right. Individually, the turrets weren't much bigger than the old ones, but being able to project four times the total firepower was a game-changer.

"An omnidirectional model, I assume?" Marl muttered. "With all those turrets out, it’ll look like a space-hedgehog. It might not be 'pretty,' but it looks like it can take a punch."

"You’re too modest," Taro grinned.

"Out of the sixteen bays, eight are our standard Beam Weapons. Six are Railguns, and the last two? Torpedo launch tubes!"

Taro puffed out his chest as if waiting for a round of applause. Instead, he got two blank stares from Marl and Alan.

"Railguns?" Alan asked, rubbing his temples. "You mean... those Projectile Weapons? As in, solid hunks of metal?"

"You bet your ass!" Taro chirped.

Alan squeezed the bridge of his nose. "Why on earth would you... Taro, kinetic projectiles went out of fashion a thousand years ago. We study them in the Military Academy as historical curiosities. Why are you mounting antiques on a state-of-the-art cruiser?"

"Wait, for real? Are solid-round weapons actually extinct?" Taro asked, blinking.

"I’m an amateur when it comes to military history, and even I know they don't exist anymore," Marl added with a weary sigh. "And what is a 'torpedo'? I've never even heard the word. Is that another Earth thing?"

Taro looked a little awkward under the weight of their judgment. "Well, think about it. Every ship—the WIND included—relies on a Beam Shield, right? I’ve never heard of a ship being weighted down with Physical Shields. So, I figured, why not zig when they zag? Also, a Torpedo is just a giant Missile. I don't know if I should call it a 'torpedo' since we aren't underwater, but it sounds cooler."

Taro used wide hand gestures to explain the concept. The other two just let out a synchronized sigh.

"I knew you were spending tens of millions on custom orders, but I didn't think it was for this," Marl said. "We’ve managed to survive so far, but I’m starting to think the culture gap between your era and ours is finally manifesting in the worst possible way."

"I’m inclined to agree," Alan chimed in. "I figured the Boss had some grand master plan, so I kept my mouth shut. But using the company coffers to fund a retro-hobby? That’s a bold move, Taro. Not necessarily a smart one, but bold."

Taro recoiled as if he’d been physically struck. "Uguu... Look, it’ll be fine! It’s not like I just copied old blueprints. These are modernized. They’ll be useful... probably... I think..."

As Taro’s voice trailed off into a pathetic whimper, his companions looked at him with the kind of pity usually reserved for a three-legged dog.

"Well, let’s just put that in the 'maybe' pile for now," Marl said, trying to move things along. "It’s not like we're a frontline combat unit. Having eight beams is plenty for self-defense."

The three of them stepped into the Plum II, the atmosphere between them still thick with skepticism.

"Oh, wow! The seat Shock Absorber is the latest model! It’s like sitting on a cloud," Marl squealed as she hopped into the pilot's chair.

Structurally, the central control room was identical to the old ship, but the tech had been completely overhauled. Taro had even added custom modifications based on his own "lessons learned" (read: traumatic experiences).

"The displays are all made of Flexible Material," Taro explained, poking a screen that gave way like rubber. "If we take a hard hit, they might warp, but they won't shatter and lobotomize you. Safety first!"

"I see you chose a Warp Stabilizer for the auxiliary slot," Marl noted. "What’s the output like?"

"According to Koume’s math, it can handle ten small WIND ships jamming us simultaneously without breaking a sweat."

"Ten? That’s actually impressive. Most raiders don't even carry jammers, so we should be able to slip away from almost anything. What about the sensors?"

"I went big. Massive scanners," Taro said, pointing to the external feed. "I prioritized resolution over range. I could probably count the eyelashes on a beauty from three hundred kilometers away."

On the screen, the lozenge-shaped scanners Taro had installed were visible on the hull. They stretched out like wings; to Taro’s Earthling eyes, they looked like giant solar panels.

"From the medical bay to the Living Quarters, everything is top-tier," Taro continued. "We’ve got over a hundred medical capsules and ten blocks of Modular Living Quarters. We could probably house two thousand people in here without it feeling cramped."

"Cruiser-class ships really do offer a lot of freedom," Marl mused. "This is the point where a ship is officially classified as a warship, right?"

"Yeah. Everything Destroyer-class and below is just a 'small vessel.' This ship finally counts as a formal unit of the Imperial Military. Honestly, it’s a pain. No benefit other than sticking out like a sore thumb, and the mountain of paperwork I had to sign was soul-crushing. I finally get why people avoid Census Registration."

Taro gave a bitter smile, remembering the days he spent hunched over documents with legal experts. He’d tried to list the ship’s purpose as "transport and trade," which had caused a minor bureaucratic meltdown. In the peaceful Empire, no one used a heavy-duty warship for hauling freight. It was unprecedented.

"I probably should have just bought a dummy freighter to act as the legal 'face' of the company. Then I could have registered this as a private escort... Oh, I also packed a Beam Jammer and a Scan Scrambler. I don't plan on chasing anyone, so I ditched the Warp Jammer."

Marl nodded, seemingly satisfied with that choice. "Leave the pursuit work to a Security Company anyway," she said, already losing herself in the engine and sensor diagnostics. "Two Fusion Reactors... independent circuits... is this a safety redundancy? If I can bridge the logic gates here... maybe I can optimize the control functions..."

Taro knew that once Marl entered "Mad Scientist Mode," she was lost to the world. He decided to leave her to her new toy.

"Control room to Alan. How’s it looking on your end?" Taro spoke into his earpiece.

[ALAN] flashed across his [BISHOP] interface, accompanied by a voice waveform.

"Everything’s green. It’s a bit trippy having a ship stored inside another ship, though. I see two other vessels in the bay besides the Stardust. Recon craft?"

"Exactly. They’re sensor-drones with cockpits. No combat capability, but they're great for scouting. They can run unmanned, but apparently, you have to watch out for electronic hijacking. There was some incident in the past..."

"You mean Incident 4428? That wasn't exactly a hijack... but don't worry. I’ve got this handled. I’m a former Imperial soldier, after all. I know my way around a hangar."

"Roger that!" Taro checked the time on his [BISHOP].

Just as he looked up, the control room doors hissed open.

A woman with flowing black hair stepped inside. At a glance, she looked perfectly human, but several connection lines for an Organic Cortex—the telltale marks of a high-end cyborg—traced across her skin.

"I apologize for the wait, Mr. Teiro. I am still adjusting to the sensation of organic materials. Does this... look alright on me?"

Koume looked down at her arms with a look of pure wonder.

"A-Ah... yeah. It looks great. You look just like a human..." Taro took a couple of steps toward her. Finally.

The body he had gifted her was now covered in synthetic epithelial tissue. Because of this, she finally possessed the one thing Taro had wanted her to have more than anything else.

"Hey, Koume. Can you do something for me? Can you smile?"

Koume tilted her head, looking puzzled for a split second. Then, as if a circuit had clicked into place, she looked up and beamed a radiant, brilliant smile at him.

Along with the ship, Koume-san had grown too.
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"Right, sending the contract over BISHOP now. Oh, no, I totally get it. I’ll be sure to swing by after the next procurement run. Yes, of course. Eh? Daily necessities? Ah—see, we don't have a dedicated transport ship, so we’re a bit tight on space... No, no! Of course, I’ll do whatever I can!"

Inside the control room of the Plum II, Taro was busy bobbing his head in a series of frantic, apologetic bows toward the display. On the monitor, the president of his latest business partner looked on with a smug, satisfied grin. Finally, the two of them performed the standard salute—two fingers to the forehead—and terminated the connection.

"Phew. Talk about an anticlimax," Taro muttered, switching the monitor over to the Network Map. "I didn't think I’d offload the entire inventory at the very first station we hit. Things must be even more screwed than the Empire let on."

In the two months since they had commissioned the Plum II, the map’s colors had undergone a radical transformation. 

"They say it’s the first Emergency Declaration Level 2 in about eight hundred years," Marl said, leaning in with a finger pressed to her lips as she studied the screen. "I always thought the Empire was a bunch of indifferent bureaucrats, but they really move when they have to. I never would’ve guessed they’d try to patch the damage like that."

"No kidding," Taro agreed, reflecting on the Imperial response. 

The fractal network collapse had threatened to plunge the entire galaxy into a dark age of information silence. In response, the Galactic Empire government had rolled out a solution that was as primitive as it was absurdly effective.

"Even if you had the idea, who actually goes through with it? Stationing a literal wall of ships just to bridge the communication gaps... how many was it? Three million Communication Ships scattered across the stars? That’s insane."

"To be precise, it is 2,885,232 vessels, Mr. Teiro," Koume clarified. "By the personal decree of His Majesty the Emperor, every spare hull—from reserve fleet ships to rusted buckets on the verge of being scrapped—was mobilized at once. I imagine the communication hardware manufacturers are currently drowning in an unprecedented economic boom."

"It was a gutsy call," Marl added. "We studied this stuff in school, but I never really felt it until now. An autocracy really does have an edge in crisis management. If this were a parliament, they’d still be arguing over whether or not to form a committee to discuss a potential strategy meeting."

The Network Map displayed a massive blue blob radiating from the Imperial core. The Communication Ships acted like a chain of galactic telephone poles, linking roughly fifty percent of the known galaxy. The remaining sectors were no longer a chaotic mess of static, but had begun to coalesce into larger, stable clusters.

"The funniest part is the rebranding," Taro said. "The order to start calling the Solar System Net the 'Neural Network.' It basically means the Empire has zero intention of fixing the old one, doesn’t it? I wonder what really happened to the original?"

Marl crossed her arms and let out a pained groan. "It’s creepy, but they’ll probably never go public with the details. This is the biggest crisis since the Empire's founding. If they ever do tell us, it’ll be when the new Neural Network finally catches up to the old one's performance."

"The probability of that is high, though it seems somewhat unrealistic in the near term, Miss Marl," Koume interjected. "Even with the Communication Ship relays, there are gaps—like the Adela Star System—where the distance is simply too great to bridge. Furthermore, the amount of stored data currently accessible is likely less than one-hundredth of what we once had."

"Well, nothing we can do about that," Taro sighed. "We’ll just have to wait for some genius to invent a new way to talk across the stars." 

He tried to wrap his brain around the technical side of FTL comms for a second before his mental gears started smoking. He promptly gave up. 

Let the nerds handle the hard stuff, he thought. 

"Anyway, Marl-tan. What are we doing about the baggage behind us? Should I just jam their sensors and disappear?"

"Don't even think about it," Marl replied, her voice laced with exhaustion. "Besides, we don't even have a jammer installed. They aren't actually interfering with us, so technically they isn't violating any Station Ordinance... Should we maybe ask Mafian Corp to deal with them?"

Behind the Plum II, trailing by a few kilometers, was a literal parade of transport ships. They were clearly piggybacking on the Plum II’s formidable firepower for protection. Ever since leaving Delta, they had been sticking to Taro’s tail like glue.

"It’s still annoying," Taro grumbled. "It’s like we’re being stalked by a fleet of fanboys. They’re probably back there going, 'Ooh, look at the Quadro-Pulse Engine on that Plum II, it’s so hot.' Total freaks."

"To be fair, the Plum’s engine is breathtakingly beautiful," Marl said with a dreamy sigh. "If I could, I’d lick it. I mean, the radiation would kill me instantly, but it’d be worth it."

"Great, the pervert was inside the house the whole time... Anyway, what’s this 'Mafian Corp'? Some kind of space yakuza?"

"Rude. Well, I don't know what a 'yakuza' is, but 'scary people' is the right ballpark. They’re the types who operate in the gray zones of local ordinances and Imperial law."

"Ah, so they're basically a 'human resources' firm covered in tattoos. Got it. What would people like that do in this situation?"

Taro asked purely out of morbid curiosity. Koume tilted her holographic head.

"One moment, please. I have located a relevant precedent in the archives, Mr. Teiro," Koume said. "Standard procedure involves intentionally lowering scan resolution while simultaneously inducing a 'malfunction' in the communication output to ensure warnings don't actually reach the target. After 'attempting' to warn them several times on the dead frequency, they would then conduct a 'test fire' of their weaponry at debris near the target ships. If the fire is sufficiently 'low-precision,' there is a high probability of a stray shot hitting the target. As long as the sensor tampering isn't caught, it violates no Imperial laws. Shall I begin the calibration?"

Koume flashed a wicked smirk. While Taro and Marl were glad to see her becoming more expressive, the sheer sociopathy of the suggestion left them with nothing but strained, awkward smiles.

[EMERGENCY COMMUNICATION: ALAN]

The notification blinked onto Taro’s BISHOP interface. He raised a hand to silence the girls and opened the line.

"This is Plum. I’ve got your emergency signal. Go ahead, Alan."

"Hey, Boss. Good news! I accidentally hit the emergency frequency in my excitement, so forgive the drama. You got a sec?"

Taro let out a sigh of relief at Alan’s upbeat tone. He switched the audio to the control room speakers.

"The Human Single-Planet Origin Theory. Remember that? I found the big-shot scholar who leads the movement. He’s the real deal."

Taro nearly vaulted out of his captain’s chair. "Are you serious?! Where? I’ll go right now! Do we leave now? I feel like we should leave now!"

"Calm down, Boss. The Doctor is currently at a Research Station in the Alpha Star System. I got the tip from a guy who used to be his assistant. It’s solid. The guy hasn't worked there in a year, but the Doctor has lived there for decades. Doubt he’s decided to pack up and leave just as the galaxy’s falling apart."

"Let me see... Alpha Station..." Marl muttered, searching BISHOP. Her face fell. "Whoa. That is ridiculously far. It’s way outside the Central Communication Zone. Are we really doing this?"

"Damn right we are," Taro said without a second's hesitation. "The cargo hold is empty anyway. We’ll head back to Delta, load up on as much junk as we can carry, and then we’re gone. Man, I’m pumped! A real-life doctor... I bet he’s got a huge nose and crazy, frizzy hair."

"You have watched far too many cartoons, Mr. Teiro," Koume sighed. "Or was that the standard appearance of an Earth 'Doktor'?"

"Hahaha! Well, the shaggy hair is actually spot on, but his nose is pretty average," Alan laughed. "Sending a photo now."

A high-res color image popped up via BISHOP. It showed a man at a ceremony, smiling warmly as he accepted a trophy.

"Dr. Isaac Alzimov, age seventy-two," Taro read. "Wait, he looks like he’s forty. Is that the anti-aging stuff?"

To Taro’s eyes, the man looked like he was in the prime of his life.

"Probably," Marl said. "The medical cosmetic firms claim they can keep your physical age at half your chronological age. I wonder what it's like, though? Looking like a kid while being an old geezer on the inside?"

"You tell us, Koume-san," Taro joked. "You’re the queen of the 'inner-outer gap,' even if you’re a hologram. Any thoughts?"

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. Miss Marl, men are notoriously weak to such 'gaps.' I suspect even Mr. Teiro is no exception."

"Yeah, okay. Didn't ask, don't care," Marl said, standing up and stretching her arms over her head. "But hey, we have a destination! Time to go shopping. We’ll take on some transport contracts to fill the gaps and pack the cargo bay to the ceiling. It’s payday!"

"Hell yeah!" Taro cheered. "We’ll leave the office to the General Manager. Now, what are we hauling? Since it’s a Research Station, maybe some high-end servers?"

"No way," Marl countered. "They’re too fragile. Unless we get a specific order, don't risk it. We should stock up on compact Warp Stabilizers. Those things are guaranteed to sell."

"I agree with Miss Marl," Koume added. "Consistent profit is preferable to high-risk ventures."

"Hey, Boss," Alan’s voice crackled through the speaker. "Don't forget the adult goods. They’re still our number one breadwinner. And if you’re gonna do business out in Alpha Station, you’ll need a local base. We’re gonna need to hire some local staff."

The four of them dove into the logistics of their new trek. The Rising Sun Corp leadership summit continued aboard the Plum II until a completely exhausted Taro finally collapsed onto the floor.
Episode 32

[WARNING: EXITING NEURAL NETWORK RANGE]

The warning flashed in obnoxious, blood-red text across BISHOP. 

"Gee, thanks for the news," Taro muttered, swiping the notification away before performing one final check on the Overdrive Device. "Koume, what’s the projected error margin post-jump?"

"At maximum, approximately 340,000 kilometers, Mr. Teiro."

"Roger that. Marl, how’s the Overdrive looking? Seems happy from here."

"The break-in period is over, and she’s purring. I don't think we’ll be ending up as space dust today."

The crew squinted at their newly installed monitors, cross-referencing radiation levels and navigational hazards. They fed the data back into BISHOP to fine-tune their trajectory. On the massive monitor mounted to the wall opposite Taro, he could see other ships dropping out of the Stargate queue—poor saps who likely couldn’t finish their math before the jump window slammed shut.

"Looks like only half of them made the cut," Marl remarked, looking up from her console. "They’ll probably try again on the next jump in an hour, but it’s a little pitiable."

"They’re paying double the transit fees for the privilege... though honestly, it might take them more than two tries to get it right," Taro said.

The destination beyond this Stargate was, as the warning had so helpfully pointed out, beyond the reach of the Neural Network. With no navigation beacons to guide them, every ship was forced to calculate its own coordinates manually. One decimal point out of place, and you were history.

"When you consider the price of failure, you can’t be too careful," Taro noted.

"Precisely, Mr. Teiro," Koume chirped. "Otherwise, you would end up quite literally lost in space, which would be a remarkably pathetic way to go."

"Hey, the Stargate is basically just a giant particle accelerator! Whatever happened to me last time was totally beyond my control!" 

Taro squinted as his vision began to bleed into a brilliant, neon blue. As Koume had warned, if the math was off, the Overdrive—now being boosted hundreds of times over by the gate—would hurl them into the absolute middle of nowhere. He’d done this several times now without dying, but these "cross-border" jumps still gave him a nervous stomachache every single time.

[JUMP DRIVE: CONFIRMED]

The world turned a blinding, sterile white. The output levels of the Overdrive Device redlined, climbing toward infinity.

[JUMP DRIVE: EXECUTING]

"We’re heeeere... Ugh, what is wrong with me? I think I’m actually getting used to this nausea."

Taro felt like the universe had just tried to pull his brain out through his ears. As he slumped back into his seat, Marl tossed a drink pouch at his head. "Drink up."

"Thanks. So, how are the coordinates? Did we land in a sun?"

"Nah, we’re fine. We’re about 32,000 kilometers from the old beacon position. Honestly, the way you two crunch numbers is terrifying."

"Hehe, please, Miss Marl, you'll make me blush," Koume giggled. "The day is fast approaching when Koume’s name will be known across the galaxy as a truly 'calculating' woman."

"That is not a compliment!" Taro barked. "And the gap between your cute face and that personality is just tragic!"

By Taro's standards, Koume looked like the quintessential fragile, beautiful girl. Marl shot her a sidelong glance. "That's unexpected. Are you really the type who cares about looks, Taro? A bad woman is going to eat you alive one day."

"Ugh... I mean, maybe. But if it’s a beauty like you doing the deceiving, Marl, I might not mind so much."

"Huh?! Wh—... are you an absolute moron!?" 

Actually, aren't you the one being played right now? Taro thought, but he kept his mouth shut. During his tenure with her, he’d learned the life-saving importance of knowing when to stop talking.

"Anyway, I’m not the type to trick people!" Marl huffed, her face turning a deep shade of crimson. She began mumbling to herself as she fumbled with the Overdrive settings. "Come on, let’s just get moving. Where’s the next station?"

The Plum continued its trek through the danger zone—a sector where all contact with the Imperial center had vanished. Following behind them were several transport ships that had somehow managed to stick to their tail. Taro caught glimpses of WIND ship signatures on his long-range scans a few times, but he ignored them. They were hauling a full load; even a minor scrape would mean a major hit to their wallet.

"It’s surprisingly busy out here," Taro mused as they hopped between long-distance Stargates and docked at various stations. "The world’s basically at war, but merchants are like cockroaches. They just don't quit."

Though the stations were thick with tension, economic activity was booming. At every stop, Taro was hounded for news from the core systems, all while he focused on offloading his cargo for a tidy profit. 

They were halfway to the Alpha Star System when a communication request pinged on the bridge.

[NORMAL CHANNEL: TS-3323]

Taro looked at the string of characters on BISHOP. TS meant Transport Ship. He realized it was one of the shadows that had been following them for days.

"Calling them a Transport Ship is generous. They’re more like 'Train Stalkers,'" Taro grumbled.

"Oh, bravo, Mr. Teiro," Koume said with a deadpan expression. "Shall I fetch a floor cushion for your comedy debut?"

"You know way too much useless trivia!" Taro snapped at the AI’s smug face. "Whatever. Let's see what they want." 

He opened the channel.

"Hello, it’s a pleasure to meet you. This is TS-3323. I’m Lyza Francois, representative of Speed Carrier Corp. I have a bit of a proposal for you—do you have a moment?"

A video feed flickered to life, showing a woman in her mid-twenties wearing a sleek headset. She had blonde hair tied in a side-tail—a style Taro associated more with trendy teenagers than corporate executives. The "President" fixed her blue eyes on Taro through the screen, her lips painted a sharp, aggressive red.

"I’ve heard quite the rumors about you. The 'Rising Sun' Corporation. Growing as fast as the dawn, willing to haul goods anywhere for a price. Even if it means dodging WIND or the mafia."

Lyza narrowed her eyes, appraising him. 

"Well, that’s a flatteringly embarrassing reputation," Taro replied, playing it cool. "Honestly, I’d love to trade sweet nothings with a beauty like you, but I’ve never been a fan of being followed."

Marl, who was eavesdropping from her station, let out an exasperated sigh and smacked the back of Taro’s head. Lyza blinked in surprise, then let out a refined, melodic laugh.

"You’re an interesting man. Just like Dean said you were."

Taro silently cut his eyes toward Koume. The AI glanced upward for a millisecond before whispering, "No matches for that name in our recent logs, Mr. Teiro."

"Do you happen to remember an Imperial soldier you met back in the Alba Star System?" Lyza asked.

"Alba? Ohh... that guy. By the way, can we just delete this call log? This isn't exactly 'open channel' talk."

"Yes, of course. I have no intention of discussing Alba further. It wouldn't benefit me, my brother, or you. But I have something much more important to discuss."

A guy with a hot sister? Definitely an enemy, Taro thought. But he focused. "For a merchant, nothing is more important than Credits. So, what’s the deal? Speed Carrier Corp is a big-shot company, right? Why talk to us?"

He glanced at the data Koume had pulled up. 220 employees. That made them nearly four times the size of Rising Sun. They were technically rivals.

"I appreciate the high marks, but 200 employees hardly makes us 'big.' Maybe if we had another zero at the end of that number," Lyza said. She paused to take a drink, her throat moving elegantly as she swallowed. Taro kept his gaze sharp. "Don't be so defensive. I apologize for following you, but I had to see if the rumors were true."

Taro waited for her to continue, swallowing his question of 'Why?'

After a long silence, Lyza leaned forward. "I have a proposal. Why don't we form a Union? We have the transport fleet, and you have the teeth to protect it. It would be mutually beneficial, don't you think?"



The plot continues to thicken at a leisurely pace.

For those of you itching for a fight, please hang on just a little longer.
Episode 33

"A Union, huh? Sounds like a recipe for a massive headache over rights and interests. I think I’ll pass," Taro said.

It wasn't that Taro was some expert on inter-corporate Unions, but he’d grown quite fond of the "do whatever the hell you want" vibe that defined Rising Sun. Anything that threatened to kill his buzz was an automatic hard 'no' in his book.

"Now, don't be like that. This contract is specifically designed to prevent those headaches before they start," Lyza’s voice purred through the comms. "It’s not like you have to sign in blood right this second, but I’d be delighted if you at least heard me out. I promise, it’ll pique your interest."

Taro gave a skeptical snort and muted the transmission volume.

"That's what she's saying, but what do you guys think? Can we actually team up with a stalker?"

"It doesn't matter what we think—we can't give an answer if we don't have the details," Marl said, resting a finger against her lips as she fell into thought. "Though, it is weird. A company that big usually just tries to buy you out or force you under their wing. Proposing to 'form' a Union is rare. Based on her tone, she’s actually talking about an equal partnership. Well, if you ignore the whole stalking thing."

Based on Marl’s assessment, Taro figured it might be worth at least a listen. He cranked the volume back up.

"Alright, fine. Let’s hear the pitch. What kind of 'cooperation' are we talking about here?"

Lyza, who had been looking a bit bored, snapped her attention back to the screen. 

"Let's see... basically, a business alliance with a Third-stage Confidentiality Obligation. How does that sound? As for the Policy Decision Rights and Shared Asset Usage Rights, we’ll take sixty-five percent and give you thirty-five. Naturally, meddling in each other’s internal affairs is strictly off-limits. And you’ll have a right of veto."

"Hmm... Koume, what’s this 'Third-stage Confidentiality' thing?"

[YES, MR. TEIRO. THE THIRD-STAGE REFERS TO A CONFIDENTIALITY OBLIGATION THAT PERSISTS FOR FIFTY YEARS AFTER WITHDRAWING FROM THE UNION. IT IS EXTREMELY STRINGENT.]

"Fifty years? Jeez... Okay, and what are the pros and cons for each side as you see 'em?" Taro asked.

"Our main benefit is your military power," Lyza replied. "Considering the way the wind is blowing, it’s an incredibly attractive asset."

"There are plenty of other Corps with warships, you know."

"Mr. Teiro, please don't insult my intelligence," Lyza said. "Sure, some Corps have warships, but having the know-how to actually use them is another story entirely. A company that just panic-bought a fleet yesterday wouldn't know which end of a railgun to point at the enemy. Besides, my brother said it himself: that man has clearly received professional training and possesses top-tier skills."

Oh right, she saw the ship’s logs... Taro realized he had probably been more annoyed than he’d let on, but he decided to let it slide for now. "Fine, I’ll give you that one. Keep going."

Lyza cleared her throat, regaining her composure. "As for our downsides... well, there’s the matter of our voting rights and Shared Asset Usage Rights being quite small compared to our scale, which is nearly four times yours. To be honest, we’ll likely be operating in the red until this Union truly finds its feet."

"So basically, whether we’re setting up joint departments or buying new ships, we’re going to be freeloading off you guys?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes. That is your primary benefit. We can also provide technologies and data you lack. Do you have a way to transport fresh food? Are you interested in the logistics of precision machinery or Razor Metal?"

"Okay, I'll admit... that’s actually pretty damn tempting," Taro muttered.

"Then—" Lyza started, her voice full of hope.

"However," Taro cut her off. "If you want my personal opinion, I still feel like we’re the ones getting the raw end of the deal."

"Oh? And why is that?"

"Wait, you really don't get it?"

"I would be delighted if you could enlighten me."

Taro grabbed the edge of his flexible monitor and yanked it toward his face, his expression hardening. "It's because we're the ones putting our asses on the line, Miss Francois! You're leading two hundred people and you still don't understand that basic fact?"

An icy silence filled the bridge. Lyza stared at Taro, a sharp crease forming between her brows as her lips trembled with suppressed emotion. Beside Taro, Marl opened her mouth to intervene, but then thought better of it and closed it with a sigh.

"Oof—wh-what the? Marl-san, you're a bit close."

Marl had rested her chin on the back of his seat, peering at the monitor from right behind him. Staying just out of the camera's view, she whispered, "Don't stop now." Taro felt a bit flustered by the scent of her perfume tickling his nose, but he noticed her mouth was curved into a distinct 'U' shape.

I don't know why, but she's in a suspiciously good mood... 

"Anyway, for those reasons, I think we can just call this whole thing off. See ya." 

Taro knew he was being incredibly harsh, but given the whole stalking incident, he wasn't exactly in a forgiving mood. He figured this would kill the deal for good and reached for the 'end call' button.

"Wait..." Lyza’s voice was low, laced with a fury she was barely keeping under wraps. "I admit I was the one underestimating you. I apologize. However, I haven't heard your counter-proposal yet. Isn't it a bit premature to declare the negotiations dead?"

Taro was actually impressed by her mental fortitude, but he still had zero intention of moving forward.

"Yeah, look, sorry for being a dick... fine, you want a counter-proposal? Give us fifty-one percent of the Policy Decision Rights and Asset Usage, and leave yourselves with forty-nine. You swallow that, and we’ve got a deal."

It was a total poison pill. A condition so absurd that no sane CEO would ever accept it.

"Mr. Teiro... surely you don't think we can accept that? Even if I agreed, the rest of my board would riot."

"Well, then isn't it your job to shut them up?"

The two stared each other down through the screen. A few seconds passed that felt like hours. Finally, Lyza spoke. "Give me a moment."

Taro nodded and muted the volume. "Phew. Talking is way more exhausting than dogfighting."

"Good work, Mr. Teiro," Koume said. "However, Miss Lyza possesses remarkable willpower. Normally, an executive being treated like that by an 'inferior' would have thrown a spectacular tantrum by now."

"Wait, was I really that mean?" Taro asked.

"Honestly? You were actually pretty scary," Marl said, returning to her seat. "I mean, it might have been a tiny bit cool. Maybe. Possibly."

"I have no idea what you're talking about. But seriously, it’s a matter of principle. The idea of them sitting in some safe zone while bossing us around is the worst-case scenario. I don't care how much money they have; I’m not giving them the steering wheel."

Marl gave a noncommittal "I guess" and started recalculating their Overdrive. Taro was about to boot up BISHOP to help when the comm line flashed open again.

"Mr. Teiro. Regarding your condition... I accept."

Taro and Marl both froze, their mouths hanging open. 

"Are you actually insane?" Taro blurted out.

"Do I look crazy to you?" Lyza replied with a sharp edge to her voice. "Though, thanks to you, I’ve had to cut twenty-five percent of Speed Carrier's personnel. Oh, don't worry about them—I’m just spinning them off into a new subsidiary at my own expense. But since you've forced my hand this far..."

She flashed a glamorous, dangerous smile through the monitor. 

"You better be prepared to take responsibility, Mr. Teiro."

All Taro could do was let out a dry, pathetic laugh.



After that, the crew resumed their trek toward Alpha Station, trading along the way while maintaining a constant dialogue with the three transport ships under Lyza’s command. Even though they were technically a Union now, they remained separate companies, settling on a fifty-fifty split for all joint trade profits.

The two Corps began the awkward process of getting to know each other—boarding each other's ships and chatting at various stations. Despite being in the same industry, their skill sets were complete opposites, making the information exchange a goldmine for both sides.

"What in the hell is this map?!" Lyza screamed during one such meeting. "So you did have a direct line to the military this whole time! You traitor!"

Taro’s custom Network Map had caused a bit of a diplomatic incident. It took a massive effort to convince her that he wasn't a secret military operative.

"I’ve never seen so many shortcuts... and this is a Danger Zone? What does this symbol mean? Hey, you have to tell me more! I’ll pay whatever you want!"

In an era where Stargate travel via beacons had become a literal gamble, Taro’s map was more valuable than a hull made of solid gold. It showed the safe routes, the shortcuts, and even predicted which systems would soon be reconnected.

"Look, I'll send you info when you need it, but I'm not handing over the master file," Taro said. "If this leaks to the wrong people, we’re all dead."

Taro had actually considered releasing the map to the public once, feeling a twinge of guilt over being the only one with a working GPS in a cosmic fog. But Koume had shut that down immediately.

[MR. TEIRO. IT IS HIGHLY PROBABLE THE MILITARY POSSESSES SIMILAR MAPS, YET THEY HAVE NOT MADE THEM PUBLIC. THE PRIMARY CONCERN IS INFORMATION LEAKAGE. HAVE YOU CONSIDERED THE CONSEQUENCES IF WIND ACQUIRED THIS DATA?]

The Empire only maintained order because the fighting was confined to major Stargates. The military could coordinate via the neural network and protect specific, consolidated hubs. If WIND got Taro’s map, every inch of the border would become a front line. Combat in isolated sectors would be a nightmare, and the military’s strength would be spread so thin it would snap.

It was clear WIND was already piggybacking on Stargate beacons. If they got desperate, they might just destroy every beacon on the border. Cutting communication was effectively a physical blockade. If that happened, every system outside the central core would be wiped out. The death toll would jump from millions to trillions.

"Hey, Teiro. Look straight ahead," Alan’s voice crackled over the comms from the Stardust, which was scouting ahead. "See that blue, misty nebula? There’s a massive light right under it."

It had been ten days since they left Delta.

"That’s the Alpha Star System. We’ve finally made it. And if the intel is right..."

Taro narrowed his eyes at the monitor as the final jump countdown began. He braced himself, every muscle tense.

"The place is currently a total war zone," Alan finished. "Let’s grab the doctor and get the hell out of dodge."
Chapter 34

When it first flickered onto the radar screen, Squall of the Station Security Team nearly wept with joy, certain the Imperial Military had finally arrived to save their sorry hides. But the higher the hope, the harder the fall; when the Identification Signal pinged back that the newcomer was a mere merchant ship, the crushing weight of disappointment hit him harder than a railgun slug.

"We’re doomed. Absolute goners! Dammit, I should’ve hauled ass out of this backwater station ages ago!"

The swarms of WIND—or "flies buzzing around a pile of crap," as Squall liked to call them—were already a chaotic mess of over a hundred light points dancing across his radar. The station’s physical damage was minor for now, but the capacity of the main shields was in a terminal nose-dive. It was only a matter of time before the whole place folded.

"Screw you! What did we ever do to you bastards?!"

Squall screamed at no one in particular as he lunged at a WIND ship streaking past. His twenty-meter titan of steel, a BISHOP unit he controlled via direct neural link, grappled onto the WIND’s hull—an ugly, mismatched patchwork of scrap metal.

"That’s number eight! Not that it matters when you’re pissing into a hurricane!"

The titan’s oversized rifle slammed against the WIND’s engine block. He squeezed the trigger, pumping four consecutive Beams into the thruster.

"I am NOT dying in a dump like this!"

He kicked off the dead WIND just as a flash of light incinerated the space he’d occupied a microsecond prior. Cold sweat drenched his flight suit as Squall shoved his engines to redline, hauling tail back toward the station.

"『Hiii, Squall. Congrats on number eight. Keep it up and you might actually see that bonus.』"

A low, feminine drawl crackled through Squall’s comms.

"If I live to cash the check, Bella! How’s the station? Is it still holding?"

Squall checked his perimeter with a short-range scan. Suddenly, the word [LOCKED] flashed in giant, blood-red letters across his HUD. He slammed on the airbrakes. An instant later, a Beam streaked past his nose, close enough to boil the paint.

"Go shoot someone else! Dammit, it’s a total shooting gallery out here!"

Squall’s desperate yelp was met with the infuriatingly casual tone of his colleague.

"『Well, obviously, Squall. We’re dead meat anyway. Might as well have some fun and take a few more of these losers to hell with us, right?』"

A crimson machine shot out from the station, swapping places with Squall. The chunky, heavily armored giant leveled its rifle at a WIND hull that had to be at least three times its size.

"There are some facts of life I refuse to accept, Bella. How many of us are even left?"

"『Let’s see... fifty-seven people. Ten machines. They really worked us over. Half my favorite grunts are space-dust.』"

"Heh. Give it an hour and we’ll be at zero. Wait, what’s that noise? That beeping is driving me nuts."

"『Oh, some outsider is trying to patch through. They probably don't even realize they're being jammed. It’s likely that ship that jumped in a minute ago.』"

Squall turned his sensor head toward the suspected location. The camera zoomed in, struggling to resolve a blurry silhouette of a vessel in the distance.

"What are they even doing here? It can’t be a rescue, right?"

"『Please. Where in this godforsaken galaxy are you going to find an idiot willing to risk their neck to save the Mafia?』"

"Let me have my delusions, okay?"

Squall hit the docking bay for a lightning-fast ammo and fuel top-off before throwing himself back into the void. He spotted a mangled WIND—probably one Bella had failed to finish off—and took careful aim. He squeezed the trigger.

"Does that count as my kill or yours? Do we split the commission?"

"『Who cares? Talk about it later. More importantly, Squall, you see that? That ship is hauling ass straight toward us.』"

"Huh? Hey, hey, don't tell me they're actually coming to help. I haven't prayed to God since I was in diapers."

Squall swiveled his camera back to the mystery ship. This time, he got a clear, head-on shot. A moment later, a sequence of bright flashes erupted from the ship’s hull.

"They’re firing! Oh, baby! I don’t know who those idiots are, but we’ve got reinforcements!"

Eight Beams tore through the vacuum. Two of them slammed into a WIND, punching through its hull like a hot needle through silk.

"『Those are Large-caliber Cannons. Judging by the output, we're looking at a Cruiser-class. Think they’re in the same business as us?』"

"No way. My money’s on a Military Detachment. No civilian idiot could land a Beam hit from that range. It’s gotta be the army or a top-tier Security Company."

"『Security Companies don't work for free, and we’re broke. Maybe the military? Did we have any VIPs hiding on the station?』"

"Hell if I know, but I want to talk to them. We still have some Capsules, right?"

"『Ooh, look at you, actually having a brain today. All yours, Squall.』"

Squall flipped his machine around and snatched up a Capsule Launcher from the dock. He aimed the mechanical giant at the distant silhouette, uploaded the necessary data into the warhead, and fired.

"Please reach... please reach... Oh, dammit! Again!"

The first Capsule was vaporized by a WIND before it could clear the zone. Squall slammed another one into the launcher, taking a breath to steady his aim.

"Go! Move it! We’re running out of these things!"

The Capsule roared away on rocket propellants. It narrowly dodged a few WIND Beams—leaving scorched trails in its wake—as it barreled toward the cruiser.

"『What’d you send them? Not your dating profile, I hope.』"

"I’d rather blow myself up than send them that crap. I sent the station’s tactical scan data. If they aren’t total morons, they’ll use it to target the ships carrying the jammers."

As Squall and Bella bickered, the Capsule streaked true. Once it hit the optimal distance, it shed its protective lead casing and began screaming data into the void.

"Did it work? Is it—?! Dammit! Give it a rest!"

Just as the Capsule began its data-bloom, a WIND Beam punched right through it. Squall cursed and reached for another, but Bella’s voice stopped him cold.

"『Squall. Wait. What the hell was that? Did you see that?』"

Squall blinked. Bella sounded... rattled. That was new. "See what?"

"『The enemy just blew up. No one fired a shot, but they just... exploded. I’m not crazy, Squall. Watch yourself.』"

Squall frowned, wondering if she was pulling his leg, but the sensors didn't lie. The Cruiser was still pumping out Beams, occasionally tagging a WIND silhouette, but then—

"What?! What happened?!"

Nowhere near the path of the Beams, a WIND ship suddenly buckled. Its hull crumpled as if gripped by a giant, invisible hand, before it disintegrated in a brilliant flash.

"『See? You saw it! Is that a new military toy?』"

"Who cares?! It could be a new weapon, magic, or the wrath of God for all I care, as long as it keeps deleting WIND! Look—the guys getting hit by the invisible stuff are all the ones carrying jammers. The signal’s going through!"

Squall pumped a fist inside his cockpit. He ditched the launcher and grabbed his rifle with renewed vigor.

"Wait, what’s that? Something’s flying in fast. Debris?"

Squall paused his sortie, his motion sensors screaming at a bizarre reading.

"『Now this is a surprise. Squall, look at that. They’re launching something. It’s not a Beam. It’s physical.』"

"A kinetic weapon? Get real. Even the WIND have Debris Incineration Beams. A Warhead Weapon would get melted before it got halfway there."

"『Don't ask me how it works! You’re too logical for your own good, Squall. There's a monster out there currently beating the hell out of them with those things right now!』"

Squall went to argue, but his sensors locked onto the incoming high-speed projectiles.

They were "slow" compared to light-speed Beams, but they were still screaming toward their targets at twenty kilometers per second. Just as Squall predicted, the WIND ships’ automated Debris Incineration Beams lashed out, thin needles of light intercepting the projectiles. But the moment the Beams should have hit, the incoming rounds vibrated, their coordinates blurring—

"No... freaking... way."

The warheads punched straight through the WIND hulls. The ships crumpled inward, dragged into the vacuum of their own ruptured guts.

"They're dodging? Dodging Beams?! That's impossible!"

"『It’s gotta be a new military toy, Squall! Some kind of insane new Guided Weapon! Our luck hasn't run out yet, boys!』"

The hostile blips around Bella vanished as she finished off another straggler. Squall felt the fire relit in his gut and surged back into the fray.

"『Don't give up now, you bastards! Hold the line!』" Bella screamed.

A chorus of ragged cheers and "Roger that!" echoed through the comms. Squall joined in, "I'm on it!" as he began emptying his magazines into the swarm.

"All the jammers are down! The line should be open!"

"『Patching them through now!』" Bella shouted.

"『S'up! Peace! Hey, quick question—is a Dr. Alzimov around there somewhere?』"

A young man’s voice chirped through the speakers. He sounded inappropriately cheerful, like he was ordering a latte instead of flying into a war zone. Squall stammered, caught completely off guard.

"A-Ah. Well, the Doctor is—"

"The Doctor is right here," Bella interrupted, cutting Squall off. "But as you can see, we’re in a bit of a pickle. Care to lend a hand?"

Squall realized exactly what Bella was doing, but he wasn't about to stop her. Desperate times and all that.

"『Roger that! By the way, those robots are freaking sweet! There are actually people inside those? Man, I am geeking out right now. Seriously.』"

The voice was utterly devoid of tension. Under normal circumstances, Squall would have found it grating, but for now, he just gave a blunt, exhausted reply.

"Save us, and I'll let you poke it as much as you want later."
Chapter 35

[E35 AND E52 DESTROYED. E17 SILENCED. IT APPEARS THE TRANSMITTED DATA WAS ACCURATE; COMMUNICATIONS JAMMING HAS DECREASED.]

Koume’s inorganic voice echoed through the bridge. 

"Yes!" Taro shouted, punctuating the air with a triumphant fist pump.

"Estimated time until contact?"

"Uh, um... roughly one minute. More importantly, Teiro, what the hell is going on here?"

Marl pointed a trembling finger at the monitor, specifically at the drifting, shattered husks of several WIND ships they had just pulverized. 

"Fuhehe. Did you see that?" Taro smirked back at her. "Live-ammo weapons are still top-tier, you know? Unlike beams, these guys don't have decent physical shields. If it hits, it goes straight through the armor in one shot."

Taro puffed his chest out with insufferable pride. Marl, however, wasn't letting him off that easily.

"That’s not what I’m talking about!" she snapped. "Those warheads are clearly guided weapons. I can see them performing complex evasive maneuvers against the enemy beams. But how? Did you seriously pack a sensor array and a full guidance suite into every single round?"

"Nah, that'd be impossible given the size... oh, wait, actually, that is how the torpedoes work. Man, Marl-tan, you’re a total buzzkill for spoilers."

"Wait... you idiot, how much does a single one of those cost!?"

"Aha... ahahaha..." Taro let out a dry, nervous laugh, unable to meet her gaze under the sudden, crushing weight of her financial glare. Marl let out a sharp huff of air.

"And?" she pressed. "What kind of insane trick did you pull with the railgun rounds you're firing now?"

"Hmm, it wasn't actually that complicated. I just slapped a tiny Shield Generation Device on the railgun warheads and set it up so I could manipulate their movement directly through BISHOP."

"...Hah!?" 

Marl’s face contorted into an expression that was profoundly un-ladylike as she glared at him. "W-wait just a damn minute. Are you telling me you’re controlling every single projectile currently in the air in real-time?"

"You bet," Taro answered nonchalantly. He glanced to the side and noticed that even Koume was staring at him with a look of genuine surprise.

"Mr. Teiro... [E44 DESTROYED]... Koume now understands that you are also personally handling the Lock-on Control. In point of fact, you are simultaneously maintaining active locks on seventeen high-speed targets."

"True that. Oh, wait, I just dropped another one, so it’s sixteen now, right?"

"My apologies, Mr. Teiro. But more importantly... are you physically alright?"

Taro blinked at Koume’s perplexed expression. "About what?"

"It’s not 'about what,' Teiro!" Marl yelled. "Normally, your brain would have been fried to a crisp by now! Do you have any idea how much computational processing that requires?"

"I mean, if you put it that way... it feels pretty normal to me? Though, I’ll admit, trying to have a conversation at the same time is making me a little busy."

"I’m speechless," Marl muttered, then her eyes narrowed. "But I think I finally figured out what your Gift is."

"Seriously!?" Taro’s focus wavered for a split second, and he immediately lost four of his lock-ons. "Crap!" 

He scrambled to refocus on his work. Marl, while still expertly managing her own beam turret, paused for a beat.

"Based on the situation, it’s multitasking—specifically, Parallel Processing—on a truly ridiculous level. It’s an ability everyone has to some degree, but in your case, the scale is off by several orders of magnitude. Honestly, if I weren't seeing it with my own eyes, I wouldn't believe it."

Marl looked him straight in the eyes. Taro just stared back with a blank, gormless expression.

"Uh, so what? Like... I can do a number two while doing a number one?"

"...That is the single most disgusting way you could have phrased that," Marl groaned. "For the first time in a while, I genuinely found myself wishing you’d just die."

"What do you mean 'in a while'!? You’ve thought that before!!?"

"The fact that you have to ask suggests a profound lack of self-awareness, Mr. Teiro," Koume added. "To explain in further detail—"

"Stop! Please! Don't say another word!"

Taro felt a wave of emotional damage from their bluntness, but he kept his hands moving on the BISHOP interface, hunting for new targets. Inside his mind, within the sprawling, chaotic mess of his Function Groups, he spotted several countdowns nearing zero.

Trajectory Correction: Move Slightly Right.

Taro’s custom "Move Slightly to the Right Function" flashed a command to a warhead screaming through the void. The projectile jerked to the side just as a WIND debris-incineration beam scorched the space where it had been milliseconds prior. More beams followed in a relentless barrage.

Evasive Movement: Purupuru Evasion.

Taro instantly linked a trajectory correction program he’d dubbed the "Purupuru Evasive Function" to the relevant block of code. He triggered the Shield Generation Device on the warhead and began manipulating a series of fragmented Movement Control Functions as if he were playing a high-stakes arcade shooter. He was doing this for all six warheads currently streaking toward the enemy.

I was never really that good at bullet hell games, though.

Part of his consciousness was fully present in the room, while another part existed in a semi-lucid, hazy state. Between the reality of the bridge and the digital realm of BISHOP, the "BISHOP Taro" was busy swatting away an endless stream of incoming Problem Functions.

Every piece of data the ship screamed at him was a Problem Function: incoming beams, lost lock-ons, warhead proximity alerts, hull integrity warnings. It was a literal flood of information, ranging from "immediate crisis" to "ignore this crap."

Actually, this isn't a shooter. It's more like Breakout.

Taro cleared the final Problem Function in his immediate vicinity and let out a long breath. Controlling the warheads was a massive drain on his nerves, so he decided to dial back the aggression once the enemies equipped with jammers were dealt with. There was no telling how long this fight would last, and since these "obsolete" warheads were no longer in production, there was no way to resupply. Beams had their limits too, but their "magazine capacity" was about two orders of magnitude higher than his physical rounds.

"We’re gonna run out of ammo if I keep this up... Koume, I think the signal should be clearing up. How are we looking?"

"One moment, please," Koume replied.

Taro used the brief lull to mess with the monitors, zooming in on the machines fighting at the station. 

"Whoa, what the heck are those!? Robots? Like Mobile Su... actually, they look a bit too chunky for that. Hey, Alan, you know what those things are?"

"[THIS IS STARDUST. WHAT DO YOU MEAN, 'WHAT ARE THEY?' THEY'RE HUMANOIDASSAULTDRONES. H.A.D.S. YOU’VE NEVER SEEN ONE?]"

"A HAD? Man, those are cool. Are they expensive?"

"[DEPENDS ON YOUR SCALE, I GUESS. THEY'RE PRICEY COMPARED TO STANDARD DRONES, BUT THEY DON'T COST AS MUCH AS A FRIGATE. THEY'RE PRETTY PICKY ABOUT THEIR PILOTS, SO THE MILITARY DOESN'T USE THEM. THEY'RE STRICTLY CIVILIAN GEAR.]"

Taro let out a grunt of interest. Since the knowledge Overridden into his brain was strictly from a military curriculum, it made sense that he was clueless about civilian-grade hardware.

"What do you mean they 'choose their pilots'? Do you need some kind of special talent?"

"[HMM. WELL, IT'S NOT QUITE A GIFT, BUT YOU NEED A HIGH APTITUDE FOR THE REFLEXIVE SELF-PROJECTION FUNCTION. IT'S THE ABILITY TO MAP THE CONSCIOUSNESS OF MOVING YOUR OWN LIMBS ONTO BISHOP FUNCTIONS. BUILDING THAT SYNCHRONIZATION TAKES RAW TALENT.]"

"So you move the robot like it’s your own body... I mean, it looks awesome, but isn't that incredibly dangerous?"

"[PRETTY MUCH. THE BIGGEST FLAW IS THAT YOU ACTUALLY HAVE TO PUT A HUMAN INSIDE THE DAMN THING. EXCEPT FOR REACTION SPEED, MILITARY UNMANNED DRONES ARE BETTER IN EVERY WAY... OH, WAIT. ACTUALLY, SINCE YOU CAN PILOT THEM DIRECTLY THROUGH BISHOP, THEY DON'T NEED TO BE AS SPECIALIZED AS DRONES. THEY'RE MORE LIKE JACKS-OF-ALL-TRADES.]"

"I get it. The Imperial Military has carriers that hold hundreds of tiny ships, so they don't really need a multi-role robot. They can just launch a drone specialized for jamming and another one for shooting."

"[EXACTLY, BOSS. THE EMPIRE'S STRATEGY IS JUST TO CRUSH EVERYTHING WITH OVERWHELMING NUMBERS. THOUGH, IF YOU'RE THINKING OF GETTING SOME FOR OUR SHIP, IT’S NOT A BAD SHOT. WE’VE GOT THE SPACE FOR MAYBE EIGHT UNITS. THEY’RE GAS-GUZZLERS, BUT THEY’RE HANDY FOR MAINTENANCE WORK, TOO.]"

"Heh... a cool robot on my ship... not bad at all."

Taro’s imagination began to wander into the realm of giant robot ownership. Just as his consciousness was about to fully drift away, Koume’s voice snapped him back to reality.

"Mr. Teiro, the WIND units utilizing Connection Jamming have been neutralized. Communications with the station are now possible."

Taro nodded silently and zoomed in on one of the humanoid weapons on the monitor. It was encased in heavy armor plating layered over a complex internal frame. It wasn't "sleek" by any stretch of the imagination—it had the powerful, bulky build of a sumo wrestler. Taro briefly fantasized about piloting one, but then realized that with the way those things moved, he’d probably be groggy and puking within five minutes.

[EMERGENCY LINE: DRN-001]

Taro saw the incoming communication request pop up on his BISHOP interface and opened the line immediately. Hearing the voice of the person who was presumably the HAD pilot, he let out a sigh of relief. He decided to act as cheerful as possible.

He didn't quite know why, but it felt like the right thing to do.
Episode 36: The Mafia and the Rookie Pilot

"Argh! No, no, no! It’s impossible! I’m gonna die! I’m dead!"

Taro’s screams echoed through the comms as his H.A.D. flailed wildly near the Alpha Station pier.

"Hey, hey! Kid, I’m begging you—don’t go smashing into anything. Spare parts don't exactly grow on space-trees out here."

Squall watched Taro’s unit move with the grace of a caffeinated toddler and sighed over the radio. He maneuvered his own machine toward the spinning Taro, who was currently doing a convincing impression of an Olympic figure skater caught in a tornado. Squall used the BISHOP’s docking tether to snag Taro’s unit and forcibly steady the chaotic motion.

"Terrible luck, Teiro," Alan’s voice crackled through the speakers, dripping with amusement. "Looks like you’ve got zero talent for H.A.D. operations."

Taro let out a frustrated "Dammit!" but honestly, his pride wasn't his biggest concern. He was currently preoccupied with trying to keep his lunch from making a violent reappearance. 

I’ve always dreamed of piloting a giant robot, but this is a nightmare... wait, am I the only one facing the wrong way?

Muttering to himself while being towed like a broken-down car, Taro finally arrived at the dock. As the cables snared the machines, the scene was nothing short of surreal: four H.A.D.s stood in a neat, professional row, while the fifth—Taro’s—was clamped into place completely upside down, dangling like a confused bat.

"You talk a big game for someone who can fly a massive spaceship like a god," Squall said, his tone turning suspicious. "Seriously, are you sure you’re not some elite military unit in disguise?"

"Unfortunately not," Taro groaned from his inverted cockpit.

"The Empire’s busy playing firefighter all over the galaxy. They aren’t coming to a backwater rim-world like this anytime soon... More importantly, have we found the Research Station yet?"

Despite the staggering numerical disadvantage, the station’s automated defenses, the ten H.A.D.s, and the Plum II’s relentless concentrated fire had literally ground the hundred-strong WIND fleet into space dust. There had been a few hairy moments where the Plum II had been swarmed, but its massive Shield Battery had proven more than up to the task. A Frigate-class WIND ship trying to punch through a Cruiser’s plating was like a housefly trying to headbutt its way through a blast door.

Currently, Lyza’s transport ships were busy scooping up the wreckage under Marl’s expert direction. As a veteran Salvager, she knew they couldn't take everything, so she was being picky about the loot. Alpha Station had been picked clean during its evacuation, so trying to set up a legitimate trade post here was a non-starter. Marl’s logic was simple: if they couldn't trade, they’d scavenge.

"That’s the 'unfortunate' part, kid," a voice replied. It wasn't Squall, but his boss, Bella. "We’re running directional scans on every suspicious blip we find. It’s only a matter of time."

Taro let out a low hum, his mind wandering to the man they were looking for. 

Dr. Arzimof was supposed to be at the Alpha Research Station, a completely separate facility from the Residential Station they were currently occupying. According to the logs Koume had recovered, the research station had jumped coordinates to escape the initial WIND assault. After that, the trail had gone cold.

"I just hope they're still alive..."

With Squall’s help, Taro managed to tumble out of the H.A.D. and began the trek toward the station’s control room where Bella and Koume were waiting. He spent the trip "crawling" through the zero-gravity corridors—a sensation he still despised—and finally let out a breath of relief once he stepped into the gravity-stabilized command center.

"Welcome back, kid. How was the ride?"

The woman who greeted Taro was roughly his height, with sharp, narrow eyes that seemed to see right through him. Unlike Marl’s fiery red mane, this woman had wavy, ocean-blue hair that bounced as she moved. She wore her jacket draped over her shoulders like a cape, sleeves dangling uselessly. A large, jagged scar ran across her cheek, but it only added to the composed, dangerous smile she wore. 

"Take a load off," she said, gesturing toward a seat.

"Don't bother asking, Bella," Squall grunted, pulling off his pilot’s helmet to reveal a face framed by short black hair. His tight pilot suit highlighted a physique that made Taro think of a slimmer, leaner version of Alan. "The kid’s a total amateur in the cockpit. He almost turned your expensive hardware into scrap metal."

"Hey! You didn't have to say that part out loud!" Taro barked.

"I saw it on the monitors, I know," Bella laughed. "Don't sweat the small stuff. The boy’s a lifesaver. Stand tall, kid."

Taro had been fidgeting, expecting a lecture, but Bella just pulled a thumb-sized cigar from her jacket and popped it into her mouth. She offered him one, but he shook his head. 

"It’s a real cigar, you know?" she teased. Taro shook his head again, more firmly this time.

"Look, I’m sorry," Bella continued, her expression turning serious. "I should’ve been clearer, but I ended up leading you guys on. Like I said, the Doctor is definitely in this system. But he’s not on this station."

Bella locked eyes with him. Taro felt the sheer weight of her presence pressing down on him, but he forced himself not to look away. She had clearly misled them to get their help, but he wasn't about to pick a fight over it. Mostly because...

["TEIRO, REFRAIN FROM ANY SUDDEN MOVEMENTS. THE GUNS AND RULE CORP ARE MAFIA WHO PRIDE THEMSELVES ON CHIVALRY, BUT THEY ARE STILL MAFIA. I DOUBT THEY WILL HARM THEIR BENEFACTORS, BUT IF THEY MARK US AS ENEMIES, THEY WILL BE MERCILESS. THE STATION’S TURRETS ARE CURRENTLY TARGETING US, AND THEIR H.A.D.S HAVE US COMPLETELY ENCIRCLED. IT IS QUITE THE RECEPTION."]

Alan’s warning, sent via a private encrypted channel while Taro was docking, echoed in his mind. Yeah, I’m definitely not talking back.

"W-well, it’s a bummer, but it is what it is," Taro stammered. "Besides, if we don't know where the Research Station is, we’d need to use your Large-scale Scanner anyway."

It was a total rationalization, but it was true. The scanners on their ship didn't have the range to sweep an entire star system.

Bella flashed a grin. In this age of advanced anti-aging tech, it was impossible to tell her real age, but Taro guessed she was somewhere in her late twenties or early thirties.

"By the way, Bella-san... you’re a Mafian Corp, right? Why are you the ones doing station security?"

"Hmm? What, a Mafia isn't allowed to play cop?"

"No, I mean—that’s not what I meant..." Taro trailed off, shrinking under her condescending gaze. He couldn't tell if she was trying to be intimidating or if she just was intimidating.

"Heh. Out here on the frontier, the Empire’s reach is pathetic. When the law is weak, the type of people who show up changes. Rough types like us find it much easier to handle... various things."

She emphasized the words with a sharp twist of her lips. 

"Various things, huh..." Taro muttered.

"It’s not like we’re out here breaking every law in the book," Bella said, waving a hand dismissively. "Compared to some of the freaks in deep space, we’re practically saints. Besides, every major corporation has a group like us on the payroll. Sometimes they call us a 'Union,' or a 'special department,' or a 'partner company.' Sometimes it’s just a secret handshake under the table."

Taro blinked. This wasn't the organized crime he’d imagined. Come to think of it, he’d never actually seen the news mention Mafian Corps in a negative light. I guess the Mafia is just another gear in the social machine out here.

"But hey," Bella said, her eyes narrowing as she scrutinized him. "You’re a weird one yourself, kid. That ship of yours is a bit too 'authentic' for a simple merchant vessel, don't you think?"

"You mean the Plum?" Taro asked. "I don't know if you get the news out here, but these days, every company is arming their ships. Security Company patrols can't keep up with the chaos."

"Hmm... true enough, given the state of things. So, you a former military man? You’ve clearly seen some combat."

"Uh, well... you could say a lot of things happened."

He could hardly tell her he’d literally OVERRIDDEN an entire Military Academy’s worth of training data into his brain. Bella seemed to take his hesitation for a dark, mysterious past and nodded knowingly. "Right. Keep your secrets, then."

"Anyway, kid. I’ve got a proposal. Are you the sole owner of your company?"

Taro felt a chill down his spine but nodded honestly. "Yes."

Bella’s grin widened, looking very satisfied. She opened her mouth to speak, but the AI's voice cut through the room.

["MR. TEIRO. THE STATION’S DIRECTIONAL SCAN HAS DETECTED A LARGE-SCALE STRUCTURE IN TRANSIT. AS THERE ARE NO OTHER REGISTERED STRUCTURES IN THIS SECTOR, I ESTIMATE A 98% PROBABILITY THAT THIS IS THE ALPHA RESEARCH STATION."]

Taro jumped to his feet. "Alright!" he cheered, already sprinting toward the dock where the Plum was moored. "Let's move!"

"Hold your horses, kid," Bella called out. "If you’re staging a raid, you’re taking us with you. We won't get in your way, and it’s about time we showed you what we can really do. Besides..."

She gave him a grin that was genuinely terrifying.

"We’re about to be members of the same Union. And a community is all about helping each other out, right?"

It was phrased like a suggestion, but the tone made it very clear: Taro didn't have a choice.
Chapter 37

"My, what a fortuitous turn of events! I believe we should most certainly join hands with them."

Lyza’s intrigued face beamed from the monitor in the Plum II’s control room. Teiro, who had fully expected a lecture or at least a look of utter disappointment, felt the wind fly right out of his sails.

"Er, right. But you do realize they're literally the Mafia, right? Is that... actually okay?"

Lyza met his question with a look of profound confusion.

"I fail to see the issue, Mr. Teiro. As the saying goes, ‘You aren't a pro until you’ve partnered with the mob.’ It’ll add some serious street cred to our Union. Since they made the first move, perhaps it's their way of showing gratitude."

Teiro let out a low, doubtful groan. He wasn’t even remotely convinced, so he turned to Koume, who was standing nearby.

"Hey, Koume. This 'Mafia' vibe is way off from what I was expecting. Help a guy out with a better explanation, please."

Koume tilted her head, looking at him with clinical curiosity.

"Since I am unaware of your personal internal image of the Mafia, Mr. Teiro, would a general summary suffice?"

"Yeah, that’s fine. My image is basically... guys doing business that’s either borderline illegal or just straight-up 'jail time' territory. Everyone’s terrified of them. Like, ‘Hey you, you better have my protection money or else.’ You know the vibe?"

"I see," Koume replied. "So, an image of being seduced by a beautiful woman, getting carried away and starting a relationship, only to find out she is the mistress of a Mafia boss who then proceeds to extort every credit to your name?"

"You definitely know what I'm talking about, don't you!?"

At Teiro’s retort, Koume merely shrugged and turned her palms upward—the universal gesture for 'I’m sure I haven't the slightest idea what you mean.'

"No, no, that was merely a conjecture, Mr. Teiro. However, according to the Encyclopedia Galactica, the Mafia is defined as follows: 'Members of a corporate organization that maintains and manages a region, primarily through military force, in areas where the influence of Imperial Law is significantly restricted. Corporations that operate with the permission of the Empire are called Mafian Corps, while unauthorized organizations are distinguished as Outlaw Corps.'"

"Official permission!? You mean they've got the Emperor’s actual rubber stamp of approval!?"

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. The galaxy is vast, and the human frontier expands daily. When that expansion outpaces the growth of the Imperial bureaucracy, lawless vacuums inevitably emerge."

"I see... so they're like a temporary patch to fill the gaps. But I bet some of them still do some pretty shady stuff, right?"

"Correct. There are Corps that engage in activities that cause them to be shunned, such as the manufacture and sale of prohibited drugs, human trafficking, or the use of force beyond their mandate. However, in most cases, they are recognized as a necessary evil."

"A necessary evil, huh... I guess it’s a matter of supply and demand. If the Mafia doesn’t do it, someone else will."

Koume nodded silently. Teiro chewed on that for a moment, but noticing Lyza looking like she was about to fall asleep waiting for him, he hurriedly turned up the comms volume.

"Sorry, sorry, kept you waiting. I think I’ve got the gist of the Mafia thing now. By the way, Bella is asking for twenty percent of the voting rights—what’s the verdict?"

"Oh, that is quite modest, isn't it? Natural, perhaps, if we consider this a temporary partnership. In that case, should we settle on forty-one for your side and thirty-nine for ours? If you have no objections, let us proceed."

"Roger that. The Union officially votes 'yes.' I’ll send the reply now."

Teiro whipped up a concise contract on BISHOP and beamed it over to Bella, who was likely currently busy shoving HAD Units into the Plum II’s hangar.

"Teiro, the Overdrive overhaul is done."

Teiro had been distracted by some rather unpleasant mental images of what would have happened if they’d rejected the Mafia’s application. Marl, having just returned from the engine room, wiped the sweat from her forehead with a towel.

"Good work. I take it everything went smoothly?"

"Yeah, we should be able to pull off a long-distance jump now. Just like I thought, it wasn't a structural power issue; it was a safety mechanism. The ship was hard-coded to ensure power to critical equipment was never interrupted."

Marl untied her hair, letting it fall loose as she exhaled a long sigh.

"But now? We can shove the full voltage wherever we want. We’ll make it to that Research Station easily."

Marl flashed a thumbs-up. Teiro mirrored the gesture. The Research Station was parked in the middle of nowhere, and usually, you’d need a small Stargate to reach it. But since those had been blown to bits by WIND, the Plum II had to make the trip on its own muscle.

"Understood. But 'full voltage'... is that actually safe?"

Teiro was a little hung up on that "power to critical equipment" part. Marl gave him a noncommittal 'eh' sound.

"It’s not like we’re going to be using maximum power for long. After the jump, we’ll just need five minutes or so to top off the batteries. The Life Support System can run off the spares anyway."

Satisfied, Teiro gave a short nod.

"Alright then, let's go play hero... This is Plum II to all units. We’re jumping to the target coordinates momentarily. Everyone ready?"

"Stardust here," Alan’s voice crackled. "No problems. We can move whenever you’re ready."

"Blue Comet here. The gear was loaded ages ago, kid," Bella added.

"Black Meteor here. We’re set. Let’s get this over with," Squall finished.

Alan was piloting the Stardust as support, while the newly hired Guns and Rule HAD Units were split into two three-man squads led by Bella and Squall.

"Plum II acknowledges. Alright, let’s do this!"

Teiro looked at Marl and nodded.

[OVERDRIVE: INITIATED]

"Wide-area Scan. Search for the target. Give me a status report."

The moment the Overdrive transit ended, Teiro slammed the scan button.

"The Large-scale Structure is four hundred kilometers dead ahead. Well within the margin of error, Mr. Teiro."

"Solar flare interference and debris levels are minimal. The field is stable," Marl reported.

Teiro nodded. "Full speed toward the objective."

About five minutes passed. Just as the distance to the target dropped to the halfway mark, several blips winked into existence on Teiro’s radar screen.

"Well, look at that—a welcoming committee. Any response to our Identification Signal?"

"None," Marl replied. "They’re all flagged as Unknown. Probably WIND."

"I concur that the probability is high," Koume added. "However, Mr. Teiro, I have confirmed one inexplicable anomaly."

Teiro turned to her. "Good news or bad?"

"Unclear," Koume said. "The Wide-area Scan has returned an unexpected result. I performed a second pass to rule out an analysis error, but the data is consistent. There are 'two' Large-scale Structure reactions at the target site."

The room fell into a heavy silence.

"Wait, what? Are there two Research Stations?"

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. Furthermore, the distance between the two structures is approximately one hundred and fifty kilometers. They are far too separated to be a single interconnected facility."

"Could they have caught an asteroid in their gravity well or something?" Marl asked.

"Also negative, Miss Marl. Weak radio emissions have been detected from both objects."

"Great, so they’re both man-made. What are we looking at? Can we get a size reading?"

"One moment," Koume replied. After a few seconds of silence, her voice rang out again. "Both are classified as ultra-compact stations. One matches the signature of the Alpha Star System Research Station. The other is somewhat smaller."

Teiro’s brow furrowed. "What the hell? Even if you call it 'ultra-compact,' it’s still way bigger than a ship, right?"

"Correct, Mr. Teiro. In terms of mass, it is at least ten times that of this vessel."

Teiro ran through a dozen possibilities in his head, but none of them made a lick of sense. Marl seemed to be in the same boat, resting her chin in her hand as she puzzled over the data.

"I don't get it. Well... we’ll have visuals in a second. Seeing is believing."

Marl looked up at the main viewscreen. Teiro and Koume followed her lead.

The grainy image of deep space flickered on the monitor, slowly sharpening as the resolution increased. As the final pixels clicked into place, the entire control room erupted in a chorus of stunned silence.

"What... what the hell is that?"

Teiro’s jaw hit the floor. Marl and Koume weren't far behind him.

The screen displayed a bizarre, nonsensical object that looked like an abstract sculpture of galactic garbage. It was a massive rectangular solid—a Frankenstein's monster of giant iron plates, shipping containers, station piers, and a thicket of unintelligible antennas. It looked like every piece of man-made space junk in the sector had been kneaded together into a single, terrifying lump. Teiro’s first thought was that it looked like a "Giant WIND," but it lacked any visible engines or propulsion systems.

"No, seriously, what am I looking at...?"

Teiro completely forgot about the hostile blips closing in on their position. He just stood there, staring at the screen in utter bewilderment.
Episode 38

"Mr. Teiro, four high-speed vessels—presumably WIND—are closing in."

Koume’s voice snapped Teiro’s brain out of its state of stunned disbelief. 

"Prepare for interception. Project our identification signal one more time, just for the sake of appearances. If they don't play nice, let the beam turrets do the talking."

Teiro cast one last lingering glance at the mysterious megastructure, then shoved his doubts and anxieties into a box in the back of his mind. It was time to focus on the shooting.

[[LOCK-ON SYSTEM: PARALLEL ACTIVATION]]

Each turret had its own targeting computer. He spun up four—matching the enemy’s numbers—and set them to work on every target on the scope.

[[LOCK-ON IN PROGRESS: 40% COMPLETION]]

An unfamiliar progress bar popped up on BISHOP’s display. Teiro watched the percentage tick up at a snail's pace, his brow furrowing. "What the hell is this?"

"Marl-tan, the lock-on system is acting funky. Usually, it’s instantaneous, but this is taking forever."

"Hold your horses," Marl replied, her fingers flying across her console. "You’re right, that is weird. There’s no sign of the Plum II being jammed, though. Koume, any ideas?"

"Yes, Miss Marl. It appears the targets are utilizing lock-on scramblers. It is a type of jamming equipment, though it isn't directed at the opponent's ship specifically. Think of it as a localized defensive screen."

"I see. So because they aren't aiming it at us, our sensors don't flag it as an attack... It’s like some kind of auxiliary magic buff."

Teiro had the book-learning for this kind of tech, but experiencing it in the wild was a different beast entirely. Just knowing the theory doesn’t mean a damn thing when the lasers start flying, he grumbled to himself. To compensate, he slapped the remaining twelve lock-on systems into gear. With eight systems focusing on each target at once, the sheer processing power brute-forced the locks in seconds.

"So the solution is just 'hit it harder,' huh? Marl, any word on that ID signal?"

"Radio silence. Should I start the fireworks?"

Marl waited for Teiro’s nod before letting loose. The eight beam turrets mounted on the Plum II roared to life, spitting out lances of brilliant blue destruction.

"E1 confirmed destroyed. Mr. Teiro, new signatures detected coming from the structure. They are being... spat out, for lack of a better term."

Teiro’s eyes darted to the radar screen at Koume’s warning. Around twenty light-points had appeared near the mysterious facility, all of them burning a path straight for the Plum II.

"Okay, that’s a lot... Let's stick to the meta and stagger the engagement timing. Turn sixty degrees to the right! Engine output at eighty percent!"

"Roger that! Sixty right, eighty percent power!"

The Plum II’s massive hull began a slow, sweeping turn. Teiro and the crew felt the slight tug of centrifugal force—a gentle reminder of the ship's physics. Compared to the nimble destroyers he used to pilot, this felt like turning a house, yet it was still freakishly agile for a ship of its weight class.

"The enemy is splitting up just like you expected... but this is odd," Marl noted. "They’ve divided into two distinct groups based on speed. Do you think we’re looking at different WIND variants?"

Sure enough, the light-points on the radar were drifting into two clusters. Teiro figured it wasn't a tactical choice so much as a natural consequence of their different engine specs.

"Maybe a new model? We’ve seen them with and without jammers before, so the internal guts are clearly modular."

"Maybe," Marl said, her voice tight. "But different engines? That’s new. I swear, the WIND are evolving faster than we can keep up with lately."

"I concur, Miss Marl," Koume added. "The reason is unknown, but it is possible a new logic-pattern AI has been birthed among them."

Teiro looked at Koume, and for a split second, the horrifying thought of 'What if this girl was my enemy?' flashed through his mind. He gave an involuntary shiver. 

"Well, that’s a terrifying thought... Not much we can do about it now, though. Let’s just do our best for the good people of the Empire, shall we?"

Teiro pumped himself up with a sharp "Right!" and began assisting Marl with the firing calculations.

"E14 and E19 destroyed. Mr. Teiro, the enemy has opened fire."

"Got it. Marl, handle the jamming. I’ve got the gunnery."

"Understood. Should I launch the drones?"

"Nah, let’s save them. Until they’re crawling all over us, the turrets will do just fine."

Dozens of thin needle-beams lanced through the void. Thanks to Marl’s beam jamming, nearly half of them curved harmlessly away as if sliding off an invisible soap bubble. Of the remaining beams, four were on a direct collision course. Koume handled the shield control with surgical precision; the beams diffused against the energy barrier, leaving nothing but faint scorch marks on the outer plating.

"E15 and E17 destroyed. Mr. Teiro, I have run out of locked targets."

"Ugh, hang on, I’m locking the next batch! This is a total pain in the ass!"

The lock-on scramblers were still running, making every targeting solution a chore. Teiro clicked his tongue in irritation.

"Koume, can you triangulate which one of these bastards is running the scrambler?"

"I shall try, Mr. Teiro. However, our sensors are—pardon me. Calculation complete."

"That fast!? How!?"

Instead of explaining, Koume pointed a finger at the main screen, which was currently magnifying the massive, mysterious structure.

"Mr. Teiro, the scrambling signals are originating from that. It is projecting the field around every WIND unit in the vicinity. Because the output is so ridiculously high, it was trivial to trace. To be honest, if you weren't at the helm, we would be in a very precarious position."

Teiro joined Marl in glaring at the structure on the screen. He didn't know what it was, but he knew he hated it. 

"What the hell is that thing? Seriously. Maybe I should just shove a few torpedoes down its throat."

"Don't be reckless," Marl cautioned. "It’s just a theory, but what if that’s what happens to a research station after the WIND take it over? If things get desperate, we’ll blow it sky-high, but for now, we should observe."

Teiro let out a frustrated grunt. Tactically speaking, she was right. Ever since he’d started his corp, he’d been scouring the net for WIND data, and he’d never seen anything like this. If it was a new discovery, every scrap of data they gathered was worth its weight in credits.

"I don't know if 'new discovery' is a good thing here, but it’s definitely worth a report. Koume, keep a hawk-eye on that thing. If it even twitches funny, tell me. We’ll play it Marl’s way for now."

Teiro poured his entire consciousness into the task, weaving through the complex encryption of the lock-on scramblers like a master hacker. He parsed the scrambled scan data, calculating exact relative coordinates for every blip on his screen.

Just as he finished locking onto every incoming threat and took a much-needed breath, Koume’s cool, level voice rang out.

"Mr. Teiro, the distant group has commenced firing."

Both Teiro and Marl snapped their heads up.

"Wait, what? They’re way too far out!" Marl shouted. "We haven't even hit engagement range yet!"

"I’d love to think they just missed, but—holy crap! Koume! Shields to maximum!"

[[SHIELDS: 100% OUTPUT]]

Teiro practically recoiled from the monitor as a literal wall of light filled the screen. Individually, the beams weren't massive, but the sheer volume was staggering.

"Thirty-eight beams incoming! Teiro, those are destroyer-class signatures!" Marl screamed.

"Dammit! Alan, Bella, Squall, prep for launch! Handle the small fry!"

"[[STAR DUST HERE. ROGER THAT, BOSS.]]"

"[[BLUE COMET COPIES. WE’RE READY TO GO ANYTIME!]]"

"[[BLACK METEOR. SAME HERE. I ASSUME WE’RE USING ANTI-SHIP RIFLES?]]"

Teiro opened his mouth to reply to Squall, but another volley of beams slammed into their perimeter, forcing him to cancel the transmission. He had to focus everything on assisting Marl’s jamming and the defensive firing solutions.

"Large ships? Crap, what do I do... what do I do...?"

His eyes went bloodshot as he locked onto the ten destroyer-class WIND units in the distance. This was way outside the mission parameters. Facing ten destroyers at once was enough to make even a seasoned captain break out in a cold sweat.

"Teiro, get a grip!" Marl shouted. "Focus on your shooting! Don't forget, we have that 'retro-futuristic' hardware you dreamed up!"

A wicked smirk tugged at the corner of Teiro’s mouth. According to the textbooks at the Military Academy, one cruiser against ten destroyers was a suicide mission. But as Marl pointed out, he had an ace up his sleeve that the WIND didn't.

"You’re damn right... Alright! Turn sixty left! Target: the destroyer group! Full reverse thrust!"

Marl reacted instantly. They stopped trying to lead the enemies away and instead swung the ship around to face them head-on.

"Frontal profile is the smallest target we can give them! Turrets nine through fourteen, prep for firing!"

Through BISHOP, Teiro opened the hatches for the railguns. The fusion engine dumped a massive surge of voltage into the high-capacity batteries. The superconducting rails began to let out an ominous, low-frequency hum.

"I don't care what kind of upgrades you’ve got! You’re still just WIND, and you aren't laying a finger on my Plum!"

The stored energy was unleashed into the pre-loaded shells. Pushed by the sheer power of Lorentz force, the projectiles tore through the barrels in a shroud of white-hot plasma and screamed into the vacuum of space.

"Go get 'em! Eat my ten-thousand credit bullets!"

As Teiro roared, Marl let out a cheer of her own.

A single shot from a beam weapon cost maybe a few hundred credits. These? These were in a different league entirely.
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A metal warhead screamed through the void. In the vacuum of space, where gravity and atmosphere were non-existent, a bullet’s trajectory was a perfectly straight line of pure, unadulterated violence. Six of these rounds eventually collided with a clumsy, hodgepodge excuse for a ship, tearing into its hull. Had anyone been watching closely, they might have noticed something impossible: the warheads performed a series of complex, jagged evasive maneuvers just microseconds before impact.

"Ten grand per shot... sixty grand a volley... ugh, kill me now, Marl. Life over credits, life over credits. It’s a business expense, just a business expense... but God, it hurts!"

Marl was currently hunched over her monitor, muttering to herself through clenched teeth like a miser watching their life savings go up in smoke. Teiro felt a pang of guilt as he watched her, though it didn’t stop him from slamming the next set of rounds into the turret’s breach.

"E24 is silent. E31 has sustained moderate damage. Detecting a faint Physical Shield response from the target. It appears 'one-shot, one-kill' remains a lofty dream for now," Koume reported with her usual clinical detachment.

"Still, it’s a hell of a lot more effective than trading beam fire," Teiro shot back. "At least we’re dropping one ship per volley. Launch all drones! Alan, they’re all yours."

"Stardust here. Roger that," Alan’s voice crackled over the comms. "Just remember, I’m holding the leashes on a pack of rabid hounds. If they slip the collar, don’t come crying to me."

Teiro flicked his display over to the exterior cameras, watching the hangar bay.

"Blue Comet Team, heading out!"

"Black Meteor Team, launching!"

"Hey! You two, wait—... dammit! Stardust, launching!!"

Six Humanoid Weapon HADs surged out of the dock bay, followed by their high-speed tender. The units belonging to the team leads, Bella and Squall, were painted a loud, obnoxious red.

Teiro had originally questioned if painting them bright red was essentially an invitation for the enemy to shoot them, but Bella had laughed him off. Between the sheer efficiency of modern electronic warfare and the fact that visual spotting was a relic of the past, hiding was impossible anyway. If you were going to be seen, you might as well look good doing it. Plus, it made it a lot easier for allies to avoid crashing into you.

"They certainly seem to be having a grand old time... Koume, how are our shields holding up?"

Koume turned to look at him, her hands still dancing across her consoles with a speed that defied human biology. Teiro assumed she was manually overriding whatever BISHOP’s automated systems couldn't handle.

"Currently within projected parameters, Mr. Teiro. At the current rate of bombardment, the shields can hold for approximately thirty minutes. However, the ablation on the armor plates is becoming critical. I recommend rotating the ship shortly."

"Thirty minutes is plenty. Got it. I guess we have been taking everything on the chin so far."

Even with the shields diffusing the incoming beams, the residual energy was literally cooking the ship, melting and scraping away at the outer layers. The Plum II’s armor was thick enough to make a cruiser jealous, but everything had a breaking point. And when you sat in a microwave of beam fire long enough, other things started to go wrong.

"Teiro! The temperature on the forward exterior is spiking!" Marl shrieked. "Local average is hitting 1050 degrees. If we hit 2000, we’re going to start melting from the inside out!"

"Gah, that’s too hot! Kill the rotation thrusters! Divert all power to the cooling systems!"

[ATTITUDE CONTROL: POWER SAVING MODE ACTIVATED]

[BYPASS CIRCUIT: ONLINE]

[CIRCULATION COOLING: BOOSTING]

BISHOP executed the commands instantly. Power that had been fueling the thrusters was rerouted into the cooling grid. Conduits pulsed throughout the Plum II like glowing blue veins as coolant began to circulate with violent intensity. Giant radiators—one of the few ship components actually exposed to the vacuum—began to glow. These mist-type radiators sprayed heated fluid into space to flash-cool it before sucking it back in.

"E26 sunk. E29 silent. Shield capacity at 75%. Forward hull temperature stabilized at 600 degrees. It appears Miss Marl’s custom wiring is paying dividends already," Koume noted.

Under normal circumstances, ship systems weren't meant to be tinkered with this much. Most ships were built with "common sense" circuits that prevented you from doing things like turning off your steering to boost your fridge. The fact that the Plum II could do it at all was a testament to Marl’s obsessive, borderline-insane modifications.

"So, the heat really has nowhere to go in a vacuum... I finally get why those radiators are so ridiculously huge," Teiro muttered.

"Technically, some heat escapes via radiation, but compared to the thermal energy of a beam, it is a drop in the ocean," Koume said. She then paused, tilting her head. "A hot, flushed body does not cool down easily, after all."

"Stop! Koume-san, please! Stop saying it like that!"

By the time the Plum II had hammered its fourth destroyer into scrap, the kill reports from Alan and the Arzimof siblings began to flood the logs. Alan’s Stardust was busy jamming the WIND engine signatures into oblivion; as the enemy slowed to a crawl, Squall’s Black Meteor Team descended on them like vultures. Bella hung back, picking off targets with her sniper rifle wherever a shield flickered out.

"That’s six! Alright, kid, we’ve got the small fry. You focus on the big ones!"

"Copy that!" Teiro shouted. He immediately slaved the four beam turrets he'd been using for point defense back to the main anti-ship targeting array.

"This might actually work... but they’re getting too close. Cut the bypass! Bring us ninety degrees right, forty-five up! All engines to full!"

Teiro dumped the power back into the thrusters, and the Plum II groaned as it pivoted hard to the right. He was exposing the ship’s flank, forcing the enemy to focus their fire on fresh, un-melted armor.

"Dammit, the nose is all dented and scorched... the repair bill for those plates is going to be astronomical," Teiro grumbled.

"Who cares!?" Marl yelled, her eyes looking a little wild. "It’s cheaper than the railgun rounds! Just keep shooting! Blow them all to hell! I don't care if they're destroyers or gods—make them pay!"

Teiro gave a dry, hollow laugh. Best not to think about Marl right now. He focused everything on the next railgun volley. He thought he heard a tiny, high-pitched scream from the pilot’s seat next to him, but he decided to pretend he hadn't.

"E22 sunk. E30 silent. Shields at 50%. At this rate, our probability of total victory exceeds 90%."

"Ugh, Koume, don't say that! You're going to trip a narrative flag and send us into a crisis!"

Teiro made a sour face, imagining the tropes of every movie and novel he’d ever read. Composure always came right before the "But Suddenly" moment.

"Then again, reality isn't a story... miracle turnabouts don't happen that often in the real world. Sorry, Mr. WIND, but this is the end."

Teiro unleashed another railgun volley, pouring his entire focus into the trajectory control.

There was no grand reversal. No secret weapon. The battle simply... concluded. The WIND, lacking anything resembling tactics or teamwork, had no answer for the Plum II's overwhelming, expensive force. Any small units that tried to swarm the ship were picked off by Bella and Squall, while the distant destroyers were systematically devoured by Teiro’s railguns. When the ninth volley finally cleared the tubes, silence returned to the sector.

"They're huge... that one must be nearly 200 meters long," Marl whispered, her face pressed against the monitor. She was breathing heavily, her eyes gleaming with the predatory light of a woman determined to salvage enough scrap to cover her ammunition costs.

"They’re big, sure," Teiro said, looking up at the main screen. "But compared to that thing, they’re nothing."

Marl and Koume both went quiet. The excitement of the victory evaporated, replaced by the cold, heavy dread of looking at something that shouldn't exist.

"That... isn't a battleship-class WIND, is it?" Teiro asked.

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. The target possesses no engines and no turrets."

"But it’s definitely not harmless," Marl added. "That's the source of the massive jamming field."

"Right... Hey, Alan? You seeing this? Any idea what this scrap-metal monster is?"

Teiro opened the channel to the dock. On the screen, he could see the pilots and crew huddled around their own displays.

"Yeah, Teiro. We’re looking at it. Honestly? No clue. Never saw anything like it in the military reports, though my service was a decade ago."

"I see... Bella? Squall?"

"Not a chance, kid," Bella’s voice came through. "If the Doctor knew about something this juicy, he’d have been here with a screwdriver and a grin years ago."

"The Doctor? Oh, are you an acquaintance of Dr. Arzimof?"

"Hmm? Well, yeah. Didn't you check the roster, boy?"

Teiro blinked. The roster? He pulled up the Union member list on BISHOP and scrolled until he hit the 'A's.

"Bella Arzimof... Wait, what?! You’re his kids?!"

"How rude," Bella teased. "We’re his grandchildren. Do I really look that old to you?"

"Grandchildren? Wait, 'we'?"

Before Teiro could scroll further, Squall’s gravelly voice cut in. "Squall Arzimof. We’re siblings. If you’re going to act like the hotshot leader of the Union, maybe learn the backgrounds of your primary staff? Do you even give a damn, or are you just playing pilot?"

Teiro withered under Squall’s disdain, unable to find a comeback.

"Mr. Teiro is young and lacks experience. Perhaps you could find it in yourself to be lenient, Mr. Squall?" Koume’s voice was flat, but it carried a sudden, razor-sharp weight. Teiro and Marl stared at her in shock. "When you were his age, were you capable of this? Were you already a fully-realized leader?"

There was a long, awkward silence over the comms.

"...Fine. That was a bit harsh, I’ll give you that. My bad, kid. Take it as a piece of advice and move on."

"Ah, no, it’s fine. Sorry," Teiro managed. He wasn't actually mad at Squall, but Koume's uncharacteristic burst of emotion was making him sweat.

He was about to say something to her when Marl let out a strangled, "Ah!"

"Teiro, look at the screen... do you see that?"

Marl pointed at the bizarre, massive structure on the main display. Teiro squinted, and as the image resolved, he felt his heart drop into his stomach. His fingers began to tremble.

"Oh... oh no. This is..."

The comms filled with the stunned gasps of Alan and the others. Teiro took a few steps toward the screen, his face pale as he stared at the monstrosity.

"It's not a ship," he whispered. "It's a factory..."
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It was a grotesque sculpture, looking for all the world like a mad giant had gone on a rampage, forcibly crushing every piece of junk in sight. Within that tangled mess of scrap, several points of light flickered. Lasers spat, sparks flew, and various bits of metal were processed one after another as they moved along a bizarre, conveyor-like apparatus.

"Hey, Teiro. I’ve got a bad feeling I’m looking at something I shouldn’t be seeing right now," Alan’s voice crackled through the comms.

Mechanical arms snatched up nearby debris and slammed them onto a WIND hull that was already nearing completion. Immediately, a swarm of other arms appeared to pin the parts down, likely riveting them into place. They repeated a relentless cycle: move, stop, move, stop.

"I’m with you, Alan," Taro muttered. "I mean, seriously, who was it?"

Thousands of arms worked in frantic unison, adding new parts to a ship lashed to a thick mooring pole. Rod-shaped things were shoved in haphazardly; plate-shaped panels were slapped on with no rhyme or reason. It was impossible to tell if anything was actually properly attached.

"Whoever said the WIND were just some half-baked failures who played with scrap... I’d love to see them work as a subcontractor for this factory."

The factory complex sat exposed to the vacuum of space, a collection of hollowed-out rectangular prisms performing various tasks at irregular, chaotic intervals. In one spot, purple and blue light flared in every direction—likely refining Razor Metal for beam weapons—while right next to it, what looked like scanning antennas were being bolted together. This was a place clearly not built for human observation or movement. It looked like the kind of environment where a human would be crushed or vaporized in seconds.

"Hey, Squall. Look on the bright side," Bella teased. "Now you’ve got another reason to offer up a prayer to the big guy upstairs."

"Don't joke around, Bella... but damn, I didn't think I'd be saying 'Amen' twice in such a short window. Hey, Mr. Teiro. What’s the play here?"

"What’s the play? You’re asking me?" Taro sighed. "We can’t just leave it here. We don't have to wipe it off the map, but we should at least put it out of commission, right?"

"I'm in," Marl added from the side. "It’s definitely a factory, but honestly, I can't tell if that's all it is. Since it wasn’t designed for humans to use, I have no clue what I'm looking at. For all we know, it’s a factory that doubles as some kind of superweapon."

"Koume agrees, Mr. Teiro. It is highly probable that fuel reserves and power reactors are housed within. Given its sheer mass alone, it poses a significant threat."

Taro nodded at their input. Bella’s voice piped up again: "Should I head over and take a peek?"

"No, Bella-san. I respect any Iron Hearts pilot who’d even think about getting close to that thing, but let’s play it safe. We have no idea what it'll do."

Taro engaged the beam turrets through BISHOP and took aim at the massive structure. They were still at a safe distance; even if the thing blew sky-high, they wouldn't be caught in the blast.

Okay, now... where the hell am I supposed to aim?

The thing was too huge. It was so asymmetrical and chaotic that Taro had no idea where a critical hit might land. He glanced at Marl, but she just shook her head.

"Don't look at me. If we spent a few years researching it, I might have an inkling, but I’d rather leave that to the specialists," Marl said, her face twisted in a grimace as she stared at the display.

"Yeah, fair point," Taro replied. He decided to just pick a spot and hope for the best. He reached out to the monitor on his seat and tapped a section of the structure.

[LOCK-ON IMAGE AIMING: 30%]

The BISHOP system began its lock-on sequence based on his visual designation, but the percentage climbed with agonizing slowness. It was an unprecedented delay, likely caused by the enemy’s jamming device.

"Ugh, this is taking forever... Alright, locked!"

Taro initiated the analysis of the encrypted lock-on scan and completed it in a heartbeat. Having figured out the patterns of the jamming cipher during the previous skirmish, cracking it now was child's play.

"Firing numbers one through four—wait, what!?"

Just as he was about to pull the trigger, the entire megastructure began to vibrate violently. It started shedding parts like it was undergoing a localized structural collapse.

"Mr. Teiro, I am detecting a massive surge of drive particles from the target," Koume reported, her voice as calm as ever.

"Drive particles?" Taro blinked.

"The subatomic particles emitted during an Overdrive jump!!" Marl screamed. "Teiro, look!"

On the main display, the structure was now shrouded in a ghostly, pale blue haze. Instinctively, Taro executed the firing function, unleashing beams toward the structure just as it began to exhibit the "stretching" effect typical of a warp jump.

"Open all ports up to number eight! The railgun won't charge in time!"

Eight lances of light erupted from the Plum II, scorching the hull of the large-scale structure. Vaporized steel erupted in explosions, creating spheres of white fire. But even those explosions began to stretch and distort—

"No way... Jumping with something that big? Is that even allowed!?"

With a flash like a bolt of lightning, the massive structure vanished. Taro stared blankly at the empty void where the factory had been, now filled only with drifting debris.

"DON’T JUST STAND THERE GAWKING! TRACK IT!"

Bella’s roar was so loud Taro nearly fell out of his seat. He clapped his hands over his ears, snapped out of his daze, and barked at Koume, "Calculate the jump destination, now!"

"One moment, Mr. Teiro... The destination is interstellar space, 0.4 light-years away."

"......Huh?"

Taro let out his twentieth cry of shock for the day. Marl leaned forward, eyes wide. "That has to be a calculation error, right?"

"You can't jump that far with just an Overdrive," Marl continued. "That’s impossible unless you’re using a Stargate!"

Taro frowned, humming to himself. Then, a simple, terrifying answer dawned on him. "Oh. I get it."

"You get what?"

"It’s exactly what it looks like. They didn't just find a Stargate. They ate one."

Everyone in the bridge turned to stare at him.

"I mean, it’s not technically impossible..." Marl mused. "Now that you mention it, they did say that small Stargate bound for the research station went missing, didn't they?"

"Miss Marl, I have that in my records as well," Koume added. "However, even if they acquired the hardware, the question remains how they could integrate it into a ship so quickly."

"Right," Alan chimed in over the radio. "There's no way. Stargates are controlled by BISHOP, and the WIND can't use BISHOP. At best, they'd have to jury-rig a manual mechanical interface, but that would take a massive amount of time."

The three on the Plum II nodded in agreement.

"Well, whatever the case, we need to report this to the military. Let’s get—wait, damn it. We’re out of range for a link to Central."

"True," Marl said. "We need to burn it back to Delta immediately and hand over the sensor logs and hull data."

"Hmph... Alright, Teiro. Send a copy of the data to me," Alan proposed. "I'll floor it in the Stardust and get there first. You guys focus on contacting the Doctor or helping defend the station if things get hairy. Any objections?"

No one argued. Their immediate course of action was set—and the race was on.
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Alpha Star System, Alpha Station. Despite being labeled a "research station," it wasn’t just a sterile cluster of labs. It was a sprawling mess of Living Quarters and commercial districts built for the researchers' families. The main difference between this place and a normal residential hub was the casual availability of experimental hardware that would be illegal anywhere else. We’re talking toxic gas, lethal radiation, particle accelerators—the kind of stuff that could cause a localized apocalypse if someone tripped over a power cord. Naturally, all of it was perfectly legal here.

The station’s management committee practically threw themselves at Taro’s crew, sobbing and clutching at them as if they were the Second Coming. They were hailed as heroes, saviors, and probably the best thing since sliced bread. Taro didn't exactly mind the ego stroke, but he couldn't help but feel that the people who actually sat through the siege were the real badasses.

Apparently, the locals had spent the entire ordeal revving up prototype engines to create heat signatures, firing research Beams at the intruders, and weaponizing literally everything in the station to keep from being eaten. If they’d stayed at the original beacon coordinates, that WIND factory would have slurped them up like a noodle, Taro thought. He wasn't sure if the WIND actually "ate" people, but he was fairly certain the outcome wouldn't have involved a complimentary gift basket.

"Dr. Alzimov’s research facility is this way. Your escort has arrived," a representative of the committee said, gesturing toward one of the countless doors lining the gate.

A man in a sharp suit stood there, watching them with an unblinking intensity. When he caught Taro’s eye, he gave a bow that was far more dignified than his cluttered surroundings suggested.

The Alpha Star System boasted a history that reached back across the 6,000-year lifespan of the Galactic Empire. Most of the Empire’s early history and messy origins had been lost to the various "upheavals" of the era, but bits and pieces of data survived on physical storage media—the kind of ancient chips and disks that most modern people only saw in museums.

"Dr. Alzimov must be allergic to cleaning," Marl whispered.

Taro and the crew navigated a corridor where mountains of physical media threatened to bury them. It was a literal obstacle course of ancient data.

"My sincerest apologies, Miss Marl," said the man, who had introduced himself as the doctor’s assistant, Daniil. "We simply don’t have enough storage space for our materials. It results in... this."

The members of the TRB Union—a name cobbled together from the initials of the three leaders—finally reached a reception room where they could actually breathe. The room was aggressively minimalist: two modest sofas, a table, and a massive, clunky, old-model screen mounted on the wall.

Five minutes later, Dr. Alzimov shuffled in with a standard-issue "Sorry for the wait" greeting.

"It’s a bit of a dump for a hero’s welcome, but forgive me," the doctor said. "Color and decor aren't exactly high priorities on a research station."

Dr. Alzimov looked like he hadn't slept since the Empire's founding. He had a face etched with the exhaustion of someone who had been under siege for way too long. Taro stood up and offered a handshake.

"Total honor to meet you, Doc. I guess we can skip the 'who's who' bit, yeah?"

Taro glanced back at Bella. She gave him a small nod. She’d been in constant comm-link contact with her grandfather since they docked.

"Mhm, mhm. I’ve heard the gist from my granddaughter," Alzimov said, sounding a little too excited for a man on the brink of collapse. "Something about you being interested in the origins of humanity?"

"That’s the one," Taro said, taking a seat. "Do you know a planet called Earth?"

"Earth? Can’t say I’ve heard the name," the doctor replied. "But I assume that’s the planet you're claiming is the cradle of humanity? Unless you’re just taking the scenic route to explain your mission."

"No, that’s exactly it, Doctor. That’s where I was born and raised. It’s where humanity started."

Taro laid out his story while the doctor listened in silence, puffing on a cigar he’d lit with a casual "do you mind?" gesture. Alzimov’s face was a mask of skepticism, clearly suspecting some elaborate prank, but then Koume presented Taro’s DNA Information. 

The doctor’s face turned white.

"This is... bizarre. Completely unbelievable," Alzimov muttered. "I’ve dealt with countless lunatics claiming to be from the 'homeworld,' but you’re the first ones to show me data this fascinating. Yes, yes... incredibly interesting."

The doctor asked to take a copy of the data. Taro gave the okay, provided the doctor didn't go plastering it all over the galactic network.

"So, Doctor, I’m 100% certain that the Human Single-Planet Origin Theory is the real deal. But as a practical matter, do you have any idea where it actually is?"

"Hmm. That is the ten-million-Credit question, Mr. Teiro. I’ll be honest: my research hasn't progressed far enough to pinpoint a single rock in the void."

"Nothing? No leads? Not even a general 'turn left at the nebula' direction?"

The doctor’s brow furrowed. "Of course I know that much," he snapped, hitting a button. A map of the galaxy flared to life on the old screen.

"DNA Information. Historical literature. Geographical factors. We can track the migration patterns of early humans through various data points. The roughly accurate historical territory of the early Empire is this area here."

A section about one-tenth the size of the current Empire turned red. 

"And based on circumstantial evidence," the doctor continued, "it narrows down to this."

The red area shrank to a tenth of its previous size.

"You can take this as a near-certainty. Even the most stubborn scholars in the galaxy wouldn't argue with me up to this point. The problem is what comes next."

The red spot on the map shrank again, becoming a tiny dot.

"This is what I claim to be the Empire’s absolute earliest sphere of influence. The mainstream academics say multiple civilizations just happened to bump into each other and decided to form an Empire. Personally, I think that’s a load of steaming garbage. Politics is the real culprit here."

"Politics?" Taro asked.

"Exactly, Mr. Teiro. The Galactic Empire is home to multiple species, and they all have their own agendas. We humans make up about seventy percent of the population, but the other species have far more 'ethnic pride.' It’s one of the reasons I’m out here in the middle of nowhere."

"Wait, back up. Other species? You mean the people with the wings and the horns?" Taro thought back to the people he’d seen at the gates and in the trading stalls.

The doctor chuckled. "You have a... unique way of putting things. But I’d avoid saying that to their faces if you value your health. The common terms are Horn and Wing."

"Right. Noted. I’ll keep the 'horns and wings' comments to myself," Taro promised.

"They believe they are entirely separate from humanity," the doctor continued, his tone turning serious. "Their holy scriptures say they came from different stars entirely. My research, however, proves that their bibles are wrong. I’m essentially calling their gods liars."

Taro’s gears started turning. So that’s why this guy is hiding out in a junk-filled station.

"I get it. Your Human Single-Planet Origin Theory... it includes them too, doesn't it?"

The doctor beamed as if Taro had just won a prize.

"Precisely, Mr. Teiro! There are massive DNA differences, obviously. We’re different enough that crossbreeding is effectively impossible. But I am convinced we all share the same ancestor. Needless to say, I’m not very popular at their dinner parties."

Taro gave a weak laugh. "I bet. Sounds like you’re dealing with some top-tier harassment. You said that was 'one' of the reasons you were out here. What’s the other? This?" He gestured to the map.

"Correct," the doctor said. "The cradle of humanity should be somewhere in the sector beyond Alpha Station, at the very edge of the galaxy. It’s only logical to research near the source. As for the harassment... it’s a bit more than just 'mean comments.' Why don't you check the public mission list?"

Confused, Taro pulled up the network’s bounty list and searched for the name "Alzimov."

"...Wow. Dr. Isaac Alzimov. Assassination contract: 10,000,000 Credits. That is... really not funny."

The bounty had several organizations listed as "investors." Taro didn't recognize the names, but he could take a wild guess that they were Horn and Wing extremist groups.

"It’s a massive headache," the doctor sighed, looking irritable. "I’m forced to rely on a handful of trusted colleagues and my grandchildren’s muscle just to stay alive. My funding is drying up because my investors keep getting threatened. It’s a mess."

"That’s messed up," Taro agreed. He didn't care about the politics or the specifics of the genetics, but he knew a raw deal when he saw one.

Taro spent the next two hours grilling the doctor about Earth. He didn't walk away with a set of GPS coordinates, but he was more than satisfied. The doctor was absolutely certain his theory was right, and the funding issue was about to disappear. Taro, representing the TRB Union, formally proposed a massive financial sponsorship for the doctor’s research. It passed.

Liza had been hesitant at first—she didn't really care about Earth—but Taro pointed out that Dr. Alzimov was a legend in the Alpha Star System. Having him on the payroll was a massive trade advantage. She eventually caved. Even though the combined votes of Rising Sun and Guns and Rule meant Taro could do whatever he wanted, he preferred to keep things unanimous when possible.

"Well, that’s one small step toward Earth," Marl said as they walked back through the corridors of the Plum II.

"Tell me about it," Taro agreed. "And Marl? You were right about starting the company. There’s no way we could have funded the Doc just as freelance pilots."

"I told you so," Marl said with a smug grin. "We’ll need to talk to him again tomorrow about that WIND factory. It’s Union business now, so it’s going to dictate our whole roadmap."

"Yeah. He said he wanted to use the ship for some field tests, too. I bet he’s got some crazy ideas lined up."

Taro walked down the inorganic hallway, feeling more optimistic than he had in weeks. It was a long road. It might take years. But they had finally taken that first step.

It was a small step, sure. But it was the first real step he’d taken in a long, long time.
Chapter 42

"Kabaddi-kabaddi-kabaddi-kabaddi..."

Crouched low to the ground, Taro crept with agonizing slowness toward Squall. Squall stood his ground with his arms folded, his face a mask of utter indifference.

"Kabaddi-kabaddi-kabaddi..."

Taro’s lungs were starting to burn. He risked a sideways glance and spotted a young male employee standing nearby, looking completely relaxed. The second their eyes met, the man’s face went pale, and he scrambled into a defensive stance as if thinking, Oh crap.

Heh, hook, line, and sinker!

Without even looking back, Taro lunged forward and tagged Squall’s arm. He spun on his heel with a triumphant grin and bolted for the line drawn across the hangar floor.

Suddenly, a black shadow loomed over him.

"DIE!"

"GA-BWAHHH!?"

Alan had appeared behind him out of nowhere. The tackle caught Taro square in the back, sending him skidding across the floor like a skip-stone. Squall strolled over with leisurely strides and planted a heavy boot on Taro’s spine.

"Change of sides," Squall declared with cold precision.

"Ow, ow, ow... You guys don't have a shred of mercy, do you? Also, your team is a total cheat. Putting Alan and Squall on the same side is a blatant violation of the spirit of the game!"

Still pinned face-down, Taro craned his neck around to glare at Alan. Alan stared back, his expression flat. "What a creepy guy."

"Calling foul won't help you now," Alan said, his logic ironclad. "This is an official match between Headquarters and the Branch. Besides, you’re the one who suggested this, remember?"

Taro let out a pathetic groan. He couldn't argue with that. Since the Branch and Headquarters rarely interacted, it was indeed Taro who had suggested they "bond through the magic of sports."

"Anyway, what the hell is this even supposed to be?" Marl snapped from the sidelines, looking thoroughly annoyed. "I don't understand these rules at all."

Taro twisted his head in the opposite direction to address her.

"What do you mean? It’s Kabaddi! Plain old Kabaddi! It was the biggest thing back on Earth. Men, women, children—everyone was doing the Kabaddi-Kabaddi. World champions were treated like literal gods of humanity. If you were a kid on the playground, it was either Keidoro or Kabaddi. Those were the only two options!"

Marl let out a long, disinterested sigh. Alan, however, seemed to be coming around. "It’s not bad exercise," he noted.

"And you don't need any gear. Just like Teiro said, anyone can play... though I have to say, the rules feel a bit vague. How do you even tell if the attacker takes a breath? Do we need to strap gas scanners to our faces?"

"Eh, you just go by the vibes, right?" Taro suggested.

"Vibes, huh? Earth sports are surprisingly deep..."

Alan seemed genuinely impressed. Taro didn't actually agree with his own BS, but he nodded along anyway since it didn't really matter.

"Oh, hey, Alan. By the way, I’m pretty sure you screamed 'Die' a second ago."

"Hmm? You must be hearing things, brother. Don't go saying such ominous things."

"No, no, you definitely said it. You 100% told me to die."

"Didn't happen. Not at all."

"Really? That’s weird. I could have sworn—"

The two of them began bickering and wrestling like actual siblings. Marl sat in the middle of the spectator area, resting her chin on her palm as she watched them frolic like idiots.

"How peaceful," she muttered.

"Indeed, Miss Marl. It is a truly wonderful sight."

Standing beside Marl was Koume. She was currently wearing a custom-made gym uniform—a white short-sleeved shirt with a name tag that read "Koume" and navy blue shorts. Taro had lacked the "courage" to go full-pervert and order bloomers for her. Koume watched the boys with a look of profound sentimentality. Marl gave a weak "I guess so" and stretched her limbs out like a cat.

"Still, those two are awfully chummy. Look at them, walking with their arms around each other's shoulders... I wonder what they're plotting. Their smiles are actually making me a little nauseous."

"Yes, Miss Marl. However, it seems the things they are actually saying are far more nauseating."

Curious, Marl pricked up her ears to listen in.

"I don't know, Teiro. Can it really be that easy?"

"Just imagine it, Alan. A girl comes charging at you to tag you... and once she touches you, you're cleared to tackle her or even 'accidentally' give her a big hug. It's all totally legal! No foul!"

"I see... and, uh, just for the sake of clarity... what about the areas that might result in someone being socially executed? Is tagging allowed there?"

"As long as it’s not intentional, it’s fair game. Yes Kabaddi, No Jail."

"What a magnificent sport! Boss, you’re a genius!"

"Hehe, you can count on me, brother."

Marl’s fists began to shake with rage as the conversation drifted over.

"AS IF! THAT’S IT! GAME OVER! THE MATCH IS CANCELLED!"

Marl’s scream echoed throughout the massive hangar.



"Yes, an additional sixty rounds. Right, payment in cash... Uh, is there any way to move that up? We’re in a bit of a rush here."

Inside the Rising Sun office at Delta Station, Taro was bowing repeatedly into his headset. The surrounding employees watched him out of the corners of their eyes, their expressions full of confusion.

"Yes. Ah, understood. Maybe next time, then... Phew." Taro pulled off the headset and dropped it onto the table. "It’s no use, Marl. Nobody is willing to take an order at the old price. Every manufacturing company says they're backlogged with work."

Marl looked up. "Resupplying live ammunition?"

Taro nodded weakly. "Yeah. Ever since WIND started tearing things up, the manufacturing sector has been slammed. Small-fry customers like us can't even get them to answer the phone."

He collapsed into a plush, cushioned chair with a heavy sigh. When Marl held up a hand in a silent question about the price, Taro responded by spreading his fingers wide.

"Five times the cost? Wow, that’s... a bit much. But we have a problem. Take a look at this."

Marl walked over and lightly pressed a data chip against Taro’s forehead. The data transferred instantly to his [BISHOP] interface, displaying a long [EXPENSE ESTIMATE] list directly in his mind.

Ugh, it’s gotten this bad in just a month? Spare ship parts are nearly triple the price... Man, we’re in trouble.

The list of monthly expenses was a sea of red text. Every item had spiked, but the machinery and hardware categories showed staggering increases. For a company like Rising Sun that maintained a fleet of combat ships, machinery was a recurring expense—stuff broke all the time.

"Just when things were picking up, too. This is frustrating. If we could just order the warheads in bulk, the unit price would drop significantly."

"That’s impossible," Marl countered.

"You’re the only one who can actually use them properly. We have some talented people, but it’ll take forever to train them to your level."

"I know, I know..." Taro groaned, staring up at the ceiling.

Taro had personally proven the effectiveness of physical munitions, so he had tried to put the Rising Sun crews through firing drills. The results had been pathetic. At best, the smartest employees could barely manage a single [TURRET].

In truth, the physics of guiding a warhead wasn't the hard part. The problem was evading the [DEBRIS INCINERATION BEAMS]. Everyone hit a wall there. The incineration beams were fast, numerous, and fired in rapid succession. To dodge them, the pilot had to calculate the trajectory of every single [BEAM] in real-time. Once you added in electromagnetic interference and jamming, it was simply too much for a normal human brain to process.

"Even if we buy spare parts in bulk, there’s a limit. We can raise the price of our trade goods, but if we double them overnight, we’ll lose our customers."

"You’re right," Marl agreed. "The central systems might handle it, but the frontier doesn't have that kind of buying power. The area around Alpha is an old system; we can't expect to find many new mineral deposits or resources to offset the cost."

"Yeah, anything worth a damn was mined out centuries ago. The company is raking it in right now, but in this climate, it wouldn't take much to send us into a tailspin."

Taro and Marl shared a synchronized sigh. They sat in brooding silence for a while until Marl seemed to hit upon an idea. She began tapping away furiously at Taro’s portable terminal.

"What are you looking for? Uh... the [UNION PARTICIPATION APPLICATION LIST]? We have one of those?"

Taro leaned over to peek at the screen.

"Of course we do," Marl replied. "You said you wanted to stick with the current setup for a while, so you never even looked at it. We’ve had twenty-two companies reach out wanting to join our Union."

Taro let out a sound of genuine shock. "Whoa. Since when are we famous?"

Marl gave him a flat, unimpressed stare.

"You saved two stations in record time. You’re famous whether you like it or not. Though, thanks to everyone knowing we started as an adult goods transporter, the news coverage was... colorful."

Taro raised his hands in mock surrender. "Hey, hey, those 'goods' are the reason Rising Sun exists today! Anyway, did you find anything promising?"

"Maybe. Actually, I want to consult you on this one."

Marl swiped the terminal, bringing up a profile for a corporation called [MAKINA CORP].

"It’s a tiny manufacturing and processing firm with twenty-two employees. A real mom-and-pop shop. The company has been around for nearly three hundred years, but they’ve hit a rough patch lately. Their application for the Union looks more like a plea for investment than a mutual partnership."

Taro grunted. "Are we going to let them into the TRB?"

"No," Marl said, shaking her head. "Listen, Teiro. For Railgun warheads and basic maintenance parts... do we really need to insist on top-shelf, market-brand products?"

Taro caught the glint in her eye. "I see where you’re going. You want to bring a manufacturer in-house. But is that something we can just start doing overnight?"

Marl met his skeptical look with a confident smirk. "We can. Most of the components in a warhead—the small attitude control thrusters, the [BISHOP] receivers—those are made by third parties anyway. The companies we buy from are basically just assembly plants."

She held up a finger, pointing it directly at Taro’s nose. "The problem is the supply chain. Buying parts, collecting them, processing them, wholesaling, and then retailing... there’s a profit margin tacked on at every single step. If one company handled the whole process, we could cut the costs drastically. Especially for custom-ordered physical warheads."

"I mean, sure, in theory. But isn't that a massive undertaking?"

"Not at all. I think it’s actually very simple. Because..."

Marl pressed her finger against his forehead, pushing slightly.

"...We’ll just buy them. The company, the blueprints, all of it. Do you have any idea how much liquid cash this company is sitting on right now?"

Taro could only stare at her, his jaw hanging open at her sheer audacity.



Author’s Note: The version of Kabaddi appearing in this story is reconstructed from Taro’s hazy memories and differs slightly from the real sport. Usually, matches are gender-segregated. Also, I wonder if I even needed to write this note...
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Three jumps past Delta Station, at a vital relay point along the Central-Delta Line—the Empire’s logistical jugular—the three-hundred-year history of the manufacturing corp Makina was currently circling the drain.

"Thank you. Thank you so much... Finally, the weight is off my shoulders."

A middle-aged man had his head pressed so hard against the table he was practically trying to merge with the wood. He looked utterly drained, his spirit having long since exited the building.

"Ah, no, don't mention it. I mean... we’re only doing this for our own reasons anyway."

"Exactly! Please, lift your head. This is a win-win deal, so there’s no need for all this."

Teiro and Marl had arrived for the post-acquisition cleanup of Makina Corp fully expecting to be screamed at. 

Makina was a peaceful little firm that churned out station maintenance parts. Teiro’s crew had essentially swooped in like vultures and snatched it up at a fire-sale price by exploiting its vulnerabilities. As Marl had predicted, the company’s finances were a dumpster fire; they’d been seconds away from drowning in a sea of debt. The WIND Incident had sent procurement costs into a localized supernova—a factor that had nothing to do with the factory’s actual productivity. In short, Rising Sun had bent them over the barrel.

But looking at the "victim" now, the two of them didn't know whether to celebrate or apologize. They shifted in their seats, rattled by the lack of hostility.

"Hey, Teiro, what do we do? He’s so depressed I’m worried he’s going to jump out an airlock the moment we leave."

"Don't say that! That's bad luck! But seriously, what the hell? This was a total tactical blunder."

The two of them huddled together, whispering furiously. Teiro felt a sudden, localized spike in atmospheric pressure and stole a glance over his shoulder. Behind them stood Bella, whom he’d brought along as a "just in case" bodyguard. She was currently wearing the expression of a demon king about to glass a planet. Teiro had specifically asked her to "just stand there," but she was being helpful in her own way, radiating enough killing intent to make the air vibrate.

Your kindness is a bit much, Bella-san. Actually, you’re scaring the hell out of me.

Teiro was fairly certain that anyone in the Galactic Empire would take one look at her and immediately identify her as Space Mafia. She wore a tight suit modeled after a military uniform with a jacket draped over her shoulders like a cape. A very specific, very lethal-looking bulge in her shirt suggested she was packing heat.

"If you're gonna sign, sign already," Bella growled, leaning in. Her voice was low, resonant, and terrifyingly polite. "We don't know your life story, and we don't care. We bought you out fair and square under Imperial law. You know it’s too late to wiggle out of this, right?"

"Yes! Yes, of course! If there is work to be done, my employees will give it their all. I promise you!"

The former president of Makina Corp kept his eyes glued to the floor, bowing over and over. Bella eventually shot Teiro a look that clearly asked, Now what?

"Uh, seriously, please look up, Mr. President. Or... Former President? No, that sounds like I’m rubbing it in. Look, as long as you make what we order, we’re good. You’re free to use any spare production capacity however you want."

Being bowed to by a man more than twice his age made Teiro feel like a complete jerk. The former president finally looked up, his face a mask of confusion. "Free to...?"

"Yeah. I mean, you’re a subsidiary now, but we’re not absorbing you into Rising Sun proper. Keep your management rights. Unless you do something truly insane, we’re staying out of your hair."

To Teiro and Marl, this acquisition was mostly an experiment. Running a massive factory without any manufacturing know-how was a great way to leave their future to the roll of the dice, and they didn't want a failure to sink the whole ship. They weren't going to be negligent, but Makina was essentially a strategic pawn for future plays.

"I-I see. Thank you. In that case... what exactly are we manufacturing?"

The color was finally returning to the man’s face. Teiro hesitated for a beat.

"Well, it’s not exactly a 'peaceful' item, but I guess it’s a tool for peace...?"

"Hahaha, sounds like a riddle. What is it? Electric batons? Riot gear?"

"Close!"

"Oh! Is that so?"

"It’s the shells for ship-mounted, large-scale warhead weapons!"

The former president’s face turned to stone.



"I guess the pressure of carrying a three-hundred-year-old legacy is pretty heavy, huh?" Teiro mused.

"I suppose. He did seem happy once the shock wore off, though. He was just glad the company wouldn't vanish on his watch."

They were currently inside a high-speed transit car, sitting across from one another. The acquisition had gone off without a hitch, and since they’d finished early, they were heading to the Entertainment District to kill time over a meal.

"To be honest, I’d have an ulcer. If a company that lasted for generations folded while I was at the helm? Even if it wasn't my fault, the stress would be legendary."

"True. There are corps in the Empire that have been around for over a millennium. I can't even imagine what it feels like to run one of those."

They both stared up at the car’s ceiling in silence. Teiro didn't hate the quiet, but he did feel a bit twitchy. It might have been easier if Bella were there, but she’d already headed back to the Plum.

"So... the president seemed pretty shocked when I mentioned the artillery shells. Think their equipment can handle it?"

"If it couldn't, he would have said so. He seemed fired up at the end, didn't he? Called it a 'new challenge.'"

"Pretty sure that was just him accepting his fate and entering a fugue state," Teiro deadpanned.

The conversation died again. Silence returned. Teiro was frantically scouring his brain for a new topic when a ping came in from Alan. He accepted it immediately, feeling like a drowning man catching a life preserver.

"Sorry to crash your big date, Teiro. The Military wants a face-to-face. Outskirts of the Delta Star System, day after tomorrow, noon. I doubt they’ll pull anything funny, but keep your head on a swivel."



"I appreciate you providing such high-level intelligence to the Imperial Military, Teiro-dono. Though I must admit, when I heard from Alan, my first thought was: 'Him again?'"

Dean, Lyza’s older brother, spoke while staring holes through Teiro.

"Ahahaha... Yeah, well, I’ve got enough male acquaintances to last a lifetime. I was hoping for a reunion with a beautiful lady, personally. By the way, is this a 'casual vibes' meeting, or should I be sweating?"

"Casual is fine," Dean replied. He had a slender build that didn't scream 'soldier,' and short-cropped blonde hair exactly like Lyza’s. Teiro pegged him as an elite track officer rather than a grunt who’d crawled through the mud.

"I wonder what the statistical probability is of our paths crossing again in a galaxy this vast. I’d love to run the numbers sometime. Regardless, how is Lyza? Is she being useful to you?"

Dean sounded like he was in his thirties. His voice was calm and deep—not quite as deep as Squall’s, but it carried an air of effortless command.

Teiro scanned the room. They were in the reception lounge of the Battleship Gray Arrow, the flagship of Dean’s Imperial Military detachment. The place was dripping with luxury that felt entirely out of place on a warship. The shelves and tables were made of wood—actual, honest-to-god wood!—and covered in intricate carvings. There was a chandelier held up by wires that was a bit too "nouveau riche" for Teiro’s taste, but the way the crystals caught the light was undeniably beautiful.

"It’s incredible in here... but honestly, Dean-san, shouldn't you be worried about whether I’m being useful to her?" Teiro asked, still staring at the ceiling.

Dean let out a sharp grin. "You’re far too humble, Teiro-dono. Partnerships only exist when there’s mutual profit. But seeing your face, I take it things are going well. I’m relieved. Your company seems to have grown quite a bit."

"More or less," Teiro replied, his mind drifting back to the recent evolution of their Union.

The TRB Union, born during the trek to Alpha Station, was currently raking in obscene profits by trading with the Alpha Star System—a frontier sector effectively cut off from the Imperial core.

Teiro’s Plum acted as the muscle for Lyza’s transport ships, leading the way with his superior maps and warp calculations. Meanwhile, the Arzimof Siblings handled market research while simultaneously "stabilizing" (read: seizing control of) the surrounding space. It was a well-oiled machine. The TRB Union had ballooned into a collective of over a thousand people.

Rising Sun itself now had over two hundred employees, with a head office at Delta and a branch at Alpha. They were turning a steady profit, and while the hyperinflation of certain goods was a headache, they were weathering the storm. The new subsidiary, RS Rising Sun Makina, was still in its infancy, but Teiro hoped it would fix the group's supply chain issues.

His only real worry was that Rising Sun was starting to look less like a transport company and more like a private military contractor. It wasn't a problem yet, but the mission creep was real. Plenty of his employees had signed up for a quiet life in logistics only to find themselves manning railguns on a combat deck.

"Maybe one day you’ll be a mega-corp with a hundred million employees," Dean joked, shrugging. "If that happens, maybe I should look into a career change?"

Teiro gave a weak, non-committal smile, unable to tell if the officer was actually joking.

"Anyway, jokes aside. Let's get down to business." Dean leaned forward, his eyes turning cold and sharp. "I want you to be completely honest with me."

He paused for effect.

"Just whose jurisdiction are you actually under?"
Chapter 44

At Dean’s bizarre question, Teiro simply tilted his head, his face a perfect picture of "I have no idea what you’re talking about."

"Rest assured. As you can see, there is no one else here, and there is no need to worry about eavesdropping. I’ve even killed the power to the recorders. Would you like to verify that?"

Teiro shook his head. He figured "recorder" probably meant the Hull Recording Device, but he wouldn't have the first clue how to actually check the damn thing. When Dean asked, "Does that mean you have no intention of speaking?" Teiro went for the honest approach. 

"To be blunt, I have zero clue what we're even talking about."

"I don't think I’m asking for the meaning of life here, Master Teiro. I am merely asking which branch of the Imperial Military you belong to. I have the authority to ask, and you have the obligation to fess up."

Dean’s voice dropped into a low, threatening rumble. Teiro felt the pressure, sure, but compared to the likes of Bella or Squall, this guy was a walk in the park.

"Look, I don't remember ever signing up for the military. The only army guys I’ve ever dealt with are you and Alan. Oh, is this about my lack of records? I’m not exactly trying to hide anything, but I doubt you’d believe the truth even if I told you."

Teiro answered with as much sincerity as he could muster—which wasn't a ton, but he was trying his best. Unfortunately, the vibe didn't quite translate. Dean crossed his arms, let out a dismissive "Hmph," and pressed on.

"Then how do you explain that little stunt from earlier? I highly doubt a civilian could pull that off without some serious inside knowledge of military protocol."

"Ahaha..." Teiro let out a weak, strained laugh.

While trekking over to the meeting point near Delta Station, Teiro had decided to pull a little prank on the fleet. It was a bit of petty payback for that time back in the Alba Star System when the military had hijacked his ship’s systems in the blink of an eye. He just wanted to see if he could actually put up a fight this time.

"No, well, it was just a joke... a little prank? Was it really that big of a deal?"

"Of course it was! You think that was funny? I was seconds away from issuing a Sinking Order!"

At the mention of being blown out of the sky, Teiro finally broke out in a cold sweat. 

His "prank" had consisted of swatting away every jamming and hacking attempt the Imperial Fleet threw at him like they were annoying gnats, and then—just for a split second—locking his weapons onto the ship that looked like the flagship.

"Sinking order...? Yikes, let’s not get carried away. Let’s keep things peaceful, yeah? I mean, when you get hit with that much jamming, a guy naturally wants to push back a little."

Teiro had learned from his previous run-in that the jamming coming from twenty ships at once was, individually, only slightly stronger than a standard signal. He’d figured that if he just crunched all the incoming interference at once, the total "noise" wouldn't be any louder than a single ship’s worth of static. For Teiro, who was basically a human supercomputer when it came to parallel processing, it was easy as pie once he locked in.

"You’re asking the military for leniency? That’s a bold move. Given the circumstances, I’ll let it slide this time without a penalty, but don't expect a second pass."

Teiro flashed another nervous grin. He’d only intended to take the Imperial Military down a peg or two, but it seemed he’d accidentally landed a haymaker.

The reason he’d felt so bold—aside from the thirst for revenge—was that the Imperial Fleet always started their engagements with a scan jam. When the jamming hit, Teiro had played along and accepted it without resistance. This meant Plum couldn't identify the fleet members, causing every Identification Signal to be replaced by a simple, generic string of text: [TARGET: UNKNOWN].

The beauty of it was that his little stunt was technically perfectly legal. Sure, Teiro knew he was messing with the Imperial Fleet, but in court, physical evidence is king. Since his ship’s records showed the fleet as nothing but "Unknowns," there was no legal proof he’d knowingly targeted the military. It was a classic move he’d pinched from the Mafian Corp’s playbook via Koume.

"Anyway, I’m definitely never doing it again, so please have mercy. I just learned a few tricks last time and wanted a bit of payback. That’s all... haha..."

Following his prank, Teiro had been met with a localized sun’s worth of lock-on pings and warning signals. He’d felt like he was knocking on heaven’s door, and Marl had chewed him out so hard he’d nearly gone deaf. He’d gotten his moment of satisfaction, but he’d sworn to himself that he was retired from the prank business.

"Just from that one encounter? Unbelievable... though I suppose it served as a wake-up call. Right now, my Staff Officers are likely prepping for an all-nighter just to rewrite our Electronic Warfare protocols."

Dean still looked suspicious, but he seemed to have cooled off. "Some kind of genius... Come to think of it, Lyza mentioned something about that..." he muttered, staring at the ceiling as he drifted into thought.

"Hmm... Fine. We’re done for today. Sorry for dragging you out here when you're busy."

Dean flashed a pleasant, albeit completely hollow, smile. Teiro felt a prickle of annoyance at the fake gesture but stood up to leave anyway.

"I thought we were here to talk about WIND, but I guess we're playing power games instead. Who’s got the bigger ego, right?" Teiro tossed the comment over his shoulder as he headed for the door. 

Dean’s eyebrow twitched with irritation.

"The contract stands as it was, Master Teiro. Our business is finished."

Teiro shrugged at the obvious anger in the man’s voice. Ooh, scary.

Teiro exited the reception room of the Battleship Gray Arrow. Left alone, Dean crossed his arms over his chest, kicked his feet up on the table, and stared at the ceiling to organize his thoughts.

"He didn't act like he had Intelligence training... but then again, even that could be a front."

Dean reached for a switch on the side of the table with a look of pure boredom. "Get in here," he barked. A section of the flat, featureless wall began to rotate, and a woman stepped out from the hidden compartment.

"Good day, Mr. Dean. How did the meeting go?"

The woman gave a slow, creepy bow, fixing her fully dilated, Cyborg eyes on him. Her artificial white hair was cut to a bob, and her skin was so pathologically pale it looked like it was glowing under the lights.

"Don't waste my time with pleasantries. What did you think of the kid?"

"He seemed like just another young man," the woman replied to his blunt query. "His gait is nothing like a soldier's, and his responses didn't strike me as particularly intellectual. His heart rate fluctuated naturally based on your words. It’s safe to assume he hasn't had any mental conditioning."

Dean nodded once. "A dull answer." He glanced at the still-open hidden door, a nagging worry biting at him that Teiro might have seen right through the ruse.

"No... impossible. That’s just ridiculous."

This absurdly primitive hidden door had, as far as Dean knew, worked perfectly every time.

In an age where Intelligence usually meant digital snooping, things like recorders and wiretaps were easily sniffed out by scanners. Intentionally cutting the electronics and using a low-tech hiding spot was a great way to get people to loosen their tongues. Almost nobody ever suspected a Cyborg was physically eavesdropping from the shadows.

"Either he’s truly incompetent, or you are. You’d better hope it’s the former. Now, get out."

Dean waved her away dismissively, not even bothering to watch her leave. He couldn't stand Cyborgs; he loathed them, really. It wasn't because of some deep-seated trauma; they just grossed him out on a physiological level. He’d tried to figure out why once, but eventually decided he didn't care. It had nothing to do with his career advancement, and that was all that mattered.

"Just a normal guy, huh...? Damn it all. If he’s just a regular joe, then what does that make the rest of us who got played for fools by him?"

He slammed his fist onto the desk, thinking of the Staff Officers who were likely sweating over a new Contact Manual as he sat there. It was a mess born from the laziness of a peaceful era, but the military couldn't use that as an excuse. He’d work them until they collapsed, but at least he’d paid them enough Credits and medals to make it worth their while.

"Teiro Ichijo... Just how deep are you involved in this?"

He pulled a single photograph from his pocket and glared at it with pure spite.

The photo, taken by Plum's camera, showed the massive WIND factory—and right next to it was a giant, ominous structure that looked exactly like its twin.
Chapter 45

"Hey, Boss. How was the sit-down with Lyza’s big brother? Did you manage to squeak out a 'Please let me marry your sister'?"

Taro stepped back onto the Plum only to be greeted by Alan, who was occupying a rare seat in the Central Control Room. Apparently, Koume and Marl had disappeared into the Engine Room, leaving Alan to play sentry. While BISHOP was accessible from practically any corner of the ship, this room was the only place physically hard-wired into the ship's core. Leaving it empty was a security no-no.

"Lyza’s a knockout, sure, but her temper is a special kind of terrifying—and in a completely different direction than Marl’s..." Taro paused, shrugging his shoulders in a display of mock terror. "Don’t tell her I said that, though."

"Which one?" Alan asked with a smirk.

"Both of them!" Taro laughed.

"Oh, Teiro. You're back." Marl entered the room with Koume in tow. Her face was practically glowing; Taro didn't know what they’d been doing in the bowels of the ship, but it had clearly been a success. "Did that officer throw any impossible demands at you?"

"Nah. Just some reward money and another gag order, same as last time. He didn't even look surprised or flustered. Honestly, I’m starting to think they’ve seen this kind of thing before."

"Other reports? Hmm." Marl tapped her chin. "I’d like to think we’re special, but the possibility is there. But if that's true, why now? Those things weren't exactly built yesterday."

"Probably not," Alan chimed in. "WIND has been around forever. If that thing was one of theirs, the factory pumping them out has to be just as old. They’ve been making a lot of noise lately, though. Something big is brewing."

The three of them nodded in somber agreement until Koume broke the silence.

"In any event, unless you intend to pursue a career as a 'Hero of Justice,' it would be prudent to avoid WIND entirely. Such matters are best left to the heavy lifting of the military."

"She’s right," Marl said, pivoting the conversation. "There’s only so much we can do. By the way, didn't you get a lashing for pulling that little stunt?"

Taro gave a weak, lopsided grin, knowing exactly which "stunt" she meant.

"I got chewed out big time. Honestly, I think I’ve ended up on the military’s permanent watch list."

"What!?" Marl shrieked, her eyes wide. "Are you serious? Are you going to be okay?"

Alan, however, just let out a low, appreciative hum. "I see." He crossed his arms, looking genuinely impressed. "Damn, brother. When did you get so devious? I knew you had the balls to pull it off, but the strategy... that's what surprises me."

Taro flashed a wicked, villainous grin. "Heh."

Alan mirrored the look, turning to the still-panicked Marl. "It means we have no intention of doing anything that would actually get us arrested, lady. And if that’s the case, the military isn't a shadow over our shoulders—they're a high-powered, free security detail."

Marl’s panic evaporated, replaced by a look of dawning realization. "Oh... so you weren't just venting your frustration? I'm actually impressed. If we're technically 'allies,' it’s safer to keep their eyes on us so they can protect us, right? I can't believe you thought of that on the fly."

Taro rubbed the tip of his nose with his thumb, looking like the cat that ate the canary. "Heh, leave it to me. I can be a genius when the situation calls for it."

Koume raised her hand politely. "A quick follow-up, Mr. Teiro. When exactly did you think of that?"

Taro gave her a confident thumbs-up. "Right around the moment Marl said, 'It’s safer to keep their eyes on us!'"

Marl’s face went blank. "...That was ten seconds ago!! That's right now!! Give me back my admiration, you moron!"

Taro bolted for the door with Marl hot on his heels. Alan and Koume watched the chaos unfold, both wearing identical, knowing smiles.

"She’s getting pretty good at that comedy routine..." Alan said, his gaze fixed on the doorway. "So, Koume. How much of that do you think was actually planned?"

Koume turned to him. "It is difficult to say, Mr. Alan. However, considering he had Miss Lyza file a report in advance, it is logical to assume at least a portion of the action was premeditated."

Alan narrowed his eyes. "You really are just an AI, aren't you?"

Koume offered a blindingly bright smile. "Confirming that through mere conversation is a fool's errand, Mr. Alan. Identifying an entity via the Turing Test became an impossibility over two thousand years ago."

"Is that so?" Alan muttered. "I don't know any other AI that can spit out an answer that precise to a question that abstract. Honestly, it creeps me out."

"Yes, I am aware, Mr. Alan."

"Right... Well, it’s not like I’m going to do anything about it. We’re all on the same team, and I’d like to keep it that way. I have enough self-control to keep my personal 'likes' from getting in the way of business."

Alan looked back toward the floor. Taro and Marl were long gone, their shouting echoing faintly down the hall.

"Yes, I am aware of that as well, Mr. Alan. And I am also aware of your... secret objective."

Alan’s eyes snapped wide. His entire frame stiffened for a micro-second before his iron will forced his muscles to relax. He tried to play it cool, but the mechanical precision of Koume’s eyes wasn't so easily fooled. She was looking at him with a face that could only be described as triumphant.

"Dammit... You bluffed me." Alan’s voice was more tired than angry.

Koume turned toward him and performed a deep, graceful bow. "I apologize for the rudeness, Mr. Alan. However, we both have our mysteries. Unfortunately, even I do not understand the mystery of 'Koume.' I often wonder... what exactly am I?"

She straightened up and tilted her head inquisitively.

"An AI having an identity crisis... Great. My head hurts more than it did five minutes ago," Alan grumbled. Despite his words, a ghost of a smile played on his lips as he turned to follow the others. "The fact that I don't know any other AI like you just means you're one of a kind. You’re you. It's a boring answer, but I bet Teiro would say the same thing. Just live with that."

Koume bowed once more to his back as he departed.



"Yahoo! Miss Bella! You still kicking?"

Inside the control room of the Cruiser Plum II, Taro shouted cheerfully into the comms. Bella’s gravelly voice crackled back.

"Don't we talk over email constantly? The Doctor is fine, I'm fine, and the grumpy little brother is fine. How's life in the big city?"

Marl leaned into the frame. "It’s peaceful enough, assuming you ignore the fact that the economy is currently doing backflips. Anyway, Bella, is it time? We’re on a direct encrypted line, so no need to worry about the neighbors listening in."

"And who handled the encryption?" Bella asked.

"Teiro, obviously," Marl replied.

"Hmph. Good enough, then. Listen, it's not like the world is ending or a WIND swarm is knocking on the door. Nothing that urgent. But I figured you lot would want to know."

Bella’s image on the monitor took on a mysterious air. Taro worked the encryption keys as he spoke. "Don't keep us in suspense!"

"Heh, fine. It’s about that planet. The old man—excuse me, the Doctor—finally finished mapping out the coordinates he wants you to poke around in. He said something about 'reflections of ancient observational radiation' or some other nerd-talk. I didn't follow it. You’ll have to ask him yourself."

The three crew members let out a collective "Whoa."

"There is one thing, though," Bella added. "Considering where you're going, we've had to prep some specialized gear. It’s not exactly a vacation spot, so pack your big-boy pants."

The crew of the Plum touched down at the Alpha Station branch shortly after. They spent the next few hours unloading cargo and reviewing local reports. Most of it was just a rehash of the data they’d received while entering the Alpha Star System, but as Bella had hinted, the real meat of the mission required a face-to-face.

"Man, this really makes you appreciate how much of a beast the Old Neural Network was," Taro sighed.

The Old Neural Network had been capable of beaming massive amounts of data across the galaxy instantly. The current New Neural Network was more like the early internet—clunky, limited, and prone to crashing if you tried to send anything too heavy. If Taro tried to send an encrypted file that was millions of times the size of the original data, the local grid would literally catch fire. And then there was the lag.

"Yeah, it's a bit embarrassing when the ship arrives at the destination faster than the 'Hello' email we sent a week ago," Marl joked.

Because the New Neural Network relied on a relay system, information could take weeks to travel. While the data moved at FTL speeds between jump points, it was throttled to light speed while sitting in the data banks of relay ships and stations. In a galaxy this big, light speed was a snail's pace.

"Large-scale restructuring is happening all across the Delta Area, both in government and private sectors," Koume reported. "Some corporations have even begun physically transporting data chips via high-speed couriers. One such company has seen its stock price jump a hundredfold in a single month."

"Yikes. I bet they’re going to rake in a mountain of cash with the next stock offering," Taro muttered. "Maybe we should go public... No, forget that. How are the preparations?"

Marl and Koume nodded. Confirmations flashed in from Bella and Alan. Then, external signals chirped.

"This is DD-01, pre-flight checks complete."

"This is DD-02, we are green across the board."

Two destroyers sat in formation just behind the Plum. With inflation turning credits into colorful confetti, Taro had decided it was better to spend the cash than let it rot, picking up the ships right before leaving Delta Station. He’d staffed them with dozens of company employees and fifty of Bella’s mafia goons from Guns and Rule for "on-the-job training."

"Acknowledged. Everyone, prepare for warp," Marl said, her voice cool and professional. "And for the love of God, nobody be holding a drink this time. Looking at you, Boss."

A chorus of snickers erupted over the comms. Taro buried his face in his hands. "Marl-tan, that was uncalled for!"

The exterior monitors began to bleed into a deep, electric blue. The countdown was starting.

"Alright, let’s move. Let’s bring the Doctor back a souvenir he’ll actually like."

The Stargate—temporarily realigned for their fleet after a very hefty "priority fee"—began to glow with an intense, blinding radiance.

[JUMP DRIVE ACTIVATED]

Arrows of light stretched out into the infinite void. 

They were headed for Outer Space—the lawless, untamed frontier far beyond the reach of the Galactic Empire.
Episode 46

"Hey, Teiro. You notice?"

In the control room of the Plum, Marl spoke without taking her eyes off the monitor. Taro gave a distracted grunt of affirmation.

"Front and back. Both about tens of thousands of kilometers out, I’d wager. When you’re a beauty like the Plum, you’re bound to attract a few stalkers."

The Plum’s sensors had picked up a faint, rhythmic pulse of particles. It was the kind of background noise that Taro or Marl would have surely overlooked, but nothing got past Koume’s electronic eyes.

"It has been continuous for approximately seven hours, Mr. Teiro. I can hazard a guess as to the identity of the one behind us, but whatever is coming from the front is quite the mystery."

"Hmm, beats me. Maybe we should ask an expert."

Taro tilted his head at Koume’s report, then dragged a monitor toward him to open a channel.

"Bella-san, we’ve caught some scan sweeps from two spots, front and back. I’m guessing the guys behind us are the Imperial Military, but do you have any idea who’s pinging us from the front?"

A moment later, Bella’s voice crackled through the comms.

["Well now. I can think of a few candidates, though none of them are particularly pleasant company. If you can, give 'em some interference. No one’s going to complain if you sink a ship like that without a warning."]

Taro let out a dry, nervous laugh. Just what kind of place am I heading into?

"Alright, let’s try out the scrambler. I’ve never touched the thing before—how’s it actually work?"

"It is quite simple, Mr. Teiro. We take the various scanning particles emitted by the opposition and reflect them back in a completely chaotic, randomized fashion. If used creatively, we can even feed them false data."

"Hooh. So basically, it’s a Stealth Function, right?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. It also disrupts visible light. If we activate it, the Plum should appear as little more than a blurry, distorted mess to any other ships."

"Whoa, like I’m being censored for a broadcast? I hate that... wait. Hold on. Did I just have a stroke of genius?"

"Oh? And what would that be, Mr. Teiro? Just as a side note, the mathematics required to reverse-calculate a scrambler has absolutely zero overlap with the technology needed to strip mosaics from adult video files."

Dammit, there is no God!

Taro slid out of his seat in a heap, collapsing onto the floor in despair.

"Ugh, what are you even thinking about?" Marl groaned, looking down at him. "Wait, didn't you take a psych evaluation? Did you fail to even hit an E-rating?"

Still face-down on the floor, Taro let out a weak, pathetic mumble. "Yeah... it was a C..." 

A C-rating was reserved for those with the mental maturity of a thirteen-to-sixteen-year-old. It came with a slew of parental controls and strict filters on "adult-oriented" media.

"A C-rating? Nobody actually gets those," Marl said, unimpressed. "You were just messing around and giving joke answers, weren't you? Too bad for you. You’ll have to wait until next year to retake the test."

Taro let out a pained ugu-gu groan. She had hit the bullseye.

"How was I supposed to know that stupid test would affect my daily life this much?! I’m an Iceman, for crying out loud!"

"Don't look at me. I don't make the rules," Marl replied.

"I need a legal guardian just to go out after 22:00? Give me a break..." Taro muttered, his eyes turning hollow as he stared at the floor tiles. "Whatever, I don't care anymore... Hey, Koume. Just scramble the signals from the front however you want. Who cares about the guys behind us anyway?"

Seeing Taro lose all motivation, Marl let out a heavy sigh.

"Listen, Teiro. We’re heading into Outer Space. Aren't you forgetting something?"

"Mmm... yeah, maybe. If you're looking for the empty husk of a man who’s lost his very soul, he's right here..."

"The area ahead is a lawless zone," Marl said, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "Once we’re out there, you can do whatever you want. Anything goes."

"...MY POWER IS OVERFLOWING!!"

Taro attempted a cool, cinematic neck spring to pop back onto his feet. He failed miserably, overshooting the move and slamming his forehead into the edge of his seat. Blood began to trickle down his face.

"Wait, are you okay—"

"UNCENSORED!! UNCENSORED!!"

Huffing like a steam engine, Taro scrambled back into his seat. With a speed and precision he had never shown before, he began to configure the BISHOP. Despite it being his first time handling the interface, he re-coded the Scrambling Function into something incredibly robust in the blink of an eye.

"...Sometimes, I really don't understand you," Marl muttered.

Koume simply smiled in silent agreement.



Far behind the Plum II, a fleet of ten ships—rendered invisible by sophisticated Optical Camouflage—drifted through the void. They surveyed the area with high-performance sensors, emitting carefully disguised pulses. One ship, bristling with antennas designed solely for electronic warfare, received a strange return signal.

"Admiral Dean, I have a report."

In the airless vacuum of space, physical sound was a non-factor. Yet, in the heavy silence of the Command Room, the soldier stood so stiffly it seemed as if a steel rod had been hammered through his spine.

"What is it? Don't tell me you’ve lost them. If you have, I’ll be forced to transfer you to the bottom of a maintenance pit," Admiral Dean replied without looking up. He was slumped deep into his command chair, eyes fixed on the Radar Screen, a deep furrow etched between his brows.

"No, sir. We are maintaining our lock on the target. That is not the issue... however..."

The soldier, normally a paragon of military brevity, hesitated. Dean glanced up, his gaze sharp. The soldier met the Admiral’s eyes, looking utterly bewildered.

"Nothing like this has ever happened before, sir. There is a possibility that our presence has been exposed."

"What!?" Dean barked, his voice cracking with uncharacteristic shock. The soldier blinked in surprise but quickly regained his composure.

"Five minutes and twenty-two seconds ago, the target activated a scan scrambler. We initially speculated it was aimed at the other fleet we reported earlier, but our own scans are also being disrupted. As a result... well..."

He gestured toward the massive, five-meter-tall main screen of the control room. The tactical display vanished, replaced by a giant, anime-style illustration of a woman in a very skimpy swimsuit. The woman was reaching for a bikini strap that had come undone while covering her chest with her other hand. Over her ample, overflowing bust, a thick, digital mosaic—the kind used for psychiatric viewing restrictions—had been applied. It was a sight that was both absurd and deeply irritating to look at.

"The target's silhouette is currently being rendered like... that. It appears they are using visible light scrambling to project this image. Quite frankly, Admiral, I have no idea how such a feat is even technically possible."

"As if I would know!" Dean roared, slamming his fist onto his desk in frustration.



"Ooooh... so that’s a Stargate over here. It’s long and skinny, totally different from the Empire’s."

Taro gaped at the exterior feed on his display. Unlike the cylindrical gates used back in Imperial Territory, this one was rectangular and elongated. As the camera zoomed in, he could see dozens of ships lined up along the massive structure, which stretched for several kilometers.

"It is a very ancient model of Stargate, Mr. Teiro. This design hasn't been used in the Empire for centuries. Ships must line up on top of it to warp. Since they have to be in a single straight line, it is significantly less efficient than the Imperial cylinders."

"I get it... they still have to avoid bumping into each other, so they don't line up front-to-back. I guess being able to park ships all around the inside of a cylinder is way better."

"Still, this design was the backbone of the Great Expansion," Marl added. "It was used for nearly a thousand years before the cylindrical gates were even invented. You can't beat it for reliability."

From this distance, the massive machine looked like a giant sheet of iron floating in the dark. Taro thought back on the days of travel it had taken just to get here and asked the first question that came to mind.

"So, why can't we just jump directly here from a gate in Imperial Territory? I thought you said the gates just 'push and pull' between each other."

Koume offered a pleasant smile.

"Mr. Teiro, imagine that there are invisible lines drawn across the space we have been traveling through for the past few days. If a place is outside the Empire’s influence, it means there is another power standing in the Empire's place."

Taro looked up at the ceiling, processing that. "An invisible line, huh... And by 'power,' you mean those Outlaw Corps and gangs. So, basically..."

He searched for the right word, one that felt appropriately archaic.

"It’s like a Foreign Country."

A strange silence fell over the room. Taro panicked for a second, wondering if he’d said something offensive, while Marl looked at Koume with a puzzled expression.

"A 'Foreign Country' is a term used to refer to any nation other than one’s own when multiple sovereign states exist, Miss Marl," Koume explained.

Marl nodded, her face clearing. "Huh. You sure know some fancy words. But yeah, it’s exactly like a Foreign Country. Most of the folks out here wouldn't exactly throw a parade for the Imperial Military, so they make it as hard as possible for the Empire to just drop in."

Taro realized then that in a galaxy where the Empire was the only known government, the very concept of a "Foreign Country" must have been dead for thousands of years.

["Boy, you got a second?"]

Bella’s voice broke through his historical musing. A moment later, an unfamiliar interstellar map appeared on Taro’s BISHOP.

["Commit that map to memory, kid. The blue zones are neutral territory established by the local powers. As long as you stay in the blue, you’re mostly safe. But the moment you step out of those lines, you’d better have your eyes in the back of your head."]

Taro squinted at the map. "...Whoa, are you kidding me?"

"What is it, Mr. Teiro?"

"The only blue spots on this entire map are the tiny circles right around the Stargates. Just how 'wild west' is this place?"

The crew shared a round of dry, nervous smiles. Taro felt a flicker of regret for coming to such a godforsaken corner of the universe, but it was quickly drowned out by the reckless, buzzing excitement of youth. He summed up the situation in one word.

"Well... I guess this is an adventure."
Chapter 47

Civilian stations in Outer Space were a mess. Unlike the OCD-compliant city planning found within the Galactic Empire, these places looked like someone had just kept slapping box-shaped modules together until they grew into a structural accident.

The Cleo 4 Star System, the closest neighbor to the Alpha Star System, boasted a pair of suns and a collection of planets tracing orbital paths so complex they’d give a mathematician a stroke. Right in the middle of this gravitational mosh pit floated the Cleo Multi-Connected Station.

"...Complete and utter failure. Not a single bite," Teiro moaned.

He was currently slumped in the lounge of the Plum II, which was moored to a spindly pier extending from the station. The lounge was the ship's social heart, packed with tables, sofas, rugs, and enough tea-making equipment to drown a small moon. 

While the Plum II did have a formal briefing room, the crew usually ended up here for their strategy sessions—mostly because the chairs were softer.

"Hmm, the demand should be there. Maybe we're just too expensive?" Marl mused. 

She was curled up on the sofa next to him, the sweet, soothing aroma of black tea wafting from her cup to tickle Teiro’s nose. They were both staring at a display showing the trade goods they’d listed on the station’s local market. Unlike the Empire, where specialized dealers handled everything, logistics out here were about as stable as a unicycle on an ice rink, so this kind of "post and pray" bidding was the norm. The neural net’s auction house was currently hemorrhaging tens of millions of listings.

"Actually, scratch that," Marl said, correcting herself. "I just saw an older model of our Warp Stabilizers sell for a similar price. Why isn't ours moving?"

"Maybe they need a specific brand? Or maybe the local ships have weird proprietary slots?" Teiro rubbed his temples. "Look, if we don't move these by the end of the day, we’re just going to dump them on a buy-back agent. My patience is officially at zero."

They had been sitting on these Warp Stabilizers for two full days. Back in the Empire—or even at a backwater like Alpha—these things would have been snapped up in hours. Selling to a general buy-back agent was the nuclear option; those vultures would nickel-and-dime them until they were practically paying the agent to take the cargo.

"Well, well. Why the long faces, children?"

Bella sauntered in, a cigar clamped between her teeth and an expression of cool indifference plastered on her face. She offered a brief "Excuse me" as she sat across from Teiro, taking a drink from a subordinate who trailed behind her like a well-trained shadow.

"Hey, Bella," Teiro groaned, sliding down the sofa until he was basically a puddle of misery. "Our inventory is dead in the water. We can’t shift a single unit."

Bella gave him a look reserved for particularly slow toddlers and activated her own terminal. "Warp Stabilizers, huh? Good gear. Terrible sales pitch. You're doing it all wrong."

Teiro snapped upright so fast he nearly threw out his back. "What do you mean 'wrong'!?"

Bella winced at the volume. "In this big, messy galaxy, your 'corp' is a nobody. This isn't the Empire, kid. People out here are paranoid. They see high-end tech being sold by a group they’ve never heard of, and they start wondering what the catch is."

The lightbulbs finally flickered to life over Teiro and Marl’s heads.

"So, to them, we're just some shady outfit hawking top-tier hardware from the back of a van," Teiro muttered. "Yeah, I wouldn't buy from us either."

"It's true," Marl added. "They probably think the stabilizers are stolen. What if we attached the original Sales Contract to the listing?"

"Great idea! Let's just scan a copy," Teiro said, reaching for his terminal.

"Don't be a moron, boy," Bella interrupted. "Unless you're looking for a one-way ticket to a tax evasion audit. If you want a duplicate, go to a specialist who can issue a Duplicate Certificate. It'll cost you a few credits, but they’ll give you a verified chip. It proves you’re legit."

"Ugh, paperwork? Fine, let's do it. If this doesn't work, I'm retiring."

It worked. After Teiro visited a duplication firm and updated the listing with the certified contract, the market went into a frenzy. Within minutes, every single stabilizer was sold—and for a significantly higher price than they had originally asked.

"Note to self: hire a local before I lose my shirt next time," Teiro sighed as the credits hit their account.

"And who was it that sent us to do the local survey around the Alpha Star System again?" Bella asked with a shark-like grin.

Teiro turned a magnificent shade of crimson and studied his shoes in silence.



With their pockets lined and the Cleo Star System behind them, the Plum II set a course for their first real objective: Point 01. They burned through Stargates and pushed the Quadro-Pulse Engine through more Overdrive cycles than Teiro cared to count.

The journey was relatively safe, but the sheer emptiness of Outer Space started to get to him. In the Empire, space felt lived-in. Out here, the only time you saw another ship was near a gate. It was a haunting, lonely vastness.

He still had the mental scars from that year spent alone with Koume on the ghost ship, but this felt different. It wasn't just isolation; it was the realization that the Empire’s safety net was gone. To cope, he spent as much time as possible with the crew, who were more than happy to have the distraction.

"Alright, roll for initiative. A fumble? Oof. Sucks to be you. Your character trips into the pit and takes six points of damage."

Teiro became a one-man entertainment troupe, introducing his crewmates to ancient, "analog" games and bizarre hobbies he’d cooked up on the fly. He jokingly called himself a 'Genius of Solo-Play,' but to the bored-to-tears spacers, he was basically a god of fun.

Two weeks passed since they’d left Alpha. By the time they reached the outskirts of Point 01, Teiro had managed to gamble and game his way out of his existential funk.

"I guess the Empire is like a strict, overbearing dad," Teiro remarked, staring at a derelict station on the monitor.

"Where is this coming from?" Marl asked.

"Just thinking. People complain about the Empire being too hands-off or too tyrannical, but you really miss the old man when he's not around to keep the lights on."

"Obviously," Marl agreed. "You need a foundation for everything—mental, physical, social. The Empire is the bedrock. I don't even want to joke about what would happen if it collapsed."

Teiro nodded. "Total anarchy. No trade, just endless war. I never really gave the concept of a 'State' much credit back home, but it turns out they're pretty handy."

He thought back to Earth—specifically Japan. He tried to conjure the faces of his family and friends, but they were starting to slip. He knew they existed, but they appeared in his mind as nothing more than blurry, out-of-focus shapes.

If only I could clear up my memories as easily as those pixels on a dirty video...

"Did you say something?" Marl asked.

"Nothing, just talking to myself," Teiro waved her off. "Anyway, is that the Point 01 the Doctor mentioned?"

A few thousand kilometers ahead, a tiny structure drifted in the void. It had once been a Star System Observation Station. The Plum II’s sensors picked up a faint, dying beacon, marking it as a tiny blip on the Radar Screen.

[[ SHIELD DEFENSE: OUTPUT 2.2% ]]

The notification flashed across Teiro’s BISHOP interface. He leapt out of his skin, then scrambled back into his pilot’s seat.

"Enemy?! What?! Space debris?! Did we hit a bird?!" 

"Unknown, Mr. Teiro," Koume’s voice rang out, perfectly calm. "However, it was not debris. Analysis suggests a beam weapon, though it was heavily diffused by the time it reached us. Hull integrity is nominal."

Teiro clutched his chest, trying to convince his heart to stay inside his ribs. "Diffused? So it was a stray shot from beyond effective range? What are the odds of that?!"

"According to the Galactic Empire Statistics Bureau, such an occurrence happens fewer than several dozen times a year across the entire galaxy. My, what a truly valuable experience for us all, Mr. Teiro."

"Why do you sound so smug about us getting shot at?! Never mind—run a scan!"

"Already on it," Marl said, her fingers flying across her console. "I'm focusing the sensors... Got them. Putting it on the main screen now."

The Radar Screen zoomed out, the scale shrinking until it covered a massive swath of space. Far to the front-right of the Plum II, a cluster of yellow icons flickered into existence.

"Counting... twenty-two ships. That’s a whole fleet," Teiro whispered. "What the hell are they doing out here?"

Marl looked at him, her expression grim. "What’s the play, Teiro?"

"We've got no choice," he said, squinting at the icons. "We wait and see."
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An abandoned observation station drifted in the void. A mere hundred meters in diameter, this tiny speck of junk continued its lonely vigil over the cosmos long after its original purpose had expired. To be precise, it had died once, only to be resurrected by the eccentric Dr. Arjimov.

"This is Rockboy. Data chip secured. I’m heading back now."

Marl’s voice crackled over the comms, sounding entirely too casual for someone floating in a tin can. She was piloting the Rockboy, a work ship launched from one of the two destroyers currently tailing the Plum II.

"Copy that. Try to hustle, if you don't mind," Teiro replied.

His eyes were glued to the radar screen. Eighteen points of light were crawling toward them, ticking closer with every heartbeat.

It had been two hours since Marl started the recovery op. They’d expected a quick "smash and grab," but reality had other plans. The observation gear was ancient, and decades of cosmic wear had turned the access panels into stubborn slabs of metal. Data boxes wouldn't budge, chips were jammed tight, and high-voltage wires—stripped of their components—dangled like lethal spaghetti throughout the interior. That Marl had managed to get the chip at all was a testament to her being a literal wizard with machinery.

"What’s the status out there? Are they still coming?"

"Yes, Miss Marl. The targets are maintaining their intercept course," Koume answered. "High-energy signatures are constant. However, four ships seem to have tapped out along the way and have come to a halt."

Marl let out a frustrated groan and throttled toward the Plum II’s yawning docking bay. She practically dove into the ship while still suited up, immediately slaving the Rockboy to autopilot and sending it back to DD-01.

"Mr. Teiro. I am receiving an identification signal from the fleet," Koume reported. "Surprisingly, it’s accompanied by a warning signal."

Teiro snapped his head up. "A warning? For what? We’re just standing here!"

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. I doubt this observation data has any market value. Perhaps they are extreme observation enthusiasts?"

"That’s too niche even for this galaxy, and you know it... Dammit. Fine, let’s go to combat stations just in case."

Teiro signaled the two destroyers to go on high alert. They responded instantly, flanking the Plum II like loyal guard dogs. Through the external monitors, Teiro watched the slow, mechanical crawl of their turret bays sliding open.

"Plum II to all units. Do not fire unless I give the word. We’re prioritizing a clean getaway. Get the overdrive devices warmed up."

"[DD-01: ACKNOWLEDGED.]"

"[DD-02: ACKNOWLEDGED. ROCKBOY RECOVERED. READY TO MOVE ON YOUR MARK.]"

Teiro sent a quick confirmation and initiated the overdrive sequence. He was curious about what the mystery fleet wanted, sure, but he wasn't "risk-my-life" curious.

[OVERDRIVE: ACTIVATING]

The pre-warmed engines kicked over instantly. The Plum II and her two escorts vanished into the warp in perfect synchronization, aiming for the exact same exit vector. It was a maneuver that usually required years of academy training, but thanks to the fleet command knowledge hard-coded into Teiro’s brain, he pulled it off like he was parallel parking a sedan.

[OVERDRIVE: TERMINATED]

The three ships reverted from streaks of light back into solid mass, coming to a dead stop amidst a lingering pale-blue afterglow.

"Maintain course and formation. Normal thrust for the next hour."

Once he confirmed the escorts were intact, Teiro pinned the Plum II’s throttle. Since the lighter destroyers had better acceleration, they simply throttled back to match his pace.

"Koume, what’s the particle density like at the next waypoint? Can we jump again soon?"

"One moment, please," Koume chirped. "The concentration is more than sufficient, Mr. Teiro. We won't even need an hour. I estimate we can jump in thirty minutes."

"Sweet," Teiro muttered, nodding to himself.

Unlike the civilized sectors of the Galactic Empire, outer space was notoriously stingy with the particles required for overdrive. Teiro wasn't a scientist, so he didn't care about the 'why,' but apparently it had something to do with the distance from black holes. According to Koume, eighty percent of the empire's drive particles were churned out by the massive black hole at the center of the galaxy.

Makes sense, I guess. If we could warp everywhere, nobody would bother building regular engines.

He’d had that thought the first time they were forced to cruise through the void. He figured that since particles could be synthesized artificially, the "Wild West" of outer space would probably be full of jump gates in a few centuries.

"Ugh... I’m back. I haven't done work that delicate in ages. I’m dead," Marl groaned as she trudged into the control room. She looked like a squeezed lemon as she collapsed into her pilot’s seat.

"Nice work. You were in there a while. Everything okay?"

Marl shook her head. "It wasn't a 'problem' per se, but the internal layout didn't match the Doctor’s blueprints at all. Everything was layered weirdly, and the chip container was shoved into the back like someone had forced it in there. Is the Doctor just sloppy, or what?"

She started reclining her seat. "Can I nap? I’m napping."

Teiro gave her a silent thumbs-up and switched the comms from the bridge speakers to his headset.

One down. Three to go. Hope the others are this 'smooth'... Maybe I should catch some shut-eye too.

The Plum II was blessed with an AI navigator who never slept, and Teiro trusted her with his life. Now that the adrenaline spike had faded, a heavy, comfortable fatigue began to settle over him.

He was just starting to drift off when Koume’s voice cut through the silence like a knife.

"Mr. Teiro. I am detecting an overdrive space reservation. Shall I reject it?"

Teiro bolted upright, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs. "A reservation? You mean someone is trying to jump to our exact coordinates?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. The origin point is our previous location. It is almost certainly the fleet from the station."

"Those guys again? Are you kidding me? Who are they? I don't even know anyone out here!"

"You say that as if you have a vast social circle elsewhere, Mr. Teiro."

"Hey! Why are you treating me like a loner all of a sudden!?"

Teiro barked back at Koume’s sass while frantically punching the 'Reject' command into BISHOP. The Plum II immediately vented anti-drive particles, saturating the local space to block any incoming warps. It was a standard safety feature to prevent ships from accidentally tele-fragging each other, but it worked just as well as a "No Trespassing" sign.

"...Okay, that should hold them. But seriously, what gives? This is some high-tier stalking."

Apparently, the mystery fleet wasn't packed with top-of-the-line warp stabilizers. Teiro breathed a sigh of relief as the Plum II’s modest anti-drive burst successfully slammed the door in their faces.

"Mr. Teiro. I am detecting active drive particles at long range to our rear. It seems they have opted for the long way around. This is officially 'stalking' now."

Teiro let out a pathetic little yelp. He leaned into the comms and whispered into Marl’s ear at max volume: "Maaarl-taaan! You're so cuuuuute!"

"GYAHH?! What?! What’s happening?!"

"Sorry, Marl. Things just got a lot less fun. Those guys are still on our tail."

"Wake me up like a normal person next time!" Marl shrieked, but her hands were already flying across her consoles. "They’re still way back there. Did you block their jump?"

"Affirmative, Miss Marl," Koume answered. "To attempt a space reservation without so much as a hail suggests only two possibilities: they harbor hostile intent, or every single one of their communicators is broken."

"And the odds of eighteen ships having broken radios at the same time is zero. Can we get a detailed scan?" Teiro asked.

The data splashed across the screen before he even finished the sentence. Marl was already on it.

"Twelve frigates, six destroyers. No response to our ID signal. Teiro... these are 'enemies'."

"Right," Teiro said, his voice dropping an octave as he began the combat checklist. Then, he paused. A realization struck him, cold and heavy. "...Enemies. We’re talking about humans, right?"

He stared straight ahead. Marl looked at him, her expression unreadable.

"Yeah... they’re probably human."

"............"

Silence filled the bridge. Teiro looked down at his hands and let out a long, weary sigh.

"Well, I knew this day was coming eventually..."

He looked back at the screen, glaring at the eighteen dots representing eighteen ships full of living people. The thought that he might have to kill them made him feel sick to his stomach, yet strangely, the feeling wasn't as overwhelming as he’d feared. He didn't know if that was his own soul talking or the military-grade "Override" conditioning doing its job.

But regardless of his morals, he had something more important to protect than the lives of a few persistent strangers.

"...Are you okay?" Marl asked softly.

Teiro realized he’d been staring at her. He shook his head, clearing his mind, and began deploying the combat function groups across the BISHOP interface.

"Tell them to try it," Teiro growled. "If they fire a single shot, I’ll make them regret ever finding us."
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"Just who the hell do these people think they are? Is this Benz's doing? Or is it that total load of crap, Hans?"

Ding the Dingo, President of the Outlaw Corp known as "White Dingo"—a group that boasted enough firepower to bully the entire star system—barked in shock at the three light points flickering on his Radar Screen. A tidal wave of white-hot rage was currently doing laps in his gut, but for the moment, pure bewilderment was winning the race.

"Hey, Dingo! This wasn't part of the deal! What the hell is happening!?"

Standing beside Dingo was a man hunched over the Radar Screen, his fingers drumming an irritated, frantic beat against the desk. Dingo shot the man a look sharp enough to shave with and spat on the floor.

"Like I'd know, you dipstick."

"Regarding this little situation, let me be clear," Dingo growled, his voice dropping into a menacing register. "I didn't tell a soul. Not a single person. Which means, you brainless sack of meat, the only way word got out is if one of your people leaked it."

With a sudden, violent grace, Dingo swung an arm the size of a redwood log. His fist connected with the hand the man had been using to drum on the table, effortlessly pulverizing the bones into a fine powder.

"Stop wailing like that, you piece of trash. Even if your life is only worth as much as a plastic chip fished out of a urinal, you’re still an outlaw. Have some pride."

Dingo stepped toward the man, who was currently performing a very spirited interpretation of a dying fish on the floor. 

"In the first place," Dingo continued, "choosing this depressing Abandoned Station as a hand-off point and hiding the goods in that stingy Observation Station were your brilliant ideas. So, how do you plan on taking responsibility for this mess, huh?"

The man opened his mouth to offer a defense, but Dingo's fist arrived first. The blow shattered the man’s teeth and sent him tumbling across the floor until he finally went limp, opting for a permanent nap.

"Hey. I know you're listening, you shitty excuse for a handler."

Dingo tossed the words into the air, and a voice crackled back from the communicator.

"Calm down, Ding the Dingo. We didn't do anything, and we weren't told a thing. If there was a leak, it was a solo act by the man you just dealt with."

"Hah? Excuses? How unmanly of you, you pile of dung. I don't tolerate being played for a fool. Even outlaws have rules, but you lot just took a giant, steaming dump on mine."

Dingo eased his massive frame into a custom-built oversized seat and hammered out a fleet-wide command to his eighteen ships. The order was brief and to the point: TEACH THE TRAITORS A LESSON.

"Wait, Dingo! Don't be hasty! We—"

Dingo winced at the pathetic begging coming through the speakers. Feeling a wave of terminal boredom, he twisted the volume knob to zero. He’d already made up his mind, and in his world, his mind was the only one that mattered.

"Fire. Don't let a single one of them escape."

On his command, a volley of Beams erupted from his destroyer. The lances of light tore into a sister ship of the same model running right alongside him, blooming into a series of spectacular fireballs.

Soon, all eighteen ships under his command were vomiting Beams at the four vessels caught at point-blank range. Thanks to their Automatic Shield Generation Device, the four targets managed to endure the hellfire for exactly one minute. But once their Shield Battery hit zero, they were snuffed out one by one.

"All ships, full speed ahead! Don't let those petty thieves get away!"

Dingo bellowed the order to resume the pursuit. He wasn't about to leave any survivors who might get the bright idea to come back for revenge later. He was going to turn this sector into a mass grave for every single traitor. It was his signature move, after all.

As they burned toward the Abandoned Observation Station, Dingo spent the next two hours boredly shelling the wreckage. He didn't stop until the targets were little more than spicy space dust—at which point his gunners were actually struggling to find anything big enough to lock onto.

"Boss, the targets are prepping for a warp."

Dingo, who had been staring holes into the Radar Screen, gave a massive click of his tongue. Without a word, he pushed his intent through the BISHOP interface, issuing commands directly to his ship. He knew Warp Jamming was out of the question at this range, so he focused every ounce of his concentration on tracking their Drive Particle trail.

You aren't getting away... I'll chase you to the ends of the galaxy and rip your lungs out.

In less than five minutes, his top-of-the-line tracking equipment successfully crunched the numbers on the three targets’ destination. Dingo’s face twisted into a shark-like grin as he ordered the entire fleet to jump to the coordinates.

However—

"Boss, the [DRIVE SPACE RESERVATION] was rejected. The target might be an Electronic Warfare Craft."

Dingo’s response to his subordinate's report was to scream, "You moron!" and deliver a heavy-booted kick to the table holding his display.

"If they were an Electronic Warfare Craft, how the hell did we find them in the first place? Think for two seconds, you idiot! The target is a large-scale ship!"

When Dingo had first spotted the trio, they were a long way off. If they’d had even a bottom-tier Electronic Warfare suite, they could have stayed hidden at that distance. Every scrap of Dingo's experience told him that an Electronic Warfare Craft was a physical impossibility.

It could be a decoy, but if they wanted to set a trap, they would’ve used the Abandoned Station. Unless they’re total morons, they’re definitely running.

Dingo’s face contorted with the sick joy of the hunt as he recalculated the jump. The targets had fled to a sector where Drive Particles were thin, meaning they couldn't chain-jump. That sector was his backyard; he knew every nook and cranny.

[IDENTIFICATION SIGNAL DETECTED: GENERAL BROADCAST]

Shortly after his fleet dropped out of warp a comfortable distance from the prey, his subordinate checked the scanners. Dingo raised a skeptical eyebrow. "What are they playing at?"

"Are they trying to pretend this is a coincidence? What? What's the angle here?"

It was obvious these rats had intercepted Dingo’s goods, and they were clearly trying to flee. Trying to act like they'd just bumped into him was too unnatural—and way too late.

"Whatever. Split into two groups. Let's bite their asses."

Dingo divided his forces, changing course to sandwich the targets. Just as he’d guessed, the primary target was a large-scale ship, and its sub-light speed was pathetic. They would definitely catch up before the prey reached a viable jump point.

"All ships, battle stations! Time for some traitor-flavored justice!"

"Sanctions for the traitors!" the fleet echoed back.

"The target is a big one, so expect them to shoot first! Prepare for Defense Maneuvers!"

On Dingo’s command, the fleet began to shift its orbit. Frigates tucked themselves behind the destroyers, and the destroyers began to slide laterally, keeping their armored noses pointed toward the enemy.

"...This is weird."

Five minutes passed since Dingo had set his Defense Formation. They were almost within firing range, yet the target hadn't fired a single shot. While long-range snipers existed, the target didn't look like a dedicated rail-gun platform. The scan results were clear: it was a standard Cruiser.

"...What are they doing? Are we just going to waltz right up to them?"

He muttered the question to himself, a cold shiver of dread crawling up his spine. His gut—the very thing that had kept him alive in the lawless reaches of space—was screaming that something was fundamentally wrong.

"Boss, orders? Should we open a channel?"

Dingo glanced at the display. A notification for a communication request from the target had been blinking incessantly for a while now.

"Should we talk to 'em? No... what the hell would we even say?"

He decided to ignore it. He ran through a dozen possible conversations in his head, and every single one of them ended with him killing them anyway. He wasn't in the business of granting mercy.

"All ships, prepare to fire! Target the Cruiser!"

The Turret Bays on all eighteen ships slid open, tracking the target. He’d briefly considered knocking out the escort destroyers first, but he canned that idea when he saw the enemy's formation. They were using a defensive layout similar to his own; if he didn't kill the small ships instantly, they’d just hide behind the Cruiser to let their Beam Shields recharge.

"FIRE!"

At Dingo’s roar, nearly a hundred blue Beams lanced across the void, screaming toward the Cruiser—and then, they went haywire.

"It's Beam Jamming! Recalibrate, now!"

More than half the shots veered off into space in wild, distorted arcs. The remaining Beams that managed to stay on target slammed into a ridiculously thick shield, resulting in nothing more than a few pathetic sparks. Since a volley that size should have melted a hole right through the ship, Dingo realized with a jolt that he was dealing with serious professionals.

"These guys are pros! Don't let up! You better be ready to die—"

Dingo’s rallying cry was cut short. One of the destroyers leading his formation suddenly, and without a hint of warning, vanished in a violent, four-way explosion.
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Dingo had been in the game for decades, surviving more life-and-death scrapes than he could count. As the big boss of the White Dingo Outlaw Corp, he’d always parked himself right on the front lines. He took a certain amount of pride in the fact that, in any given crisis, he usually made the right call. 

Key word: usually. Right now, he was losing his goddamn mind.

"What did they do to us? How the hell did they do that?!"

Dingo muttered the words under his breath, eyes glued to the sight of his companions' ships drifting apart in a slow-motion sequence of explosions. "Did anyone see an enemy Beam?!" he roared.

Silence was his only answer.

"Think, Dingo, think... what are the possibilities? How does a ship just... end up like that?"

His consort ships were currently busy decorating the vacuum with debris. Some of it would eventually be vaporized by a stray incinerator beam, while the rest would likely spend eternity wandering the void. Dingo kept up the bombardment, his eyes wide and frantic as he scrutinized the wreckage.

"...This doesn't make sense. Why is the debris flowing backward?"

Experience told him that a Beam-induced explosion should expand equally in all directions. A Beam vaporized a hull at ultra-high temperatures; the resulting thermal expansion was what caused the boom. Seeing wreckage get shoved backward, as if kicked by a giant invisible boot, was practically unheard of.

"A Large-caliber Cannon? No, that's impossible... wait. You bastards! It can’t be!"

Dingo frantically scrolled through the ship’s sensor logs, looking for anomalies. Then, he saw it. There it was: a "high-speed kinetic signature" flagged by the Motion Sensor.

"Warhead Weapons?! You’ve got to be kidding me! Who uses those shitty antiques—"

Beside him, another consort ship erupted in a violent plume of fire. The cigar-shaped vessel had a literal chunk—about a quarter of its hull—shaved clean off. It was still maneuvering, so it wasn't a total loss yet, but Dingo knew a combat-ineffective paperweight when he saw one.

"Gah! All ships, scatter! Get into the blind spots of their turrets!"

Realizing that flying in a straight line was a great way to get murdered, Dingo threw his ship into a wide detour. Seconds later, the sensors picked up another Motion Signature. He watched it like a hawk.

The incoming warhead, aimed at his previous position, drew a lazy curve through space. It was a clear miss. Dingo’s Automatic Debris Incineration Beam flicked on instantly, hitting the projectile with a Laser and vaporizing it. It was the natural, boring result everyone expected.

"See? That’s how it’s supposed to work. But that’s not what’s happening."

The sensors locked onto another warhead. This one was screaming toward one of his forward frigates. This time, the result was different. There was no flash of a Beam, no protective flicker of a shield. The projectile simply sidestepped the automated Lasers as if they weren't even there and silently punched a hole straight through the hull.

"...This is a bad joke. This guy is a monster!"

Faced with this unidentified "new" weapon, Dingo’s frantic guessing finally landed on a conclusion.

"The Imperial Military! It’s those goddamn Imperial dogs!"

He forgot he was in the middle of a literal dogfight and started kicking his desk in a fit of pure, unadulterated rage. Half of it was directed at the Empire; the other half was for himself.

"I’m not going down without a fight! I won’t let those suits at the Center jerk me around!"

As the distance between the fleets closed, the skirmish devolved into a spectacular, high-stakes exchange of Beams. Dingo had already lost five ships, but he still had the advantage in raw numbers. 

He played it smart, rotating his damaged ships to the rear and lunging for the enemy's exposed engines whenever he saw a gap. The Beam Jamming units on some of his ships were doing okay, but they were useless against those kinetic slugs. A few of his captains had the bright idea to switch their shields to Physical mode, but that just made things worse—Taro’s fleet was still putting out more total damage with their Beam Weapons than the warheads.

Between the mounting casualties and the damage they were actually managing to land, it was a toss-up. For the first time in his career, Dingo honestly couldn't tell if he was winning or losing.

"This is costing way too much. Should we bail? Or—"

Dingo glanced at his secondary display. The persistent notification for a communication request was still blinking there, mocking him.

"...Dammit all!"

He punched the display with enough force to bruise and opened the line.

"I’m gonna say this once: you guys are the ones who started this," Taro snapped the moment the connection went live.

Taro was in a foul mood. He didn't know why this was happening, and frankly, he didn't think any explanation was going to make him feel better about this dumpster fire of a situation.

"『Listen to you bark. Do you Imperial dogs really think you can play petty thief in my backyard?』"

The voice coming through the speaker was dripping with venom. Taro started to fire back an insult but bit his tongue. He had bigger problems.

"Look, let's just call a ceasefire. We don't want to fight you, and there's no point to it anyway."

He was being 100% honest. He’d been jumped for no reason, and he was tired of it.

"『You might not want to fight, but I sure as hell do. First, you're going to give back what you stole.』"

Taro’s eyebrow twitched. His patience snapped.

"That's what I'm trying to talk to you about, you moron! Tell your ships to stop shooting right now, or I'm going to shove a Torpedo up your ass!"

A heavy, stunned silence descended upon the Control Room. Out of the corner of his eye, Taro thought he saw Koume clapping, but he chose to ignore it.

"『...Fine. Ceasefire in ten seconds.』"

[COUNTDOWN FUNCTION INITIATED: 10... 9... 8...]

Taro forwarded the system message to his consort ships. The moment the timer hit zero, the bombardment stopped. An eerie, heavy silence settled over the battlefield.

"『There. Happy? Now hand over the goods. Do that, and I might let you leave with your skins intact.』"

"Hmph. I don't trust you as far as I can throw your ship. And besides, why are you obsessed with this thing? It makes zero sense."

"『Stop playing games! Do you have any idea how much that thing is worth?』"

Taro looked down at the chip in his hand. Is this thing actually made of gold or something?

"You're doing all this for money? Fine, take a copy. Take a hundred copies for all I care. I'm sending the data now."

Taro dumped the entire contents of the chip over the comms line. It was just boring observation data used to track the history of the star systems—hardly a rare treasure. Since Taro was the only person in the galaxy actually looking for Earth, he saw no reason to keep the data to himself.

"『Hey... what is this crap?』"

The voice on the other end had gone dangerously low. 

"What do you mean 'what is it'? It's the stuff I recovered," Taro snapped.

"『...I don't find jokes funny in a war zone, kid. Listen. I won't say a word to anyone about what you were doing out here. I'll stake the name of Dingo on it. Just give me the goods, and we're done.』"

Taro cocked his head. Something wasn't clicking. A sudden, horrible realization began to dawn on him. He scratched his head, his hands beginning to shake.

"Look... Mr. Dingo, or whatever your name is. These 'goods' you're talking about... are they a chip or a device inside a container?"

There was a long, excruciating silence.

"『...It’s a Capsule. Don't tell me—』"

"I don't have it, you absolute moron! Go back and find it yourself!"

Taro screamed in a fit of rage and hurled his Earphone-type Communication Device at the floor. He writhed in pure, unadulterated frustration before grinding the device into the deck with his heel.

"Dammit! This place is a hellhole! I had to kill people because of a simple misunderstanding?!"

Taro wiped away tears he hadn't realized were falling with the back of his hand and buried his face in his seat, screaming. He wanted to be alone. He wanted to curl up in a hole. But he couldn't leave. He was responsible for too many lives now.

"Communication Message from the enemy ship, Mr. Teiro," Koume said, her voice perfectly level. "They state they have dispatched a ship to verify your claim. We are to wait."

Taro didn't look at her. He just gave a dismissive wave of his hand. He was exhausted, and he didn't have a single ounce of energy left to give.
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The room was a tomb of shadows. Taro only realized he had a visitor when a sliver of light from the hallway sliced through the darkness of the doorway.

"Alan, huh? How’d you even get in here?"

Taro was a miserable ball of limbs on the bed. He didn't even bother looking up at the intruder as he muttered the question.

"I can crack military databanks, kid. A door lock is basically a toddler's toy by comparison. I don't care how 'elite' you think you are, the hardware on this thing has its limits."

Alan swaggered in, snagged a steel chair, and slammed it down next to the bed. The magnets in the chair’s legs engaged with a sharp, metallic clack that rang through the silent room.

"Drink."

It was a command, not a suggestion. Taro tried a weak "I'm not thirsty," but Alan shoved the glass into his hand with zero regard for his personal space.

"I didn't ask if you were thirsty. I told you to drink. Now, listen to your elders—it might actually do you some good for once."

Reluctantly, Taro dragged himself upright. He stared into the cup. A faint, sickly yellow light from the floorboards reflected off the liquid, which shimmered with the oily sheen of something dangerously high-proof.

It’s not like I want someone to tell me we did nothing wrong.

Alan’s voice cut through the gloom. Taro didn't answer; instead, he gave a solitary nod and downed the contents in one go.

"GAH! Cough! What... what the hell is this? Rocket fuel?!"

Taro doubled over, his throat feeling like he'd just swallowed a blowtorch. Alan actually cracked a gentle, almost sadistic smile.

"Fireball 925. Aptly named, since it’s ninety-two point five percent alcohol. Usually, people are smart enough to mix it with something."

Alan started pouring a mixer from a pitcher into his own glass. Taro silently shoved his empty cup forward, letting Alan refill it without a word.

Once the liquor was tamed by a splash of fruit juice—though it still felt like drinking liquid fire—Taro began to feel the world tilt in that familiar, fuzzy way. The silence stretched between them for a long minute before Taro finally broke it.

"Hey, Alan... you were a soldier, right? Did you... ever actually kill anyone?"

The word kill felt heavy and jagged in his mouth, like something he was terrified to even touch. Alan, however, didn't miss a beat.

"I did."

Alan’s voice was disturbingly casual. 

"I won't bore you with a 'woe is me' story, but things were pretty grim back in my day. I don’t think I mentioned it, but I started in Land Combat. The Landing Force. You know the type? Grunts. We’d strap into Armed Suits, hoist our rifles, and charge headfirst into whatever hellhole they pointed us at."

Alan set his glass on the table and looked toward the ceiling, his eyes distant.

"It wasn't all grand spectacles like the Era of Imperial Strife, but we were always busy. Tax-dodging politicians, drug cartels, smuggling rings... basically, we spent our time hunting pieces of shit."

He snorted, crossing his arms with a scowl. Then his gaze dropped. "But..."

"It wasn't always pieces of shit. Sometimes, I’d put a bullet through a woman standing on a street corner just because she was in the way. You know how it is—the Empire doesn't give a damn about people without a family registry. They’re non-entities. And we? we just did what we were told."

Alan stared at the floor, his mouth snapping shut into a hard line. Taro struggled to find a response, his brain scrambling to process the casual brutality of it all. He stayed silent, waiting for the rest.

"I wouldn't say I regret it, exactly. But I do wonder if there was another way. I think about it all the time, actually. I’ll probably keep thinking about it until I’m dead. It’s just how things are."

Taro frowned, his head swimming from the booze and the heavy conversation. "I don’t get it... even if they didn't have a registry, you can't just do whatever you want. Doesn't that just breed resentment? If the people rose up, the military would be screwed, right?"

"Sure," Alan shrugged.

"But the brass decided that a few sacrifices were a small price to pay for 'overall stability.' Sacrificing the few to save the many—that’s the golden rule for anyone at the top. The second you start pushing that responsibility onto the guys at the bottom, the whole organization is doomed. Ideally, we’d have handled things with a bit more grace, but the Galactic Empire just got too big for its own good."

Alan took a massive swig of his drink. Taro tried to wrap his head around the logic, but it felt like trying to catch smoke with his bare hands. It sounded right, in a cold, mathematical way, but he couldn't just nod and accept it.

Still, he knew he had to figure out his own stance, and he had to do it fast. Alan’s "man at the top" was him, and the organization was "Rising Sun."

"I don't think I can be that cold-blooded..." Taro groaned, pouring himself another round.

"You don't have to be," Alan countered.

"You can worry yourself sick, cry until your brain leaks out your ears, and keep screaming that you’ll find a better way. That’s how everyone survives this miserable world, more or less. If you don't like it, quit being the President."

Alan fixed him with a sharp, piercing stare. Taro met it head-on.

"That’s easier said than done."

"Damn right it is. It’s a pain in the ass. But at the end of the day, you’re the only one who can find your answer. So go ahead—fret. They say worrying is the only thing young people are actually good at, right?"

Alan stood up and started for the door. As he passed, Taro called out one last time.

"Hey, Alan."

"Yeah?"

"I'm not smart enough for the big-picture stuff. But I can promise you this: I’m not going to actively murder people, and I won't let anyone else do it either. I’m not trying to be a saint, and I get that sometimes things have to happen, but..."

Taro paused, swallowing the last of the liquid fire.

"Like you said, I’m probably going to mope about it. I’ll probably have a toddler-level meltdown. So, when that happens..."

"Yeah, yeah. I’ll come hold your hand again. It’s an old man’s job to keep the youth from losing their minds."

Alan cut him off before he could get too sentimental. Taro managed a smirk. 

"Acting pretty high and mighty for a virgin," he muttered.

"Look who’s talking," Alan shot back. 

The two of them shared a brief, genuine laugh before the door hissed shut.



Alan stepped out into the blindingly bright hallway and stretched until his joints popped. 

"Man... I thought he’d be a total wreck, but he’s got a bit of a spine after all. How was it on your end?"

He spoke to the empty air, leaning back against the wall. Bella materialized from the shadows, waving a hand dismissively.

"Easy enough," she said. "She cried until she ran out of tears, took a breath, and she was fine. The girl’s got way more steel in her than the boy does."

"Figures," Alan grunted. He held out a hand. "Got a spare?"

Bella handed him a cigar. "They say women are the more realistic gender, after all."

Alan crushed the ignition capsule on the tip with a click of his thumb, took a drag, and exhaled a cloud of pale blue smoke. 

"Don't act like an expert on women when you're a virgin."

Bella smirked at him. Alan just laughed. "Teiro told me the same damn thing." 

He leaned his head back, looking up at the indirect lighting on the ceiling. 

"Well, every spacer hits this crossroad eventually. Self-defense or not, you eventually have to cross that line. Teiro and the kid just hit it a little earlier than most."

"I killed my first person at twelve," Bella said, her voice flat and cold. "That’s old enough."

"Hey now," Alan sighed. "Your upbringing was a bit different from theirs. To a hardcore Mafia brat, this is probably child's play. I don't know much about Earth, but Teiro clearly came from some peaceful, high-society bubble. You saw it too, right?"

"Hard to miss," Bella agreed. She tossed a portable ashtray at him and lit her own cigar. 

"For an Iceman who woke up after thousands of years, the boy adapted way too fast. He clearly had a top-tier education. He’s honest, he’s got a sense of justice, and he actually feels responsible for things. He’s a product of a very peaceful era."

She brushed her long hair back, looking annoyed. 

"But he’s got balls. I heard his exchange with the other fleet over the HAD. That was some world-class bravado. Most people couldn't pull that off. He’s going to be a hell of a man one day."

Bella’s expression turned uncharacteristically soft for a moment before twisting into the grin of a predator. Alan saw it and felt a sudden wave of pity for Taro. The kid's caught the eye of a very dangerous woman.

"Whatever the future holds," Alan said, flicking his ash. "Tomorrow is back to the boring-as-hell travel routine. If you aren't busy, come with me. It’s time for the 'Old People’s Reminiscence Hour.'"

He started walking toward the lounge-slash-liquor-cellar.

"I’m not that old, and I’m definitely not that bored," Bella called out, the cigar clenched between her teeth. "But I think I finally figured out why you’re still a virgin... Fine. I'll have one drink."

She glanced back at Taro’s door one last time. 

"Sleep tight, boy," she whispered, then turned and followed Alan into the light.
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Having successfully snagged the data chip at the coordinate known as Point 01, Taro was currently enjoying a lazy cruise toward the remaining two recovery points.

A thick, awkward tension had hung over the control room for a while after their last scrap, but a week later, things had finally snapped back to normal. They were young, after all, and they had each other to lean on.

"We’ll be exiting White Dingo’s territory with the next jump, Mr. Teiro. Finally, we can say goodbye to that mangy mutt."

Koume turned toward Taro and flashed a sweet, beaming smile. Taro muttered a "Finally," and let out a long, weary sigh.

"Because of that guy, we’ve been treated like pariahs everywhere we go. I’m just ready to finally get some damn supplies."

Dingo, the big boss of the White Dingo, had actually kept his word. He hadn’t tried to jump them again after the battle. But while he’d watched Taro’s crew depart in silence, he hadn't exactly offered an apology, either. Taro had been fuming at the time, but he’d been too exhausted to summon the energy to lodge a formal complaint.

After leaving the combat zone, the crew had tried to stop at the nearest stations for supplies and repairs. However, no matter how hard they negotiated, docking permission was flatly denied. They tried several other stations along their flight path, but the answer was always the same: Access Denied. It took them a while to realize the truth—every single rock in this sector was under Dingo’s iron-fisted control.

"Ugh, talk about a sore loser! We might not have lost anyone, but the ship is a wreck and everyone’s banged up. If he ever shows his face in Imperial Territory, I’m going to fleece him until he’s bankrupt!"

Marl vented her fury, punctuating her words by drumming her fingers against the flexible material of the monitor’s frame. Taro offered a distracted "There, there," to soothe her as he initiated the final Overdrive sequence. The ship was hurting, and he wanted it in a dry dock yesterday.

"Live ammo, repairs, replacement parts... just thinking about the bill gives me a migraine. I hope our trade profits can cover it..."

As Marl groaned and clutched her head, Taro shot her a look of detached sympathy. Unless it involved a truly astronomical sum of money, he remained blissfully indifferent to financial matters.

[OVERDRIVE: TERMINATED]

Accompanied by the usual sensation of mild, reality-warping intoxication, Taro brought the ship out of the long jump. He began running through the routine post-jump checks like a bored assembly-line worker, nearly missing a critical signal in his autopilot haze.

"Wait... we’ve got company. Please don't tell me I have to deal with another pointless shootout."

Three points of light sat mockingly on the radar screen. Taro glared at them, tilting his head as he weighed his options. Marl looked over his shoulder.

"At this range, we could probably hide with the scan scrambler, but wouldn’t that just make them more suspicious if they do spot us?"

"Indeed, Miss Marl. However, that logic usually only applies within Imperial Territory. In Outer Space, running silent is a standard operating procedure."

"Ho, look at you, Koume-chan. So knowledgeable. Where’d you get that? From Bella-san?"

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. That is 'field data'."

Both Taro and Marl tilted their heads in confusion. Ignoring them, Koume tapped at her console and pointed to the radar screen on the main display.

"...Are you for real?" Taro muttered, his jaw dropping.

The radar screen, now updated by Koume, was lit up like a Christmas tree. Dozens of light points indicated a massive formation of ships arranged in perfect intervals. Taro frantically ran a wide-area scan and compared it to the results.

"The scan isn't picking up a thing... Are you sure it’s not just a bunch of space debris?"

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. The probability that these are vessels is extremely high."

"Okay, I’ll bite. What’s the catch?"

"This, Miss Marl."

Koume held up a black, palm-sized chip, waving it at eye level. 

"Observation data?" Marl guessed.

"Precisely. This is Dr. Arjimov’s observation data. It contains detailed records of every celestial body in this sector. Aside from transient debris, there are no exceptions. It even accounts for time-axis variations, including orbital periods. Calculating the exact position of every star and planet for the current timestamp is trivial."

The large screen filled with a projection of stars, looking like a high-tech planetarium. Koume looked up at it and overlaid a semi-transparent image. "And this is our current scan result."

"Wow. Suddenly there are a lot of stars I don’t recognize," Taro said, his voice dripping with dread. He dredged up his old Military Academy lessons and remembered a specific brand of electronic warfare: Celestial Camouflage.

"There are twenty-two 'celestial bodies' observed by the scanner that shouldn't exist. Some might be stations, but certainly not all of them."

"I see... Hey, Teiro? I’m getting a really, really bad feeling about this," Marl said, her brow furrowing.

"You and me both," Taro agreed. "If they’re just sitting there, they’re waiting for us. Those three ships out front are probably bait... but I can’t think of anyone who’d want us dead besides Dingo. Did he finally decide to settle the score?"

Taro didn't know what had happened to Dingo after their fight, nor did he care. All he knew was that the man had blacklisted the Rising Sun from every station in the area.

It wasn't a stretch to think Dingo wanted them weakened for an ambush, but according to the veterans, Alan and Bella, that was unlikely. Their consensus was that if Dingo actually wanted them dead, he’d have brought a fleet of over a hundred ships. Based on the local economy and station traffic, they’d estimated his total strength was massive.

"If we flip and burn right now, we can hit a jump-capable zone in under five minutes, Mr. Teiro."

"Right. Let’s run."

"I agree, but wow, you made that call fast."

Taro squirmed in his seat, giving his hips a little wiggle. "Well, you see~" he said in a sickeningly sweet voice. "Teiro-chan is a total cat person, not a dog person~. If I have to see that puppy again, I think I’ll lose my cool~!"

"...You are truly revolting sometimes," Marl deadpanned.

"Hey! I was going for 'adorable'!"

Taro shot Marl a wounded look before sending the reversal command through BISHOP. As the ship swung around, he felt the familiar tug of centrifugal force and glued his eyes to the monitor, waiting for the enemy to make their move.

"Full speed ahead. Jump the second the particle concentration hits the threshold."

Marl and Koume voiced their acknowledgment. Taro focused every nerve on the scanner.

[IDENTIFICATION SIGNAL RECEIVED: CL-8292]
[COMMUNICATION REQUEST: CL-8292]

A notification blinked onto Taro’s HUD. 

"Oh? Did the puppy learn some manners? Is he actually calling before he bites?"

"Who can say?" Koume replied. "Regardless, if a dog is going to bite, it requires discipline. Mr. Teiro, please... let me handle this."

Taro blinked, surprised by her request. He figured Koume was probably nursing some pent-up frustration of her own; during the last fight, the sheer number of hits they’d taken had kept her working the shields until she was practically cross-eyed. 

"Go for it. Give that mutt a piece of our mind."

Koume flashed him a thumbs-up and a wicked grin. "I’ve been practicing my etiquette with Miss Bella," she said, narrowing her eyes at the monitor. Taro was about to egg her on, but Koume raised a hand to silence him. The line was open.

"I hope you can hear me, you sub-fecal, চার-legged failure of a biological organism. If you have something to say, make sure you attach a 'woof' to the beginning and end of every load of shit you spew. It might actually give a hint of personality to your character, which currently has less value than the space debris clogging up a docking bay."

A deafening silence fell over the control room. Koume looked triumphant. Taro looked like he was trying to figure out which part of that to apologize for first.

"...Uh, wo-woof. Is this the Rising Sun vessel, Plum II? Woof?"

A confused, youthful male voice crackled over the speakers. Koume blinked and tilted her head toward Taro, looking genuinely puzzled. A moment later, the main display flickered to life, revealing a handsome young man with light, dark-green hair and a friendly, if currently bewildered, face.

"Oops. Mr. Teiro, who is this?"

"Okay, Koume. I have no idea who that is. We’re apologizing. We are apologizing right now."

"Don't be so weak, Mr. Teiro! He's clearly playing along, we should keep going—"

Taro wordlessly hijacked the comm line, rerouting it to his own terminal. Experience told him that if he let Koume keep talking, things would go south fast.

"Uh, hey. Sorry about that. We’ve had... a lot of stuff going on. Very stressful. High-tension environment, you know how it is. It’s a whole thing."

Taro bowed repeatedly toward the screen.

"I-I see... I’m not entirely sure what’s happening, but we have no hostile intentions. Woof."

"Stop! You can stop with the woofing now! Please!"

Taro nearly slid out of his chair in embarrassment. He scrambled back into position and cleared his throat. "So, uh... who are you exactly?"

"My apologies for the late introduction. This is the EAP Alliance Expeditionary Fleet. I am the representative of Little Tokyo—Lin Barkhorn. Am I speaking with Mr. Teiro of the Rising Sun?"

The man’s voice was clear and poised. Taro blinked once, then twice, wondering if his translator was glitching.

"Little... Tokyo?" Taro whispered.

The voice from the speaker gave a concise, firm reply. "Yes."
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Taro clamped down on his trembling hands and looked Koume dead in the eye.

"Rin Barkhorn... Hey, Koume. Did you hear that?"

Responding to his grave expression, Koume straightened her posture and put on her most serious face. "Yes, Mr. Teiro. It is a very imposing surname, isn't it?"

"That’s not the point!" Taro barked. He turned a flat palm toward her and tried again. "Do you have any record of the word 'Tokyo'?"

"Tokyo, Mr. Teiro? One moment..." Koume paused, her eyes glazing over as she processed data. "Yes. Unfortunately, there is no entry for such a term in the Encyclopedia Galactica."

Taro’s shoulders slumped. I knew it. Just a coincidence. He turned back to the comms, noticing the boy on the screen looking utterly bewildered, and offered a quick apology.

"Sorry, kid. I got distracted. So, about that 'Alla'... what was it again?"

"The Alliance, Teiro," Marl cut in, sounding exasperated. "It's a union of Unions. There’s no strict legal definition, but it usually implies a pact involving mutual defense and passage rights for combat vessels. EAP is a registered name on the neural net, and it matches their identification signal."

"I see. So they’re legit? Huh. 'Alliance' sounds like one of those high-level military terms. I wonder why I’ve never heard it before?"

Taro chewed on that for a second before the answer hit him. The Galactic Empire had no enemies, and certainly no peers to cooperate with. To an Imperial citizen, the very concept of an 'alliance' was a historical relic.

"Right, same deal as the HAD, then. I really need to brush up on civilian military lore... Anyway, sorry about that. So, what does this Alliance want with yours truly?"

The boy on the screen, who looked like he had been on the verge of tears a moment ago, brightened instantly. Finally, it was his time to shine.

"Yes! This is Customs! If you wish to pass through our space, we must collect the appropriate tariffs!"

Rin Barkhorn’s voice was suddenly full of pep. Taro blinked, looking sideways at Marl. "Is that actually a thing?"

"Don't ask me," Marl sighed. "We’re outside the Empire now. Out here, there are as many laws as there are petty warlords. Honestly, I just want to get the Plum some maintenance. Depending on the price, we should probably just pay the toll and be done with it."

Taro nodded. "Makes sense." He turned back to the monitor. "Fine, we’ll pay. What’s the damage?"

"Yes! Since it depends on your cargo, please send over a manifest so I can calculate the fee. We require one percent of your projected profit upfront, and another one percent upon your return trip. Please note that taxes on trading margins are handled separately!"

That’s not too bad, Taro thought, reaching for the controls. But Marl’s hand shot out to stop him.

"What about the Second Adjustment Treaty with the Empire?" she demanded.

"Oh! Yes, of course!" Rin chirped.

"Good. Then we won't have any problems. Teiro, get ready. It’s time to actually do some work for once."

Marl looked smug. Taro, meanwhile, just tilted his head in total confusion.

"It’s a treaty between the Empire and the various Management Corps, Mr. Teiro," Koume explained. "It’s a mutual deduction agreement designed to prevent the double taxation of goods."

"Double taxation? You mean so I don't pay tax here and back in the Empire?"

"Exactly," Marl said. "It won't wipe out the whole bill, but it provides a significant credit. There’s a cap on the amount, though."

"Got it." Taro nodded, finally following the logic. 

He didn't have digital currency that worked out here, so he allocated a portion of the trade goods he’d been hauling—effectively using them as physical cash—to cover the fee. He drew up a contract on the spot, ensuring the payment guaranteed their safety and docking rights at the station, and pinged it over to Rin’s ship.

"I’d love some change back if you've got it, but don't sweat it. Just use the local market average for the conversion."

Outer space was a disconnected void. They couldn't reach the Imperial Center or even the Alpha Star System. Since Imperial Credits were purely electronic, they were useless in a zone without a subspace link. Rumor had it the Empire was mass-producing physical Money Chips again, but they hadn't reached the fringe yet.

"That’s perfectly fine! I actually have some things I’d like to discuss with you anyway. I’ll lead you to the station!"

Taro let out a long sigh of relief as Rin’s voice crackled through the speakers. Following the beacon signal from Rin's Cruiser, they trailed the ship for a short distance before engaging a micro-jump via Overdrive.

When they dropped back into real-space, a massive structure dominated the view. It was a space station—the largest Taro had seen since leaving the Empire. Ships of all sizes buzzed around it like angry hornets. You didn't need a degree in economics to see that this place was the beating heart of the sector.

"Whoa... it’s huge. It’s gotta be several times bigger than Alpha Station."

Taro followed Rin’s lead toward the pier. The docking guidance was surprisingly similar to the Empire’s automated systems. Unlike his harrowing experience with the ghost ship, the BISHOP handled the approach perfectly. Taro kicked back in his pilot's seat, relaxing with a carton of his favorite fruit juice.

[DOCKING COMPLETE. WELCOME TO KATSUSHIKA STATION.]

Taro did a violent, cinematic spit-take. 

Koume performed a graceful, mid-air dodge. Marl, however, was not so lucky. She stood there, frozen, juice dripping from her chin in a silent, terrifying rage.

"KA-KATSUSHIKA!?" Taro screamed at the BISHOP’s display. "No way! No way in hell! There is definitely a Japanese person involved in this!"

Taro realized his mistake the moment he saw Marl slowly turn toward him. He scrambled out of his seat and immediately dropped into a formal seiza position on the floor. "I—I am so sorry! My bad! Truly!"

"It’s fine..." Marl said, her voice a chilling monotone. "I’m not mad. At all. So? What was it? What could possibly justify spraying me with sugar-water? I’d love to hear a very, very convincing explanation."

Her eyes were dead. Taro gulped. She is so incredibly mad.

"Right! Well! You see!" Taro stammered as Marl's lip twitched. "The place where I used to live was called Tokyo, and Katsushika was one of the districts there!"

"Hmm. And you’re sure it’s not just a coincidence?"

"I mean... maybe? I don't know. I’ll have to ask them. But what are the odds?"

In his time within the Galactic Empire, every name he’d heard was in Imperial Standard—which was basically just English. He’d heard some gibberish names or alien sounds, but he hadn’t encountered a single Japanese word until now. Even though the Override had stripped his ability to speak Japanese, his memories of the language remained intact.

"Well, only one way to find out. Let’s go see what’s inside the mystery box."

The Gate Lobby was their first stop. Unlike the sleek, sterile, and minimalist designs favored by the Empire, Katsushika Station’s lobby was a chaotic, vibrating mess of humanity. The floor stretched out for hundreds of meters in every direction, crammed with people and open-air stalls. Rin led the way, with Taro, Marl, and Koume shoving through the throng behind him.

"Hey! You! Kid! Look at this! Latest Imperial-style timepiece! Very classy!"

"Uh, no thanks," Taro waved off a vendor. "I’ve got an AI for that."

"Hey, spacer! Look at these pilot suits! Thirty percent off! You want to try one on? We have changing rooms!"

"I... think I’ll pass on the seven-colored stripes. Though that blue one is actually kind of cool."

"High-quality Quantum cigars! The real deal! Buy ten, get one free!"

"Oh, now we’re talking! Bella would love those. Pops, give me a hundred!"

Stalls lined both sides of the thoroughfare, their boundaries marked by simple lines painted on the floor. Taro gawped at everything like a country bumpkin on his first trip to the big city, chatting with anyone who called out to him.

"This is it! This is the kind of market I’ve been looking for!" Taro beamed.

Marl looked at him with a mix of exhaustion and pity. "Do your shopping later." 

Taro knew he was testing her patience—especially after the juice incident—and he knew he was slowing Rin down. But he couldn't help it. The sheer energy of the place was infectious.

"No, no, look! Look at that! Is that a giant bronze statue? That is insane!"

Taro was frolicking like a child. Marl shot Rin an apologetic look; Rin just gave her a weak, sympathetic smile in return.

After Taro had finally burned off enough excitement, Rin led them to a private reception room. They settled into soft, surprisingly comfortable sofas, and a few moments later, Rin returned with two stern-looking men. Taro tensed up, but Rin waved them off, and they stepped back outside to guard the door.

"Now then, Mr. Teiro. There’s something I need to ask you before we go any further."

Rin sat across from Taro, looking restless. He shifted in his seat and cleared his throat.

"Ahem. So... Mr. Teiro. You... you came from the Empire, right?"

Taro blinked at the weird question. "Yeah. I mean, obviously."

"H-How!?" Rin blurted out, leaning so far over the table he nearly fell.

"What do you mean 'how'? We just flew here. It’s not like the technology for physical body warping exists yet, right?"

Taro glanced at Marl for backup. Still grumpy, she didn't offer any witty banter.

"Don't look at me for a punchline. Yes, we came straight here from Imperial space. We cut through Dingo’s territory and headed for the border. Is there a problem?"

Rin’s hands balled into tight fists. He looked down at the floor, falling into a heavy silence. After a long minute, he slowly looked up, his expression grim.

"Dingo has blockaded the entire sector border. As of right now, this place is completely cut off from the Galactic Empire."
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"Well, that’s a real tragedy for them... wait, what? We can’t go home?"

Teiro stared at him, his face a total blank. Rin mirrored the expression, blinking back in confusion. "Huh?"

"No, like I said. You only recently arrived here, right, Mr. Teiro?"

"Yeah. Well, it’s been nearly a month now."

"White Dingo began the blockade three months ago."

Rin watched him with a searching look before pulling a single data chip from his bag. Teiro took the offered chip and pressed it against his forehead.

[ALLIANCE NEWS: WHITE DINGO INCREASES PRESSURE ON THE EAP—ECONOMY AND PEACE—ALLIANCE. BOUNDARY BEACONS DEACTIVATED. FULL FLEET BLOCKADE IN EFFECT.]

"Oof. So, basically economic sanctions?" Teiro muttered as the news transcript from a few weeks prior flowed from the chip directly into BISHOP. Man, sounds like things are getting pretty messy for these guys, he thought, feeling remarkably like it was someone else’s problem.

"It’s not strictly impossible to reach the Empire if you take the Zayed Route, but it’s a massive detour. Lately, WIND activity has been spiking, too. It takes far too much time, and more importantly, it’s dangerous."

Rin waved a hand over the monitor in the reception room and snapped his fingers. A map, presumably the local Star Chart, flickered to life. A complex, winding curve representing the path to the Empire was drawn across it; it was so convoluted it looked like a practical joke.

"There are many sectors where you can't jump, so it’s roughly a two-and-a-half-month journey to the Empire one-way. You can't run a legitimate business like that. Between the transit tariffs and the overhead, every trade good ends up being obscenely overpriced."

"Yeah, you’d lose the price war a hundred percent of the time," Teiro agreed. "What about just paying the doggie a bribe to let us through?"

"We’ve sent inquiries multiple times. Total radio silence. Dingo’s only demand is the dissolution of the Alliance, but we can't accept that. If the Alliance vanishes, he’ll be the first one through the door to invade us."

Rin looked down, his shoulders slumped in a display of powerlessness. From his tone, Teiro caught the gist of why the Alliance had their fleet stationed at the boundary.

If the sanctions break them, great. If not, it still whittles them down... That guy looks like a meathead, but he’s got a cunning streak when it comes to this stuff.

Teiro laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back, picturing White Dingo. They’d only talked for a few minutes, but it was clear the man was a hotheaded impulsive type. However, it was equally clear that his Fleet Operations were top-tier and he had a knack for managing his territory. A pure idiot wouldn't attract that many followers.

"Yeah, you’re right," Rin sighed. "In just a few short decades, he’s grown that organization to an incredible size. He scooped up all the local ruffians and before anyone realized it, he’d built a major power. Since he was taking all the troublemakers off everyone’s hands, no one—including the EAP Alliance—opposed him. If anything, they were cheering him on."

Rin paused, looking pained. "It’s an embarrassing story, looking back."

Teiro sympathized as he imagined the scene. It was a classic blunder; the local politicians probably figured they could manipulate a guy like Dingo easily. It was just a guess, but he understood the impulse. Maintaining public order usually trumped every other concern.

"Alright, I think I’ve got the gist of the situation. And I know what you’re after. You need a new trade Route to the Empire, right?"

Marl, who had been sitting quietly next to him, cut into the conversation while eyeing the Star Chart. Rin nodded silently, his gaze fixed on the map.

"At this rate, we’re dancing in the palm of his hand. We have to establish a link to the Empire somehow. The Empire won't be happy about a massive power vacuum or a rogue state on their border, and for us, it’s a matter of survival."

Rin’s voice was grave. Marl glanced at Teiro, her eyes practically screaming, Well? What’s the plan?

"Hmm. Look, I don’t like Dingo either, and I’d love to help out. But our navigation logs from this trip aren't going to be much help. We basically flew straight through the middle of Dingo’s territory to get here."

"Well, obviously," Marl huffed. "What they need is a route that avoids his influence entirely... Hey, Koume. Can you calculate some candidates from that map?"

Koume, who had been standing perfectly still and silent, finally spoke up. [PLEASE WAIT ONE MOMENT.]

[YES. WHILE THE EXACT SCOPE OF WHITE DINGO'S INFLUENCE IS UNCLEAR, I HAVE IDENTIFIED SEVERAL ROUTES THAT SHOULD PROVE VIABLE, MISS MARL. IF I COMBINE THESE WITH THE DOCTOR'S OBSERVATION DATA, I CAN PROVIDE A FAR MORE ACCURATE CALCULATION.]

"Is that true!?" Rin exclaimed, his voice jumping an octave. 

Koume gave him a polite smile before leaning in close to Teiro’s ear. [MR. TEIRO. KOUME HUMBLY SUGGESTS THAT THIS REPRESENTS A SIGNIFICANT BUSINESS OPPORTUNITY.]

"You bet it does," Teiro whispered back. He then pivoted, plastering on his best 'Representative Director of Rising Sun Corp' smile.

"Well, as it happens, by total coincidence—and I mean, really, just pure luck—I happened to get my hands on some extremely high-precision data maps of this sector. They actually make it possible to jump from some... let’s say, 'adventurous' locations."

Teiro gave a suggestive, greasy smirk. Rin met his gaze with eyes full of hope, and then, a matching grin spread across his youthful face. It seemed the man was a merchant at heart, after all.

"The EAP Alliance is prepared to enter into peaceful negotiations with the TRB Union and can promise any support necessary. Let’s make sure that statement is officially recorded in the minutes of this meeting."



Later, in a suite at Katsushika Station. 

The room Rin had provided for free was lavish. Teiro, Marl, and Koume were huddled around a table. Koume was in the middle of her body maintenance, having reverted to her spherical form for the first time in ages.

"Hmm, I feel like this one is too close to Dingo’s station," Marl mused, pointing at the projection. "Can you calculate a different exit point?"

"Got it. Give me a sec... Alright, there. Looks like we can jump from this Stargate. We can loop around this way and bypass the whole sector."

[MR. TEIRO. REGARDING THE AREA DESIGNATED AS G224: DRIVE PARTICLE DENSITY IS EXTREMELY THIN. FOR THE SAKE OF SAFETY, I RECOMMEND A DETOUR.]

The three of them sat around the table as the Star Route Map on the display shifted and morphed repeatedly. They went back and forth, debating the merits of various paths, slowly carving out a feasible trade route.

"Yeah, this looks doable. Thank god," Marl said, stretching her arms over her head before flopping back onto the floor. She had complained non-stop when they first arrived, but she seemed to have taken to the "living barefoot" lifestyle surprisingly fast.

There aren't any tatami mats, but this is definitely the result of some Japanese influence, Teiro thought as he watched her. The floor was covered in a pristine, plush carpet, and the furniture—tables and chairs—all had stubby, shortened legs. The whole setup was designed around floor-based living, a style that felt deeply familiar to Teiro.

"So, were these 'Nihon-jin' the people from your home?" Marl asked, glancing up. "Rin mentioned that Hero Tiger guy. Maybe he was a Nihon-jin too."

Marl’s eyes drifted to a shelf behind Teiro. Sitting there was a small bronze statue of a man in a golden pilot suit. In one hand, he held a wallet (representing the economy), and on his head, he wore a hat (representing self-restraint). He wore a jacket draped over his shoulders without putting his arms through the sleeves—just like Bella—and he had a vertically striped piece of body armor over his stomach.

According to Rin, he was a hero who had pioneered this region during the Empire’s founding era. Around the Katsushika Star System, he was basically worshipped as a god.

"...No, no matter how you look at it, that’s just the 'Tiger of Futen' himself," Teiro muttered. Come to think of it, there was a giant-ass bronze statue of him at the spaceport, too.

When Rin had first told him the story, Teiro had blurted out, "The guy from Futen!?" only to be met with a barrage of judgmental glares. To the locals, it was probably like he’d just mocked their patron saint.

[IF THE HUMAN SINGLE-PLANET ORIGIN THEORY IS CORRECT, IT IS ENTIRELY POSSIBLE THAT THIS SECTOR WAS SETTLED BY INDIVIDUALS FROM MR. TEIRO'S HOMELAND,] the spherical Koume noted, rolling lazily across the soft carpet. [IT IS LOGICAL TO ASSUME THAT LINGUISTIC AND CULTURAL REMNANTS WOULD PERSIST.]

Teiro gently patted the orb as it rolled to his feet. "Maybe so."

Though without any records, it’s just a nice historical pipe dream. "Anyway, how are things looking on the other end?"

Teiro turned to Marl. He didn’t know exactly how safe the station was, so he’d left Alan and Bella back on the Plum just in case. 

"Everything’s fine," Marl answered, still sprawled on the floor. "Loading the supplies is done, and the ship repairs are about eighty percent finished. We can’t fix some of the parts here, so we’re just swapping them out for spares. We should be able to leave tomorrow."

"Got it," Teiro replied. Marl sounded drowsy; he figured it was time to call it a night. They’d narrowed the route down as much as they could. The only thing left was to actually go out there and fly it.

"Let’s set our departure for the day after tomorrow, then. Everyone has free time until then. Pass that along to Alan and Bella."

[UNDERSTOOD.]

Teiro lay down on the floor next to Marl. He stared up at the ceiling, which was covered in wallpaper mimicking a wood-grain texture, lost in thought.

"The Alpha Katsushika Trade Line... Man, this really is turning into a big deal."

Teiro mumbled to himself one last time before letting the encroaching sleep take him.
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The reactor, which had been idling in standby mode and reacting only the tiniest trace of particles, roared to life at its master’s command. It began fusing massive amounts of deuterium; lost mass converted into raw energy, and positively charged nuclei were reborn as pure electricity.

"Energy output stable. Engine status green. We are cleared for departure."

Koume’s body, now looking factory-fresh after her maintenance, delivered the report in her usual tone.

"Aye-aye. What’s the word from the station?" Teiro asked.

"Departure permission and transition maneuvers have both been uploaded," Marl replied.

"Right then. Plum II, heading out!"

Teiro gave the order with a casual grin, triggering the Plum II’s departure sequence.

[DEPARTURE FUNCTION: EXECUTE]

The hull received the command and immediately began processing hundreds of thousands of sub-routines. Highly automated programs optimized every piece of equipment on the ship, flashing the results across the crew's displays.

"Systems are all green, Mr. Teiro. Environmental conditions look clear as well."

"Roger that. I’d hate to deal with a nasty Solar Wind right now. Makes the math a total pain in the ass."

"Star Katsushika is in a stable period," Marl noted, "so we’re safe for at least another few centuries. More importantly, Teiro, Rin is hailing us."

"Aye-aye," Teiro replied, directing a sliver of his consciousness toward BISHOP. He could have just looked at the monitor, but he couldn't be bothered to actually sit up. Despite only spending three days at Katsushika Station, he had fully rediscovered the absolute bliss of life as a floor-slug.

"This is the Plum. Rin, what’s the situation on your end?"

Teiro reached out a toe to adjust the monitor's position while tapping the comms with a finger. Marl glared at his blatant lack of manners, forcing him to reluctantly haul his torso upright.

"This is the Barkhorn. Our departure was flawless. It looks like things are going smoothly for you as well."

Teiro waved at Rin’s image on the display, then patched the external feed to a second monitor held by a flexible mechanical arm. The space outside flooded the screen. He saw the flat hull of the Cruiser Barkhorn, Rin’s flagship, surrounded by a swarm of frigates. To Teiro, the top-heavy, vertically elongated ship looked exactly like a giant mechanical seahorse.

"Cruiser Barkhorn... I hate to admit it, but that’s a badass name. Though I still don't get how a ship shaped like that counts as a high-speed vessel."

"Ahaha, I hear that a lot," Rin laughed. "My father was the one who named it, so if you have any complaints, feel free to take them up with him."

"Yeah, I’ll pass. I’ve got a rule about meeting parents: I only do it when I’m proposing marriage. Anyway, can you send over the link to your ship?"

"Oh! Right. Yes. Sorry, I’m still getting the hang of this."

Rin’s face turned a delightful shade of crimson. Teiro gave her a reassuring "Don't sweat it" smile and turned his attention to the flight path he, Marl, and Koume had plotted. It was a chaotic mess of intersecting lines, but it was, without a doubt, a viable road to the Empire.

"Man, looking at this mess, I can see why no one would ever want to fly this route," Teiro muttered.

"That is an accurate assessment," Koume added, her face a mask of perfect indifference. "If the neural net hadn't been severed, there would be dozens of superior routes using the Stargates. In fact, even we wouldn't have looked twice at this detour if not for the White Dingo blockade."

"Fair point."

Teiro finally received the Link Function from the Barkhorn and hit the 'go' button.

"Oh, I probably should’ve warned them we’re jumping now... eh, whatever. They’ll figure it out when the link feedback hits."

[DRIVE LINK: 10 SHIPS CONNECTED]

[LINK: ATTITUDE CONTROL: EXECUTE]

The coordinates calculated by the Plum—essentially the combined brainpower of Teiro, Marl, and Koume—were transmitted to the fleet. Simultaneously, every ship began to pivot toward their destination. Three ships from Rising Sun and seven from Little Tokyo moved in unison. The six frigates from Little Tokyo finished their rotation first, sliding into a natural formation based on size: frigates first, then destroyers, and finally the cruiser.

[TARGET: SG-KT1221 STARGATE]

[OVERDRIVE: EXECUTE]

Space stretched like taffy. The hull groaned and vibrated.

"...Whoa! Okay, this is a first!" Teiro shouted, pressing his face against the monitor mid-Overdrive. Marl looked over, confused. "Marl, look outside!"

"Outside? What are you—wait, seriously? Is this even possible?"

Marl’s jaw dropped. Projected on the monitor was the Cruiser Barkhorn, positioned just slightly behind the Plum II. They were flying side-by-side in superluminal space, looking for all the world like they were drag-racing.

"It is a rare phenomenon indeed," Koume explained. "Theoretically, this occurs when the jump timing is perfectly synchronized. If I recall, the margin of error is less than one 250,000th of a second."

The two humans stared in awe.

"Wow... I’ve never actually studied Drive Theory, but I didn't know this could happen," Marl whispered. "Since we're at the same speed, does that mean the Barkhorn has the same drive unit as the Plum?"

"That is likely, Miss Marl. However, the level of wear and tear differs. See? The distance between our ships is gradually widening."

"Oh, you're right. It’s slipping back... I guess that makes sense. Our ship is basically brand new."

Though the Plum II had survived its share of scrapes, it was only a few months old. Ships were generally expected to last thirty years; by those standards, the Plum II was still in its infancy.

"By the way," Teiro said, turning to Koume, "I usually skip the technical stuff because it makes my brain itch, but warp drive is basically just stretching space, right?"

"Broadly speaking, yes," Koume replied. "A precise explanation would require a lecture on the behavior of Drive Particles, but I shall spare you the details. Mr. Teiro, do you possess any knowledge of Quantum Mechanics?"

Teiro just gave her a look that said Does it look like I do? 

Koume let out a very human-like sigh. "Very well. Let us keep it simple. A 'quantum' is said to exist in all possible states and locations simultaneously until it is observed. It may sound like it contradicts your common sense, but it is a fundamental fact of the universe."

Teiro stared at her with a blank, innocent expression. Koume sighed again and turned to Marl.

"These quantum traits are restricted to the micro-world—the level of particles. They do not typically manifest in the macro-world we inhabit. This is famously illustrated by the parable of Schrödinger's Cat."

"Right, I know that one," Marl nodded. "The cat in the box with the poison switch triggered by a quantum event. Since the particle exists in all states until observed, the cat is supposedly both alive and dead at the same time—which is totally insane."

"Stop being mean to cats!" Teiro chimed in, purely because he felt left out.

"That is not the point," Marl snapped, ignoring him.

"Precisely, Miss Marl," Koume continued. "In the macro-world, quantum behavior is usually negligible. However, there is an exception."

"The Drive Particle," Marl guessed.

Koume nodded. "Exactly. Formally known as a Spatial Particle or a Probability Quantum. These particles are believed to dictate the probability of matter existing in a specific location. Overdrive utilizes this property."

Koume gestured, and a window appeared on the screen showing a live feed of Teiro.

"Normally, the probability of Mr. Teiro existing right here is effectively 100%. Even with Drive Particles, you cannot simply 'move' that probability. However..." She gestured again, and a translucent ghost-image of Teiro appeared on the far side of the screen. "If you artificially increase the probability of his existence in a new location while simultaneously decreasing it in his current one, the universe has a problem. To maintain consistency, the Drive Particles physically move the space itself to resolve the contradiction."

On the screen, the 'real' Teiro stretched out, slid across the gap, and snapped into place over the translucent image.

"That is a warp. Because of this, a warp cannot occur if a large mass already occupies the destination. The 'probability' of that space is already full. This is also why you cannot warp while on a planet or inside a station—unless you can somehow create a vacuum as perfect as deep space."

Koume finished with a small bow. Teiro looked like he’d only processed about ten percent of that, but Marl was beaming. She even gave a little round of applause.

"Thanks, Koume! That’s actually fascinating. I think I’ll look into Drive Theory later. By the way, what’s your take on the De Huall Unified Theory's interpretation of—"

Marl was clearly hooked, but Teiro checked out immediately. He had no interest in academic circular logic. He had a gap of several thousand years in his education—at a conservative estimate—and he figured no one could blame him for not wanting to catch up on quantum physics during his nap time.

[OVERDRIVE: TERMINATED]

Teiro had just started to drift off to the lullaby of Marl and Koume’s scientific debate when BISHOP’s report snapped him awake. He slapped his cheeks to clear the fog and pulled the external feed onto the main monitor.

"............Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me."

Teiro froze. 

The monitor showed a Stargate—or what was left of one. The long, elegant structure had been shattered into three twisted segments, still spewing fire and venting gas into the void. A massive field of debris drifted around the wreckage, littered with the husks of what used to be spaceships.

"This is horrible... how could this happen?" Marl whispered, her hands over her mouth.

Teiro sat bolt upright, the laziness gone. He opened a channel to the Barkhorn. "Hey, Rin! What the hell happened here? This isn't just a breakdown!"

It took a moment for Rin to appear. She looked frantic, barking orders to subordinates off-screen before turning to the camera.

"Teiro-san... everything has changed."

Her voice, usually so steady and sweet, was thick with dread. Teiro swallowed hard and waited.

"Moments ago, White Dingo officially issued a declaration of war against the EAP Alliance. I'm so sorry... but it’s started. We’re at war."



Author’s Note:
I thought I’d throw in a bit of a scientific explanation since this is an SF story, but I wonder if it worked? It ended up being a lot of text, and I’m debating if the story really needs that kind of technical fluff.

I’ll probably only do this "once in a long while," so if you found it confusing or tedious, feel free to just breeze through it with a blank look on your face, just like Teiro.
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War.

To Taro, a man who had spent his life in the cozy, peaceful bubble of 21st-century Japan, "war" was just a word a news anchor spit out on the TV. Even the conflicts he’d learned about in school were relics of a distant past, ancient history from his great-grandparents' era. 

"War... uh, what are we supposed to do? Do we pull a U-turn?" 

Taro’s hands flapped about uselessly, his movements awkward and restless. He was completely bewildered by a concept that lacked any weight of reality, but the mountain of wreckage drifting across his monitors served as a cold, hard slap of truth.

"No, actually, I would be most grateful if you could hurry forward. The Alliance will continue to function without me, but without the cooperation of Mr. Teiro and his crew, this Route is a dead end."

Rin appeared on the display, his expression solemn, yet his voice carried the sharp, steely edge of a man who meant business.

"The Alliance Territory is vast, and this will undoubtedly turn into a long-term war. In our current state—trapped in a closed star system—proper resupply is impossible. We need to open a Route as soon as humanly possible. Mr. Teiro, I am begging you."

On the other side of the screen, Rin doubled over in a deep, formal bow. His aides, caught off guard, scrambled into a line and followed suit, bowing like a row of falling dominoes.

"N-now, hang on. Wait a second. Look, I get how you feel, but this is way above my pay grade. I can't just give you a 'yes' or 'no' on the spot... Can I have a minute to think?"

Taro cut the transmission before Rin could answer and patched himself into the hangar's waiting room.

"Alan, did you catch that? Things have gone completely sideways. What the hell do I do?"

"Yeah, I heard," Alan’s voice crackled back. "You’re asking me what to do, but what do you want to do?"

"Ugh, don't put it on me... I mean, Dingo is a bunch of jerks, and the last two observation points are deep in EAP Alliance Territory. I doubt Dingo is just going to step aside and let us play scientist."

Taro had made several deals with Rin in exchange for setting up a trade line, and handing over the observation data was high on the list. If EAP Territory fell to Dingo, Taro would have to spend the rest of his life asking those thugs for permission just to sneeze.

"That comes down to negotiations," Alan countered. "Men like that can actually be surprisingly honest when it comes to a contract. But more importantly, if you’re going to stick your nose into an Inter-corporate War, you need to decide exactly where the Union stands."

"Guh, you're right... We can’t exactly provide a supply line to the EAP and then claim we’re 'just innocent bystanders.'"

"Exactly. In a scrap like this, a supply line can change the whole scoreboard."

Taro let out a low groan, crossing his arms and sinking into thought. 

Honestly, he hated Dingo. They had put him through the wringer. But did he want to kill them? Not really. It wasn't like they had murdered his friends or were actively holding a gun to his head. Besides, even if he had the Military Knowledge, he wasn't a soldier. He didn't have a national flag to hide behind or a "Greater Good" to justify the bloodshed.

"Mmm, no. Forget it. Let's not. If this turns into a war, a ton of innocent people are going to die, and I don’t want that on my conscience. Most importantly, I’m not dragging my employees into a meat grinder."

Taro pushed down his guilt and reached for the call button to break the news to Rin. But then, Alan’s voice stopped him. 

"Why?"

"What do you mean 'why'? It’s a war, Alan! People shooting at each other! I don’t want to kill the staff, and I’m pretty sure they don’t want to be killed!"

"Hmph. The 'getting killed' part is fair, but self-defense is self-defense. But tell me, do you really not care what happens to the people in the Alpha Star System? If Dingo keeps growing, they’re coming for Alpha next. What happens to your employees then?"

Taro’s hand froze mid-air. He looked toward Marl, silently pleading for an out, but she just shrugged.

"Look, I'm with you on the 'no war' thing," Marl said. "But if they come at us first, I’m ready to blast them. I don’t really get the whole 'innocent people' thing, but the employees knew what they were signing up for when they joined. You saw the contracts, didn’t you?"

She was talking about the revised recruitment forms they’d used after deciding to venture into Outer Space. The fine print explicitly mentioned the battle against WIND and the high probability of getting caught in corporate crossfire. Everyone except the original crew had signed off on it.

"I guess... but what are we talking about here? If I told you to go blow up a Dingo station, could you actually do it, Marl?"

"Of course not! Why would I do something that stupid?"

"That was a fast 'no'! And what do you mean, why—"

"Mr. Teiro," Koume interrupted, her voice cutting through the panic.

"I have been monitoring your discussion, and it appears there is a significant fundamental misunderstanding. Mr. Teiro, if I may, how exactly do you define 'war'?"

Taro blinked at her, one eyebrow arched. "What am I talking about? War! Two countries—or 'powers,' I guess—beating the crap out of each other to get what they want. Sure, the armies are supposed to be the ones fighting, but it never stays that way. Cities get leveled, and factories are the first things that go boom."

He waited for a reaction. Marl just stared at him, her brow furrowed in utter confusion.

"What are you talking about?" she asked, tilting her head. "If you did that, a lot of civilians would die. Is war in your world really that... barbaric?"

Taro’s jaw dropped. Something is definitely wrong here. He made a 'keep talking' gesture with his hand.

"Every space station and Stargate with First-class Registration on the Neural Net is an asset of the Galactic Empire," Marl explained slowly, as if talking to a child. "So are the Imperial Subjects. If you're a corporate employee in a war, you’re fair game, but if you harm anyone else, the Imperial Military will end you. There was an Outlaw Corp that blew up a rival’s small station once; three days later, the Imperial main fleet showed up and erased that Corp from existence. And I mean erased."

Taro just gaped. Marl continued, her expression growing more skeptical by the second.

"War—or 'Inter-corporate War' as you’d call it—is strictly for the organizations involved. Sure, you can attack a factory or a logistics hub, but you don't destroy them. Why would you blow up the very things you're trying to steal?"

"Oh..." Taro managed a weak reply. 

He chewed on that for a second. It was hard to wrap his brain around, but clearly, the common sense of the Galactic Empire was lightyears away from what he knew. He finally had to accept the reality: he was an Iceman, a prehistoric relic with a caveman’s understanding of modern geopolitics. 

He took a deep breath, filled his lungs, and let it out. He cleared the heat from his head and made his choice.

"So the Empire keeps the wars 'civilized,' huh? Hey, Rin. This busted Stargate... it's not First-class, is it?"

"Correct," Rin replied, his eyes filled with hope. "It is the property of the EAP Alliance, making it Third-class."

Taro nodded. "Miss Bella?"

"Yeah, boy? You finally growing a pair?"

"In a war, how likely is it that Dingo hits Alpha immediately?"

"Hah! Compared to the Alliance, our Union is a speck of dust. Dingo isn't dumb enough to split their forces. They’ll eat the Alliance first, then come for us."

"Got it. Alan, give it to me straight. EAP versus Dingo. Who’s winning?"

"Hey, I'm an ex-soldier, not a crystal-ball gazer... but looking at the economic data on the Neural Net, EAP wins 7 to 3. However, since money can't buy ships right now, they’re basically sitting ducks. They’ll lose."

"Well then," Taro said, a sharp grin spreading across his face. "This sounds like... a grave responsibility."

Rin’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. But Taro immediately followed up with: "However, we are not participating in the war."

Rin’s shoulders slumped so hard he almost fell over. 

"As far as the world is concerned," Taro continued, eyeing the commander, "we’re just heading back to our home in the Alpha Star System. Nothing more, nothing less. If an EAP Alliance fleet just happens to be stealthily following us, that's not our problem. And if the head of the EAP just happens to be on one of those ships, and our path just happens to create a perfect trading Route... well, that’s just a series of crazy coincidences, isn't it?"

Marl and Koume both smirked. Hope was officially back on Rin's face.

"If those dogs try to call us out, we'll just play dumb. But," Taro scratched his cheek, his eyes turning cold, "if they actually attack us..."

He stared into the void of space. 

"Well, then we have to finish it. Declaration of war or not, I’ll take them all on."



About twelve hours after leaving the ruins of the Stargate, a single shadow stood in the center of a room sealed by heavy, reinforced doors. Another shadow approached, stopping silently beside him.

"Mr. Teiro. You understand what I am implying, don't you?" Koume asked.

Her voice was flat, devoid of emotion. The dim lighting cast deep shadows across her face, making her look unnervingly somber.

"Yeah, I get it. And next, you’re going to say: 'Why go so far, Mr. Teiro?'"

Taro tried to keep it light, pointing a dramatic finger at her. Koume didn't react. She just stared at his finger before shifting her gaze to the Override device behind him.

"The Overdrive you utilize is a different mechanism entirely, Mr. Teiro. However, your prediction of my inquiry was correct. Is finding Earth truly worth this much risk?"

Taro wagged his finger back and forth. "It’s not just about Earth. I’m the President of this outfit, you know? I’m doing this for everyone... No, that’s a lie. I want to say it’s for them, but it’s mostly for me. I’m scared, Koume."

He stepped toward the strange cold-sleep pod, the one rigged with the Override function, and ran a hand over its surface.

"I want to throw in the towel, honestly. The idea of someone dying because I screwed up, or having to kill someone myself... I can’t handle that. So if there’s something I can do now to prevent that, I have to do it, right?"

"...Miss Marl will be furious if you do not consult her."

"She’d never say yes in a million years... So, if you could just—"

Koume held up a hand, silencing him. "I have no intention of informing anyone, Mr. Teiro. A full download of General Military Knowledge via Override... is that the request?"

"Yeah. Sorry for the trouble," Taro said. He climbed into the cold-sleep pod and closed his eyes.

This time, there was no pain.

[EVERYTHING IS FAR TOO FAST.]
Episode 57

The meteoric rise of White Dingo was mostly thanks to Rin’s old man.

Back when he was still flexing his muscles as the President of Little Tokyo, Rin’s father had apparently turbo-charged Dingo’s growth by turning the corporation into a dumping ground for criminals and "at-risk youth." Looking back, the logic seemed a bit questionable, but maybe it was the best solution at the time. Rin had always intended to ask for the details one day, but actually questioning his terrifyingly strict father required a level of courage he hadn't quite mustered yet.

"Small-scale combat has broken out at several points within Alliance Territory. Reports say they’re still just skirmishes," a subordinate reported.

Rin snapped back to reality. "Thank you," he replied. He already knew the facts, but hey, manners cost nothing. Besides, having BISHOP analyze communication data was exactly where this subordinate excelled.

"Engine output halted. Reactor core at five percent... Rin-sama, are you sure about this?" 

The voice was hesitant. It belonged to Hartmann, Rin’s trusted, long-time adjutant. Rin recalled the man being nearly sixty. He was always there, hovering like a stern shadow, taking care of Rin’s every need. Word was the man was a total softie for kids; he’d even bragged about changing Rin’s diapers back in the day. Looking at his massive, rugged frame and "I-eat-nails-for-breakfast" face, the mental image was hilarious.

"Who knows?" Rin mused. "But I’m choosing to believe in him."

The room’s lights had been killed. The Control Room was a cavern of gloom, illuminated only by the ghostly, flickering glow of the Radar Screens. On the display, ten green dots represented the fleet, while a single, unidentified yellow dot lurked nearby.

"Go away... please just go away..." Rin whispered, hands clasped as if in prayer. 

The yellow dot was crawling toward them. The radar’s magnification had already been dialed down to the minimum setting, meaning the enemy ship was essentially breathing down their necks.

"We don’t even have power diverted to the Shield Generation Device. If they sneeze in our direction, we’re cosmic dust," Hartmann pointed out.

"I know, Hartmann. But it’s not like we have a Plan B."

The Rin-Teiro Fleet was currently scraping the edge of Dingo’s territory on their way to the Alpha Star System to establish the new trade Route. The journey had been smooth sailing so far thanks to Taro’s towing service, but the universe wasn't about to let them off that easy. Now, a Dingo Patrol Combat Ship was practically rubbing hulls with them.

"Rin-sama... I can see the enemy ship with my bare eyes."

A radar officer by the window spoke in a terrified squeak. There was no sound in space, of course, but everyone in the room was acting like a single loud fart would give away their position.

"It’s really there... Does anyone recognize the model?"

At Rin’s query, his watchdog Hartmann raised a silent hand. He strode to the reinforced glass window and glared out with the piercing gaze of a hawk.

"An IF Corp Frigate Pawn. It seems Mr. Teiro’s hunch was on the money."

Rin let out a massive sigh of relief at Hartmann’s soft confirmation. Unlike the Barkhorn, the Frigate Pawn didn't have any windows. Taro had warned them via prior comms that the bogey in the distance was likely a Pawn.

"That’s Mr. Teiro for you!" Rin beamed. "And can you believe it, Hartmann? He’s pulling off this massive deception with just a single ship!"

Rin looked like a kid on Christmas. He peered out at the line of Consort Ships following them. The entire fleet, Barkhorn included, was sitting dead in the water, waiting for the patrol to get bored and leave.

"He’s cloaking every single one of us... It’s like he’s a dedicated Electronic Warfare Craft. How does he do it with a standard Cruiser?"

Rin tilted his head, stumped. He must have some insanely overpowered Stealth Device under the hood, he guessed. 

"He’s incredible... just like the Hero Tiger. He shows up in a crisis, saves the day, and vanishes into the sunset... well, he hasn't saved it yet. But he will. I hope."

Rin gazed at the Plum II with hero-worshipping eyes, superimposing the image of the legendary Hero Tiger over Taro. The two men looked absolutely nothing alike, but they both had black hair. For Rin, that was a close enough match.



Meanwhile, in the Control Room of the Cruiser Plum II, Taro was busy regretting every single life choice that had led to this moment.

"This... is... hell... No room... to breathe... Tanaka-san... save me..."

A literal mountain of environmental data was screaming into Taro’s BISHOP interface. Every micro-fluctuation in the vacuum had to be calculated and neutralized in real-time to keep them invisible. He was basically doing the job of a high-end Stealth Device by manually overclocking a Scan Scrambler. He was currently juggling forty parallel tasks. Every single one was dedicated to catching the Scan Particles from the patrol ship and bouncing them back as if the fleet were just empty space.

"You won't die just because you stop talking for five minutes, Teiro. And who the hell is Tanaka-san? Seriously, are you going to pass out?"

Marl’s worried voice drifted through the pitch-black room. Since every spare watt of battery was being pumped into the Scan Scrambler, the interior of the Plum II was darker than a politician's soul.

"I... I can do it... Just five more minutes... I've got this..."

Talking was a massive drain on his focus, but Taro desperately needed the human connection. Without windows, the interior of the Plum was a void of absolute darkness—the kind that made you feel like the last man in the universe.

"Koume... what’s... the status... out there?" Taro wheezed.

Koume, who could link the ship's cameras directly to her optical nerves, didn't give a damn about the darkness. 

"Everything is nominal, Mr. Teiro. The target shows no sign of awareness. If this were an ambush, they would be in a prime position to deliver a point-blank fatal blow, but the probability of that is low. They would almost certainly be destroyed in the exchange."

"True," Marl chimed in, shifting in her seat. "I’d be shocked if a guy with Dingo’s personality had subordinates loyal enough to sign up for a suicide mission."

Marl said "that personality" with a voice dripping with pure vitriol. Taro heard the rustle of her clothes in the dark and had the incredibly inappropriate thought that it sounded kind of sexy.

"Well... glad... it's just... one ship... That... tri-tri-thingy..."

"You are referring to Triangulation, Mr. Teiro," Koume clarified. "Indeed, if they were cross-referencing data with a second ship at a distance, we would have been compromised immediately."

"It is a Directional Scrambler, after all... Ugh, fine, I’ll help. Give me two of those tasks."

Marl sounded like a mix of impressed and annoyed. Taro saw the interrupt request pop up on his BISHOP.

"Bless you," he grunted, offloading the data.

Immediately, a [SPECIAL FUNCTION GROUP: CUTIE-PIE] appeared on Taro’s clinical BISHOP display. It started munching through two of the data blocks he’d been sweating over. It only reduced his workload by about five percent, but the mental relief was massive.

"Ugh, this is actually really tedious," Marl complained. "How the hell are you running forty of these at once?"

"I don't know... I just... fuhihi..."

"Stop that laugh. It’s genuinely creepy."

Thirty minutes had passed since they started the scramble. Marl had been helping for the last fifteen when Koume finally delivered the golden words.

"Target has cleared the designated area."

"HELL YES!" Taro yelled, instantly slashing his active tasks down to ten. 

With the Rin-Teiro Fleet bunched up in a tight line, most of the ships were now "shadowed" behind the Plum and the Barkhorn. He only had to scramble for two ships now.

"We actually made it... though when you told us to kill the engines, I seriously thought you’d finally lost your marbles," Marl said.

"...I realized during the last scrap that Dingo’s ships were Infinite Factory Corp models," Taro explained, carefully avoiding eye contact even though it was dark. "They don’t have windows, so I figured as long as we fooled the sensors, we could hide in plain sight."

"Hmph. Look at you, actually studying. Is that why you’ve been locking yourself in your room every night?"

"Eh? Oh, uh, yeah. Exactly. Can't run a business if I'm a dummy... Anyway, glad it worked. Getting caught would’ve been a nightmare."

They had bumped into the patrol ship quite a distance from Dingo’s actual territory. Wiping out a single ship would have been easy, but it would have tipped Dingo off that someone was poking around. The longer they kept the Route a secret, the better.

"I concur, Mr. Teiro," Koume said. "Splitting the fleet for self-preservation would have been a tactical error. We would have been in a precarious position. However, since Dingo is patrolling this far out, we will need to recalibrate a portion of the Route."

Taro and Marl both nodded in grim agreement.

As they finally drifted out of the enemy’s scan range, the ship’s lights flickered back to life. The crew let out a collective cheer at the return of civilization’s glow, and the fleet began moving toward the new, recalculated coordinates. The detour took them through a region with an angry, hyperactive star, but it was better than a corporate firing squad.

"I think there’s a directional beacon in the military surplus pile... If we drop that here, calculating the solar interference should be a breeze," Taro muttered.

He was putting his new private military knowledge to work, albeit discreetly. He played it off as "independent study," and whenever he needed to drop some seriously deep tactical knowledge, he just pretended it was Koume’s idea. No one really praised him for it except Koume, but Taro was perfectly fine with that. He was satisfied.

"Wait... CRAP! I forgot to watch the [UNCENSORED NYAN-NYAN VIDEOS]!"

"Yes, yes, dear. After the war," Marl sighed.

In a tiny corner of the galaxy—a speck of dust not even a ten-thousandth the size of Imperial Territory—the Rin-Teiro Fleet crawled forward. They mapped debris belts and logged regions with low Drive Particle density. 

Taro and Rin stayed in constant contact, cooperating, joking, and bonding over the long haul. Fueled by the shared idiocy of youth, they quickly became fast friends.

"I see it! It's the Alpha Star!"

Three months after they had first set out, they finally returned to the Alpha Star System. Every soul on the Plum glued their eyes to their monitors, while everyone on the Barkhorn scrambled for the windows.

The light of the star was blinding, a pure, brilliant radiance. 

Taro thought it was the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen.
Chapter 58: Back to the Grind

No sooner had Taro and his crew reached Alpha Station than their brief respite was unceremoniously cut short. They dove headfirst into the logistics of their new navigation Route, a grueling process of weighing absolute safety against the crushing pressure of time, all based on the data they’d gathered during their field survey.

Creating a Route wasn't just about drawing a line through space; it required seeding beacons in zones devoid of Drive Particles and mapping out emergency bolt-holes. It was more like building a highway than taking a stroll.

Fortunately, the EAP Alliance was practically made of Credits. Within a few days, they’d finished ordering enough materials to choke a star system. They dispatched a high-speed courier to the Imperial Central Area and brought it all back stuffed inside a super-large transport vessel rented from Gigantech Corp. The rental fee for just a few days was high enough to buy a brand-new ship outright, but at this stage, time was the one currency they couldn't afford to waste.

"It’s big… I mean, it’s always big, but that thing is stupidly huge," Taro groaned.

On their way back from the Alpha Research Station, a massive hull drifted past them. Taro watched it go with a weary sigh. It was a giant, egg-shaped hunk of iron spanning several kilometers. 

"Well, there probably isn't a larger ship in the entire galaxy," Marl noted. "But more importantly, the Professor was thrilled. I want to get the remaining two data sets to him as soon as we can."

When the Professor had received the observation data back at the station, he’d beamed like a man whose ten-year-old dream had finally come true. Back when he’d first gone out to repair the sensors, the WIND hadn't been nearly so active, and the relationship between the Dingoes and the EAP Alliance hadn't been a total dumpster fire. Taro and the others had shown up just as he was preparing to give up, making them a very welcome—and very profitable—calculation error.

"Man, I hope our company can fly junk like that around someday," Taro said.

He eased the ship away, mindful of the massive gravitational wake generated by the transport, and opened a comms channel to the receding behemoth.

"Yoo-hoo! Rin-chaaan! How’s it hangin’?"

Taro began to wiggle in his seat, his body undulating in a bizarre, comical dance. Finally, Rin’s face flickered onto the monitor.

"H-H-Hello. I am feeling… incredibly cool. Probably. Um, Teiro-san? Can we please stop doing this? It’s embarrassing. I have a lot of subordinates watching me right now."

Rin was fidgeting with a total lack of masculine grace. Taro wagged a finger at the screen. "You’re too soft! Cast aside that useless sense of shame!"

"But—"

"We decided this would be our official greeting! It’s a man-to-man Yabuhokuuuuu—!"

Thwack!

A physical impact from the side sent Taro tumbling out of his seat. "Not the kidneys, please…" he moaned from the floor. Marl stood over him like an indignant goddess of war, her gaze cold enough to freeze nitrogen.

"Stop trying to lead Rin down a path of deviancy," Marl snapped. She leaned over the console, looking into the monitor with a pleasant smile. "Hey, Rin. I don't know what kind of idiocy he made you promise, but you can forget it. I’m officially authorizing your amnesia."

Marl’s tone shifted back to business-cool. "Stay safe out there. Give those Dingoes a thorough thrashing. Teach those puppies that war is won with economic power, not just teeth."

"Yes, ma'am! Once the war is over, I’ll definitely come back. I look forward to seeing you all again!"

"Ow, ow, ow… Hey, Rin!" Taro shouted, scrambling back up. "I might be out of ways to help for now, but I’m rooting for you. If you lose, I’m never letting you hear the end of it!"

"Ahaha, understood. Please teach me more of your secrets when I return, Teiro-san."

Rin’s eyes were brimming with tears, and Taro felt a lump forming in his own throat. 

Don't cry, don't cry, don't cry!

"What are you leaking for? Save the waterworks for the victory party! I’m heading out. Good luck!"

Taro forcibly suppressed his emotions and slammed the throttle, making the Plum II’s engine roar. No one would have blamed a guy for getting misty-eyed during a farewell, but Taro’s petty teenage pride wouldn't allow it. 

"Yes! Let's meet again! I'll send emails!"

The space around the giant ship began to glow with a pale blue aura as it stretched toward the newly mapped trade Route. In a flash, it transformed into an arrow of light and vanished, and Rin’s image blinked off the screen.

"…And there he goes," Marl sighed, staring at the empty patch of space on the monitor. "I wonder if he’ll be okay."

"Of course he will," Taro said, though his bravado felt a little thin. "I told him not to pick any fair fights until the fleet is finished, and I gave him the 'Guerrilla Warfare for Dummies' crash course. He’ll manage. The real question is whether the people around him will actually cooperate."

During their time mapping the Route, Taro had picked up some juicy gossip about the EAP Alliance’s internal politics. Rin hadn't gone into the gritty details, but his expressions had spoken volumes. 

The EAP was a massive Alliance—at least by Taro’s standards—which meant it was far from a monolith. Every Union and Corp was out for their own profit. While no one was likely to stage a coup right now, that could change the moment the war turned sour.

"Well, I asked the trade fleet on the new Route to lug news data back and forth, so we can check in on him. But honestly? We’ve got our own problems."

Taro stared with mounting horror at a mountain of Data Chips packed into boxes. He had no idea where to start. This digital Everest was three months' worth of Rising Sun reports. He’d cleared the "Life or Death" stuff in the first few days after their return, but the fine print was enough to make his brain melt.

"We’ll just have to chew through it bit by bit," Marl said, looking just as fed-up as he felt. "We also need to talk to Liza about the Dingo situation. Let’s head back to the Delta headquarters."

Taro nodded fervently and immediately hailed the Stargate Administration Bureau to book a slot.



"President, here is the budget proposal for the next term’s capital investment."

Taro was back in his office at Delta Station for the first time in an age. Surrounded by a swarm of employees in the President’s office, he felt a sudden, violent urge to travel back in time and punch his past self for not doing a proper handover.

"Right, budget. Who wrote this? The General Manager? Approved. Next!"

"Regarding the new hire requirements, do we need to clarify the military service regulations for the war?"

"Ugh, that. Consult with the Union's policy and get back to me."

"Look at this, President. Based on price trends, we should consolidate our general supply procurement to improve efficiency."

"Supplies go to Marl. But don't you dare touch the combat gear budget. That’s a life-and-death thing."

"President, there’s a growing opinion that our trade Route allocation is biased. For risk diversification, shouldn't we expand toward the Beta Star System?"

"Beta? As in, toward the Imperial Center? No way. We’d get eaten alive. There are companies out there that move in one trip what we move in ten. Forget it."

"President Teiro, the estimates for the employee dorms are ready. Both for Delta and Alpha."

"Oh, thanks… wait. Delta’s rent is a nightmare. This is impossible. Run a survey and see if people are okay with 'Plan B'—the communal bunkhouses."

"President, the representatives from Space Cowboy Corp and INF Corp have requested a summit."

"Blech… I hate those guys. Wait, no, I’m a professional. I shouldn't judge based on personal loathing. I’ll be here for a bit, so put it on the calendar."

Swamped by a sea of suits, Taro actually started making a dent in the work. However, three months of backlog was a literal mountain. For every employee who left the office, another walked in. Sometimes they traveled in pairs, like a bureaucratic hydra.

"Aha! Look! It’s twelve o'clock!" Taro shouted, jumping at the sound of his alarm. "Lunch! It’s lunch time!"

A nearby employee offered him a terrifyingly professional smile. "Indeed it is, President. However, since we operate on discretionary labor hours, break times are purely optional. That includes you, sir. We have several urgent matters requiring your seal, so please review these."

A fresh stack of Data Chips landed on Taro’s desk. He glared at them with soul-deep weariness until a label on one of the chips caught his eye.

"This is… Railgun shell test results? And practical application trials? Holy crap, did Makina actually pull it off?!"

Taro bolted upright, clutching the chip. He couldn't sit still for another second. He lunged for the exit. Panicked employees tried to form a human wall, but Taro slipped through their ranks like a greased eel.

"Sorry, gotta go! I’ll be back… probably!"

He tore out the door without even closing it. The left-behind employees stared at the empty doorway, then at each other. Finally, they shared a collective, tired smirk.

"…Well, that’s just how he is."

The rest of the room nodded in grim, silent agreement.
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[SAFETY LOCKS DISENGAGED. BISHOP INTERLOCKING SYSTEM ACTIVATED.]

The location: a void far removed from Delta Station. An exposed gun barrel, aimed squarely at the star Delta, trembled with a high-pitched whine as the experimental hardware mounted to the Plum II’s hull roared to life.

"Fifteen seconds to fire... thirteen, twelve, eleven..."

Marl’s voice carried the countdown. The Makina Corp employees—who, until a moment ago, had been screaming at each other in a chaotic whirlwind of technical jargon—instantly fell silent. Alongside Teiro, every eye was glued to the monitors displaying the device.

[BALLISTIC CONTROL LINK: START.]

Teiro accessed the warhead via his usual mental interface, scanning the simple Attitude Control Functions etched into its code. Operating BISHOP from the Plum’s dock was an unfamiliar experience, but it didn't seem to be throwing a wrench in the works.

"Eight, seven, six..."

Someone swallowed audibly. The air in the room was thick with the sound of shallow, nervous breathing.

"Three, two, one... FIRE!"

The railgun barrel spat a geyser of flame and light. A glowing "magical" projectile tore through the vacuum at a speed that defied logic, broadcasting its relative coordinates back to the Plum in a constant stream of data.

Right... left... feint... and now, charge!

Lost in a trance of total concentration, Teiro muttered under his breath, performing his divine duty within the digital realm of BISHOP.

"It’s a hit, Mr. Teiro. Error from target accuracy is fifteen percent. Within the acceptable margin."

"Sweet. Stage one is a success. Let’s see how the next one goes."

Teiro let out a long sigh and watched the Makina Corp staff descend into a frenzy of button-mashing and lever-pulling.

"Move it, move it! Cool the barrel! Load the next round, double time!"

"Did we get the data? What’s the status of the sensors?"

"Thermal sensor is fried! We need a replacement, now!"

Workers in bulky space suits scurried around the railgun turret like frantic ants. In the dock, staff members huddled over terminals resting directly on the floor, their faces twisted into masks of grim determination. Teiro felt a surge of genuine respect for these obsessive gearheads.

True craftsmen, he thought. People who get this worked up over a machine are the same in every era.

"Quite the sight, isn't it, Mr. Teiro? Watching humans throw themselves so earnestly into a task is inherently refreshing."

"Yeah... though I’m sure their motives aren't entirely pure."

Teiro had promised them a direct bonus and a mountain of paid leave if the experiment succeeded. Even now, if he strained his ears, he could hear whispers of "ten thousand credits per person" and "two weeks of vacation" floating through the room. It was raw, unadulterated greed—and Teiro loved it. If cold, hard cash was what it took to get them moving, he’d pay up gladly.

Honestly, compared to the cost of the ammo, their salaries are a bargain.

This had been Teiro’s stock answer whenever his employees questioned the massive piles of capital he was shoveling into Makina Corp. 

The price of machinery across the Delta Region was still skyrocketing. The climb had slowed down a bit recently, but it was still heading for the stratosphere. One of Teiro’s custom-made warheads was currently pushing seventy thousand credits per round. That was more than the entire payout for his very first job back when he’d started with the original Plum.

Every time I pull the trigger, Marl makes a sound like her soul is leaving her body... but yeah, I get it.

They’d burned through roughly sixty warheads during this expedition. That was five million credits—enough to buy a fully kitted-out combat frigate.

"Preparing next round. Countdown to launch—"

Teiro shook off his wandering thoughts as Marl started the next count. He refocused on the ballistic controls. To him, money was just an item used to clear an objective, not the objective itself. If he could buy his comrades' safety with credits, it was the best deal in the galaxy.



The day’s shooting session concluded with a list of completed goals and a ship full of grinning employees. Even if they hadn't hit the "full" bonus criteria, the Makina staff were clutching their pay stubs and dreaming of their first vacation in ages.

"Eh? A discount? Ah, no, I’m sorry, but that’s just not feasible. Going below our current procurement cost would be... yeah, yeah. I understand. Of course, I look forward to our continued partnership. Ahaha, talk soon!"

In the Plum II’s lounge, Teiro was wearing a look of pure, unmitigated villainy that stood in sharp contrast to his polite tone. He crossed his legs on the sofa and leaned back with a satisfied smirk.

"The supplier for the old warheads?" Marl asked, buffing her nails with a palm-sized device.

"Yep," Teiro chirped. "The second I told them we were done buying from them, they went into a total tailspin. Serves the bastards right. They actually offered to drop the price to forty thousand per round at the last second. What a joke. Just goes to show how much they’ve been gouging us."

"Wait, seriously? That was High Technology Research Corp, right? We should probably just cut ties with them entirely."

"Mmm, I’d love to, but HTR Corp has friends in high places. Snubbing them completely would cause a headache with our other partners... corporate politics are a nightmare."

Teiro locked his hands behind his head and gave a massive, bone-popping stretch. They were inside the Plum II, which was currently tucked safely inside the Delta Station dock. It was the first time in a long while he’d felt truly secure, and his body was finally starting to unclench.

"Oh, right. We got a ping from Alan and the boys. How’s it looking over there?"

Koume, who had been standing motionless at Teiro’s side, nodded. "All quiet on the western front, Mr. Teiro. They report that training for the 'special operation' is proceeding according to schedule."

Teiro flashed a grin. "Perfect." 

He had left Alan behind at Alpha Station for defense, leaving him with a few "creative" tactical ideas. Koume and Marl had argued that the Alpha Star System was unlikely to become a war zone, but Teiro knew better. Alan agreed. Teiro still remembered how Dingo had moved during their accidental skirmish; the man was not someone to be underestimated. 

Furthermore, the private military knowledge Teiro had recently Overridden gave him a chillingly clear picture of Dingo’s goals and tactics. Teiro was certain: Dingo was coming for Alpha.

That freak noticed the railgun after only three shots. He was actually trying to dodge the damn thing. Honestly, he’s a monster.

It was Teiro’s honest assessment. Alan was equally wary of the danger Dingo posed, and the two of them had spent hours debating exactly how Alpha Station would be turned into a slaughterhouse.

"Also, Mr. Teiro, the newly built vessel for the operation has been delivered. They found a few glitches and are currently fine-tuning the systems, but it doesn't look like anything deal-breaking."

"The new ship? Oh... that thing. Are you sure a tactic like that will actually work?"

"Who knows? Apparently, the military used to do it all the time back in the day. I think privateers still use it... well, maybe. Who can say?"

Teiro caught himself and quickly pivoted. "Anyway, Liza-tan is late. Like, an hour past our meeting time late."

"Now that you mention it, you're right," Marl said, tilting her head with a finger to her cheek. "I thought she was a stickler for punctuality. I hope nothing happened."

Teiro found himself momentarily distracted by how cute the gesture was, but he quickly pinged BISHOP. 

"Oh, speak of the devil. Looks like she just hit the dock. Let’s go be polite and greet her for once."

Teiro stood up as the station monitors caught Liza’s transport vessel. Koume and Marl fell in line behind him as they strolled through the familiar corridors of the Plum.

"Hey, Teiro. Are you really sure about this?" Marl asked from behind him.

"Sure about what?"

"Leaving the Union."

"I have to. We ignored their warnings and went out there anyway. Now we’re about to drag the whole Union into a shooting war. It’s the right move."

"I mean, I get it... but from a corporate standpoint, this is going to hurt."

Teiro nodded. Marl wasn't wrong. 

The TRB Union’s bread and butter was the transport business, and that business relied heavily on Liza’s massive fleet. Rising Sun had its own ships, sure, but they were rowboats compared to Speed Carrier Corp’s ocean liners. 

It wasn't just about size, either. Moving food required specialized preservation tech. Then there was the precision machinery, the Razor Metal, the volatile gases, and the radioactive isotopes—all of which required expert handling. Those were the high-demand, high-profit items.

Eventually, the trio reached the dock. Following Liza’s invitation, they stepped onto the elevator ramp leading into her ship.

"Why is this thing made of glass? This isn't 'luxurious,' it’s terrifying."

The transport ship’s airlock was massive, and the elevator began a dizzying fifty-meter ascent.

"If we were still at the bottom, we might have been able to look up your skirt, Mr. Teiro," Koume noted tonelessly.

"...Koume-san, why couldn't you have mentioned that three minutes ago?"

"Don't look at me," Marl snapped. "I was never going to let you board first."

At the top, they were greeted by a manager from Speed Carrier Corp and ushered into the reception room where Liza waited. Teiro sat down and laid it all out: the chaos in Outer Space, and Rising Sun’s intention to withdraw from the Union to protect the other members.

"You can keep all the Union’s shared assets," Teiro added. "And if you want reparations for the trouble, just name your price."

Liza’s expression soured. She shook her head, her long side-tail whipping through the air, and stood up in total silence. Teiro squeezed his eyes shut, bracing for a slap—or maybe a punch.

"Wait... what?"

The impact never came. Teiro cracked an eye open to find Liza had moved. She hadn't hit him; instead, she had squeezed herself into the tiny gap on the sofa between Teiro and Marl.

She leaned in close, staring directly into Teiro’s eyes with a smile that was equal parts bewitching and dangerous.

"There will be no 'sneaking away,' Teiro-san. Our company intends to support you with everything we have as a fellow Union member. Trying to keep such a 'sweet deal' all to yourself... how very cruel of you."
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Liza draped herself over Teiro, her weight heavy against him. Teiro, caught in a whirlwind of confusion and panic, decided the best course of action was to practically vacuum up the sweet floral aroma wafting from her hair.

"You really should be more aggressive, Teiro-san. If the EAP Alliance wins, a chunk of those route rights falls right into your lap, doesn't it?"

Liza peered up at him, her eyes searching his for a reaction. Teiro fought a losing battle against the goofy grin threatening to split his face as he felt her soft touch. "Well, I guess it’ll work out something like that?" he managed to stammer.

"But it’s not just 'mine,' it’s 'ours.' Until Dingo realizes we’re the ones pulling the strings, we’re keeping our direct dealings with the EAP under wraps. In the meantime, we get a local duty exemption and a ten-percent cut of the customs revenue. That income should be pooling up nicely as we speak."

"Is that going to the Corp? Or the Union?"

"The Union, obviously. While I was playing hooky, they were the ones keeping the lights on at headquarters, so—"

Before he could finish his sentence, Liza lunged at him, pulling him into a full-body embrace. Teiro wondered briefly if the laws of physics or common sense had been rewritten while he wasn't looking, but he decided to stop thinking and just enjoy the now-concentrated scent of Liza.

"Alright, alright, show’s over. It’s crowded in here, so scram," Marl snapped, looking like she’d just swallowed a lemon as she hauled Liza off him.

"Oh, my apologies," Liza chirped with a performative air of innocence, sliding back into her seat. Teiro felt a pang of disappointment, though a small, rational part of his brain was screaming in relief.

"New Route or not, we aren’t looking to start a crusade," Marl said, leaning forward with an intense glare. "Bella and her Mafia goons might be up for it, but our actual employees will lose their minds if we drag them into a shooting war."

"Of course, I understand, Marl-san," Liza replied smoothly. "But listening to the peanut gallery isn't always the best way to run a business, you know?"

"Hmph. Is that so? Tell me, have you actually counted how many of your employees are begging for a transfer from Speed Carrier to Rising Sun?"

"Wh—! W-What does that have to do with anything? We’re in the same Union, but that doesn't give you a license to critique my management style!"

"I’m not telling you how to live your life. I’m just saying, if you don't start treating your people like human beings, you’re going to regret it. Hard."

"...I’ll take that as 'constructive' feedback."

Both women were wearing smiles that didn't reach their eyes, radiating enough murderous intent to curdle milk. Teiro, feeling the invisible pressure of their silent war, decided to stick his neck out. "Can I jump in for a sec?"

"We’re probably going to have a massive scrap with Dingo anyway."

At Teiro’s declaration, Liza puffed out her chest with a triumphant snort. Marl’s cheek twitched as she shot Liza a side-eye that could freeze a sun.

"And what’s that supposed to mean? You’re the one who said you wouldn't go looking for a fight."

Marl’s gaze turned icy. Teiro felt like a giant hand was squeezing his heart, but he pushed through the fear. "N-No, it’s not like that."

"The point is, Dingo is almost certainly going to invade Alpha. At least, that’s what I’d do if I were him. Honestly, he doesn't have much of a choice."

Marl tilted her head, confused. "What do you mean?" Liza also leaned in, her playful demeanor replaced by a sharp, calculating stare.

"It’s basic geography. Dingo is currently the meat in a power-player sandwich. He doesn't want to fight a two-front war, so he’s going to try and shut down any potential headaches before they blow up in his face."

"Two fronts? Who else is he fighting besides the EAP Alliance?" Marl pressed, leaning into his personal space as if demanding a confession.

Teiro held up a single finger. "The Empire."

"The Empire? As in the Imperial Military? Why? This is outer space! Dingo hasn't done anything to piss off the feds lately."

"Hmm, remember when I was on the comms with him? The guy literally shouted at me, 'Do you think a dog of the Empire is allowed to act like a petty thief?'"

Marl blinked, the gears finally turning in her head.

"Wait... does he think we’re Imperial agents or something?"

"Yeah, most likely. Think about it. We cruised straight through Dingo’s backyard to get to EAP Alliance Territory, right? He had that mysterious cargo—whatever the hell it was—and we saw it. Why let us live?"

"That’s... true. If we witnessed a secret deal, he’d usually have us vaporized just to be safe."

"Exactly. He only left us alone because he was terrified of the Empire coming down on him like a ton of bricks."

Teiro and Marl shared a nod of mutual realization. Liza, feeling left out of the loop, looked a bit miffed. "Excuse me, if I may."

"I’ve read your reports, so I follow the logic. But how does that lead to him attacking the Alpha Star System?"

Teiro turned to her.

"A blockade, Liza. A total blockade. Think about the EAP Stargate—he didn't capture it; he trashed it. Stargates are obscenely expensive. Normally, you’d loot it or scrap it for parts, but he just blew it up."

Liza gave a slow, understanding nod.

"So he’s betting on the fact that the Empire hates sending the fleet to the sticks? Especially now that the neural net is shredded. Dingo hid the beacons, meaning the only way into White Dingo Territory is through the New Route from Alpha..."

"Exactly," Marl added. "If you don't use the New Route, you have to take the long way around the back of the Alliance. Lin said that trip takes nearly three months. There’s no way the Military would bother with that."

"Bingo. And Dingo isn't stupid; he’s going to notice the EAP getting reinforced way too fast. Give it a month or two, and he’ll sniff out the New Route. He’ll assume the Empire is using it to funnel supplies. If he does nothing, he loses to the EAP. If the Empire actually shows up, he’s dead. He’s cornered."

"He might try to seize the route, but that's a band-aid," Marl mused. "They'd just find another way. It won't stop the Empire."

"...So he’ll strike at the source. I see. If that's his play, then his next move is obvious."

Liza scowled, her brow furrowing. Teiro nodded and tapped his fingers on the desk.

"He’s going to blow the Stargate at Alpha Station. If he’s convinced the Empire won't send an expeditionary force, he won't care if it's a First-class station or not. And you guys know the kicker, right? 'Alpha has no Agricultural Stations.' If he cuts them off, it’s total starvation or total submission."

A heavy, suffocating silence fell over the reception room.

"Hey, Teiro... doesn't that make this kind of our fault?"

"I mean, maybe? But if we let the EAP Alliance get wiped out, Dingo just gets bigger and meaner before eventually coming for us anyway. I’m sure some people wouldn't mind living under his thumb, but I doubt it’s a long list. The guy executes people for fun."

"I guess..." Marl sighed, her shoulders dropping as she resigned herself to the inevitable. "We’ll just have to give it everything we've got."



A month had crawled by since the war with the EAP Alliance kicked off. Dingo was satisfied with his progress, but a nagging doubt was eating at him. The EAP was being way too stubborn.

"Something's wrong... that rat wouldn't lie to my face. There’s a leak in the bucket somewhere."

It was exactly what the TRB Union had feared. Dingo was smarter than they gave him credit for, and he’d already smelled a rat in his blockade.

His suspicions had started during the "peace" negotiations, right after he’d mauled the EAP fleet. The EAP shouldn't have had any fight left in them. They had no standing fleet to speak of and no way to resupply after three months of being cut off from the world.

"Spare me the jokes, Ding the Dingo. We will never yield to a thug like you. We are ready for war."

The EAP representative had spat those words in his face. Dingo had demanded an astronomical ransom, never expecting them to pay, but he hadn't expected that tone. They weren't begging; they were daring him to try. He’d been pissed, sure, but more than that, he was curious.

"Is it possible they found a back door through the California Star System?" one of his subordinates asked from the bridge of the destroyer.

Dingo dismissed the idea with a wave of his hand. "Don't be stupid."

"Who’s going to take a three-month detour through an old Imperial scrap yard? That place is crawling with more WIND than you can count. No, if there’s a leak..."

Dingo trailed off, pointing a jagged finger at the star chart on his monitor.

"It has to be a direct line from Alpha. It burns my hide to say it, but the EAP is skimming right past my borders to move their freight."

"But sir—"

"Shut up with the 'buts'!" Dingo roared, kicking his desk with enough force to dent the metal. "You’re going to tell me the neural net is dark over there? No kidding, Sherlock! I’m the one who jammed it! Now, did you look into that Antique Ship or not?"

The subordinate looked at his boots, silent.

"Unbelievable. Am I surrounded by nothing but morons? Listen up, you low-IQ bastard. That ship belongs to the Rising Sun, part of the TRB Union. The big boss is some guy named Teiro Ichijo. Probably the punk I talked to on the radio. The specs match the data on the network. He’s just a kid."

Dingo thought back to his conversation with the pilot of the "Antique Ship," trying to keep his blood from boiling over.

"They’ve been around less than a year, but they’ve already got over two hundred people. They aren't public, so I can't see their books, but they’re a transport outfit that specializes in heavy escort. They set up shop right before the WIND started acting up. You ever hear of a business model like that back then? I didn't. This kid knew something was coming."

Dingo pulled a Pulse Chip from his pocket and crushed it into dust. It contained everything he knew about Rising Sun. He didn't need the digital copy anymore; it was burned into his brain.

"Word on the street is they specialize in 'unknown routes' using armed-to-the-teeth ships. Gee, does that sound familiar to anyone else?"

Dingo stood up, pacing toward the holographic battle map in the center of the Control Room.

"The EAP isn't strong enough for a real fight yet... Gather the fleet. We’re going to comb every square inch of the Alpha sector until we find that hole."
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Just as Dingo began turning his predatory gaze toward the Alpha Star System, Teiro and his crew were finally exhaling a long, weary sigh over a mountain of finished paperwork. With the stench of bureaucracy finally purged, they prepped to board their ship and dive headfirst into the looming conflict awaiting them in the stars.

"Alright, General Manager Clark! I’m out. You’re in charge of the motherland now," Teiro declared, tossing the words over his shoulder.

They were standing in the indoor dock where the Plum was currently moored. General Manager C. Clark—the "C" stood for Captain, a title he loathed with the passion of a thousand suns—had been with Rising Sun since its fourth-ever public recruitment drive. Despite the company’s relative infancy, he was a battle-hardened veteran of the corporate world. He stared at the data chip Teiro had just shoved into his hand with an expression of pure, unadulterated horror.

"President, if I sign this, I’m not an employee anymore. I’m a director. This is a corporate coup," Clark stammered.

The chip contained a brand-new employment contract. It granted Clark de facto management rights over the entire company while Teiro was away. In layman's terms: he was now the Acting President.

"Nah, it’ll be fine! You’re a genius, Clark. Aside from the fact that you can’t set foot on a ship without getting space-sick, you’re basically perfect," Teiro chirped, his tone dangerously breezy.

It was the objective truth. Clark was utterly hopeless at the helm of a vessel, but when it came to balance sheets and logistics, the man was a god among men.

"Yes, my name is Captain and yet I cannot pilot a toaster, this is true. However, President, according to Delta Station ordinances, this contract entitles me to three percent of Rising Sun’s total assets. Do you realize what you’re doing?"

"A-okay with me!" Teiro replied with a casual thumbs-up. He didn't think Clark was a literal saint, but he knew the man was reliable enough to bet the house on. 

"Take the money. It’s a bonus for the headache you’re about to have. But in exchange, I need you to give it your all. Because, well..." 

Teiro cut his sentence short and leaned in until he was uncomfortably close to Clark’s face. 

If I don’t come back, I’m leaving the family in your hands. I plan on crawling back even if I’m missing half my limbs, but just in case...

Teiro forced a bright, toothy grin and sprinted toward the boarding ramp. He had zero intention of dying, but a good businessman always had a contingency plan—and it never hurt to be over-prepared for one's own demise.

"Fine! Understood!" Clark bellowed after him with a strained, bitter smile. "But I’m still a half-baked amateur at this! If you disappear on me now, I’m going to have a nervous breakdown!"

Teiro simply waved a hand without looking back and stepped into the elevator where Marl was waiting.

"So, you just dumped the entire company on General Manager Clark’s head?" Marl asked, leaning casually against the elevator wall as they began their ascent.

Teiro let out a sharp laugh. "That’s a bit of a harsh way to put it, don't you think?"

"I cleared the backlog of documents! And I’m pretty sure there wasn't anything in there that would cause a gastric ulcer... I think. Probably."

Teiro looked at the ceiling, trying to mentally audit his own work. Marl sighed, looking utterly unimpressed, and poked him hard in the forehead.

"What do you mean 'probably'? Honestly. But I guess Clark can handle it. He’s an Imperial University elite and everyone loves him. If you aren't careful, he might actually be a better boss than you."

"Ugh, don't say that," Teiro groaned, feigning a stab to the heart. The doors slid open, and he stepped onto the bridge.

"I think the crew likes me well enough, but compared to the General Manager? My confidence is in the gutter."

"Well, obviously. A manager who’s always there is way more reliable than a President who goes missing for months at a time."

"I guess you're right... Wait, you’re the Vice President! You're in the same boat!"

"Ehehe, true!"

The duo marched into the Control Room, where Koume was already knee-deep in pre-flight checks. Within minutes, the ship was humming with power.

"Alright, let's do this! Cruiser Plum, launch!"

Heavy with crates of ammunition and newly installed turrets, the Plum banked with a sluggish, powerful grace. Joined by twelve escort warships waiting in the void, the fleet punched a hole in reality and began the warp toward the Alpha Star System.



"A hit on the stationary sensors? Are you sure it’s not just space junk?"

In a private suite on Alpha Station reserved for Rising Sun personnel, Alan was rubbing the sleep from his eyes, looking like he’d just been hit by a truck.

"[DEBRIS DOESN'T PULL A U-TURN MID-FLIGHT, ALAN. NINE TIMES OUT OF TEN, THIS IS THE REAL DEAL.]"

Bella’s voice crackled through the comms, prompting Alan to curse loudly. He threw on his gear and sprinted toward the piers.

"Tell the dock crews to get the engines hot! What are we looking at?"

"[A MASSIVE FLEET. THIRTY SHIPS. I’M RUNNING A FULL STATION SCAN NOW; WE’LL HAVE THE GRITTY DETAILS IN A SECOND.]"

Alan tore through the deserted corridors, hopped onto a high-speed transit lane, and burst onto the pier. The area, usually a ghost town at this hour, was already vibrating with the frantic energy of people realizing an unidentified fleet was knocking on their door.

"Bella, what about the evacuation? People are losing their minds!"

"[I’M FEEDING THEM OUT IN PHASES. IF I OPEN THE FLOODGATES ALL AT ONCE, THE PIER WILL BECOME A BUMPER-CAR ARENA. WE DON'T NEED MULTI-SHIP PILE-UPS RIGHT NOW.]"

Alan grunted in agreement. He sprinted past the Rising Sun destroyers left for defense and headed for a strangely shaped vessel tucked away in the back. He reached the sealed security gate and pressed his palm against the interface. BISHOP immediately spat out a string of glowing characters.

[CIPHER REQUEST. KEY: ELECTRIC?]

"Kokeshi," Alan barked.

The gate hissed and groaned, sliding open slowly. Alan didn't wait; he squeezed through the gap while the door was still moving, prying his way inside.

"Wiz Alan, prepped and ready for launch, sir!" his subordinate shouted the moment he hit the deck. Alan gave a sharp salute and took his seat.

"Paul, give me the tactical layout."

"Multiple Motion Signatures detected near Point B9. They’ve been drifting toward Point B8 for the last fifteen minutes."

"Lateral movement? They’re testing the waters... looking for a hole in the fence. The second they realize we’re shorthanded, they’ll swarm us. Status on the Dummy Beacons?"

"Active and broadcasting, sir!"

Alan nodded, satisfied with the crisp report. Paul had been with him since his Handyman days; the man knew his business. Alan checked the scan—the Dummy Beacons were live, casting fake electronic shadows across the sector. To any enemy Radar Screen, they would look like a formidable wall of warships.

Alan steered his ship into the center of the void, positioning himself like the flagship of a phantom armada. He mirrored the enemy’s movements, dancing a delicate ballet of bluffing and posturing.

The main force isn't here yet... Come on, you bastards, just take the bait and turn around...

Alan felt a bead of sweat roll down his face but only wiped it away with the back of his hand. He wanted to crank the AC, but he couldn't risk the thermal spike. If one "ship" in his phantom fleet started glowing like a sun on heat-scanners, the jig was up.

"Enemy fleet is splitting! Three prongs! They’re flanking left and right, with a detachment coming straight down the pipe!"

"Dammit! It’s a reconnaissance-in-force! Bella! Here they come!"

"[RELAX. DON'T BLOW A GASKET. TEIRO WILL BE HERE SOON. JUST HOLD THE LINE UNTIL THEN.]"

Alan grimaced at her relaxed tone. "He’s still six hours out!"

He manually adjusted the dummy fleet into an interception pattern. 

"Stick to the rules of engagement! Alpha Station is a First-class facility. Do not—I repeat, DO NOT—draw them into the station’s immediate airspace. These pirates might not care about Imperial law, but we can't afford to lose our license."

"[I KNOW, I KNOW. HOW MANY YEARS DO YOU THINK WE’VE BEEN RUNNING THE MAFIA IN THIS HOLE?]"

"Right... sorry. My blood’s just pumping. It’s been a while since I’ve had a proper scrap."

Alan took a shuddering breath, forcing his heart rate down. Speed was good; panic was a death sentence.

"Alright. All units, converge on the First Defense Line. I repeat, all units, get to the First Defense Line now!"

"[SECOND FLEET, COPIED. ETA 220 SECONDS.]"

"[BLUE COMET HERE. WE’RE ALREADY ON-SITE AND BORED.]"

"[BLACK METEOR. DITTO.]"

Alan acknowledged the three defensive squadrons. With a silent prayer that the enemy would mistake his decoys for a reserve fleet, he pulled the dummies back and merged the Wiz Alan into the Second Fleet’s formation.

"[I ADMIT, I MISCALCULATED,]" Bella’s voice crackled. Alan pulled up a secondary monitor, showing the red HAD she was piloting. "[I DIDN'T THINK THESE ASSHOLES WOULD MOVE THIS FAST.]"

"They’re either brilliant or incredibly lucky," Alan muttered. "Either way, it sucks for us."

"[PFFT, I’D PREFER LUCKY. AT LEAST YOU CAN BEAT LUCK. BY THE WAY, IS THIS CRAP-BUCKET ACTUALLY GOING TO HOLD? IT LOOKS LIKE A CONSTRUCTION SITE ACCIDENT.]"

Bella’s HAD puffed its verniers, hovering near a small station that served as their makeshift fort. 

The "fort" was actually Alpha Station 4, a decommissioned relic Rising Sun had bought for pennies on the credit. It was a Frankenstein’s monster of a base, hastily fitted with oversized station-grade shields, heavy gun batteries, and a forest of Jamming Devices. It was technically a First-class station, and since they had the Imperial paperwork proving it was "waste," they could legally turn it into a deathtrap. It was essentially 400 meters of long, thin, majestic trash.

"It wasn't supposed to be finished until next month," Alan admitted. "It’s operating at half-power, but half-power is better than no power. We owe the Bureau a drink for letting us have it."

"[CONSIDER IT A 'THANK YOU' GIFT FROM THEM. NINE TIMES OUT OF TEN, THEY’D NEVER LET A DISPOSAL REQUEST GO THROUGH DURING A WAR. BUT HEY, RISING SUN SAVED THIS SYSTEM FROM A WIND SWARM, REMEMBER? REPUTATION MATTERS.]"

"I guess being a nice guy pays off," Alan muttered, glaring at the enemy blips that were now entering Engagement Range. On the Radar Screen, the hostiles were circling like sharks, maintaining a provocative distance.

"I’d be thrilled if you just kept doing laps all day," Alan whispered.

But the universe wasn't feeling generous. 

The enemy fleet suddenly snapped their bows toward the defense line in perfect unison, and the void began to scream as they activated their Beam Jamming all at once.
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Inside his cramped destroyer, Dingo bounced his gaze between the Radar Screen and the Tactical Monitor. He felt a swell of grim satisfaction; at least his subordinates weren't completely incompetent today.

"The boys are just venting their daily frustrations against the Empire, Boss," one of his men chirped, looking unusually chipper.

Dingo considered barking at the man to stay focused, but ultimately decided to let it slide. High morale was high morale, even if it smelled like a workplace grievance.

"Go wild. Ruin their day," Dingo broadcasted over the fleet-wide comms, his voice gravelly. "But listen up: do not scratch the Station. We’re going to need those Imperial hostages in mint condition for the ransom demands later. Everything else? Target practice."

He crossed his arms, leaning back to plot his next move. On paper, the enemy looked like a legitimate threat. Radar showed two distinct fleets, with the one lurking in the rear boasting thirty hulls. But Dingo wasn't buying it.

There’s no way they’ve gathered a real fleet in a backwater system like this, he scoffed to himself. The EAP is tapped out, and the TRB Union doesn’t have the corporate pockets to fund a bake sale, let alone an armada.

He squinted at the blips on the screen. He was ninety percent sure the rear fleet was a holographic bluff, but in this business, the remaining ten percent was usually what killed you.

"Split the units left and right," Dingo barked. "Center group, I want fast movers closing the gap for recon. If they look soft, bite 'em and don't let go."

His thirty vessels broke formation, shifting into three squads of ten. Light, twitchy frigates accelerated into the vanguard, forming a defensive screen around a dedicated scout ship packed to the gills with High-performance Scanners.

Where is he? That’s the only ship I actually give a damn about.

Dingo’s eyes were practically bulging out of his head as he scanned the data. Every twitch the enemy made was a potential lead. If he measured the time between a turn and a burn, he could guess the ship's tonnage. Heavy ships were sluggish; little ones were snappy.

"One Large-scale Ship... Is that it?"

Based on the sensor ghosts and the trickle of data from his vanguard, Dingo pinpointed the lone heavy hitter.

"Left wing, burn hard! Sync your Engagement Range with the center. Target the Cruiser—the one with four engine thrusters."

[LEFT WING HERE. ROGER THAT. TARGET CRUISER IDENTIFIED.]

[CENTER UNIT, WE’VE REACHED ENGAGEMENT RANGE. ENEMY IS SITTING STILL. THEY AREN’T DOING SQUAT.]

Dingo’s eyebrow twitched at the report. 

"They aren't firing? Is that Fortress just a giant paperweight?"

His Wide-area Scan had confirmed a massive structure was sitting there, and he’d assumed they’d use it as a defensive Fortress. 

What is Ganz thinking? Does he want to lure me into a brawl inside the superstructure?

The Alpha Star System was technically neighbor territory for Dingo. He knew the rumors. He knew about the notorious Mafia HAD pilot who lived there. Hell, in their last scrap, that pilot had knocked out two of his ships before Dingo could even find his coffee mug.

"Something stinks," Dingo growled, kicking his command table with a resounding clang. "Fall back! We wait for the heavy hitters to arrive."

If he were fighting the EAP, he would have charged in screaming. But against Teiro? He was terrified—though he’d rather die than admit he held the man in the same high, wary regard that Teiro held for him.



"They’re backing off... Thank the stars," Paul exhaled, his voice trembling with relief.

Alan collapsed into his pilot's seat, his legs turning to jelly. He blinked rapidly; his eyes were bone-dry from staring at the monitors without a single pause.

"Phew... My heart can't take much more of this. Thank god Dingo is a paranoid old bird."

Alan let out a jagged breath, his mind racing. He didn't need a victory; he just needed to kill time. Their HADs were terrifying in a knife fight, but they were useless if the enemy decided to just sit back and erase them with long-range snipes.

"NOT FIRING A SINGLE SHOT? THAT WAS QUITE THE GAMBLE. THEY TEACH YOU THAT IN THE ACADEMY?" Bella’s voice vibrated through the cockpit.

"Not a chance," Alan replied, wiping sweat from his brow. "I never went to officer school. But Dingo is a 'by-the-book' veteran. That’s his weakness. He’s terrified of the unknown, and Teiro gave him a hell of a trauma last time. I figured he’d overthink himself into a retreat if we acted weird."

"HEEH. LOOK AT YOU, ACTING THE PART OF THE GRAND STRATEGIST. I’LL BUY YOU A DRINK IF WE SURVIVE THIS."

"I'll hold you to that. But I’m no strategist. Against a pro like Dingo, I’m just a guy stalling for time. Teiro is the same way. We’re just two guys relying on dirty tricks because the alternative is blowing up."

He meant it. You didn't survive decades on the front lines like Dingo by being an idiot. You only underestimated a man like that if you had overwhelming power—or if you were a special breed of moron.

[WIZ ALAN, ENCRYPTED LONG-RANGE COMMUNICATION RECEIVED. SENDER: TIGER.]

"Tiger... Lin?" Alan sat up. "Decode it. Actually, wait, pass it here. I'll do it."

He pulled the data into BISHOP. He had the Fixed Key from Lin, but the encryption was a nightmare. 

If Teiro were here, he’d have cracked this in three seconds. Hurry the hell up, Boss.

Thinking of his boss always made Alan feel a bit inadequate. The man processed data like a Quantum Computer.

"Okay, got it... Oh, son of a... I really wish I hadn't read that."

Lin’s report was grim: the EAP offensive had withered. Alan scanned the attached tactical data and felt his stomach drop.

"Bella, reinforcements are coming. And it’s bad. We’re looking at a Battleship-class. A Kilometer-class."

"WELL, THAT’S REFRESHINGLY HORRIBLE. IS DINGO DIVERTING HIS MAIN FORCE HERE?"

"Looks like it. To him, Alpha is a knife at his throat. He’ll take the Stargate even if it costs him everything else. He probably thinks he can just recapture his lost territory later."

Alan went silent, his brain whirring at redline. Most of the plans he’d made with Teiro were useless now because Dingo had arrived way too early. But he wasn't ready to give up. He had a reputation to uphold.

"I’ve never failed a job in my life," Alan hissed, a malicious glint entering his eyes. "I’m not starting today. Time to show these outlaws how a real pro handles a keyboard."

He began aggressively hacking into Alpha Station’s High-performance Scanner.



"Boss, the Communication Scanner just intercepted a weird long-range burst."

Dingo, who had been brooding while waiting for his Battleship to arrive, looked up. "Show me."

"It’s a transmission aimed at Interstellar Space, sir. Deep vacuum. A deception?"

Dingo rubbed his beard. It was a classic trick: talk to empty space to pretend you had reinforcements. But then again, maybe they did have a detachment hiding out there.

"Hit that coordinate with a Directional Scan. Now!"

One of his scout ships blasted a high-intensity scan toward the empty void. It was like screaming "I am here!" in a dark room, but Dingo didn't care. He was already standing in the middle of the room with the lights on.

A few minutes later, the data came back. Dingo’s face went pale.

"Small debris clusters... Multiple stealth-capable ship silhouettes... Is the signal two-way?"

"Yes, sir. We’re picking up encoded handshakes."

"Then it’s not debris! Those are Electronic Warfare Craft! Dammit! Scatter Anti-Drive Particles! Now! Everywhere!"

"But Boss, that’ll slow down our own reinforcements—"

"I SAID DO IT!" Dingo roared, resisting the urge to throttle the man. 

I don't know where Rising Sun gets their credits, but no way they can afford a fleet of Electronic Warfare Craft, Dingo reasoned. If they had that kind of money, they’d have bought a Battleship. That means those stealth ships out there belong to the Imperial Navy.

"Swap all jammer suites!" Dingo commanded. "I want Lock-on Stabilizers and Scan Stabilizers on every single hull!"

He remembered a story from his rookie days: five Electronic Warfare Craft once deleted an entire fleet of forty ships. The EW ships had jammed every sensor, leaving the fleet blind and helpless while they were picked apart one by one. They hadn't even managed to fire a single return shot.

But now I know, Dingo thought, a smug, desperate grin spreading across his face. The Empire is definitely in bed with these Rising Sun punks. That’s a lead I can use.



"Hello, Alan. This is a surprise. Finally decided to crawl back to the military?"

Dean’s face appeared on the comms, looking as condescending as ever. Alan stared at him with a dead-eyed expression.

"You haven't changed a bit, Dean."

"And you’re still a traitor. Why are you calling? I have no interest in your little squabble with Dingo."

"Oh, I'm not looking for help," Alan said, watching his sensor logs. He saw the Scan Particles from Dingo’s fleet wash over the space near Dean’s Imperial detachment. "I just wanted to say hi. I’ve already got what I wanted."

He cut the feed before Dean could ask what the hell he was talking about.

"There. That should buy us a few more hours. That’s about as much magic as I can pull out of my hat."

Alan slumped back into his seat and let out a long, shuddering breath of victory.
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It had been roughly four hours since Dingo first reached Alpha. Tension rippled through the crew as Alan’s newly built ship finally caught sight of another fleet arriving in the far distance.

“That thing is massive... even from this far out, it’s lighting up the scanners like a Christmas tree.” 

Paul stared at the blip on the Radar Screen with an expression of pure, unadulterated exhaustion.

“Well, yeah. And the most annoying part is that we’ve actually got to trade shots with it,” Alan replied. “Can you ID the class?”

“Yeah. Dingo only owns two Battleships, and they’re both Dove-class. I haven’t heard a peep about him commissioning anything new.”

“A Dove-class, huh? A high-speed Battleship... No wonder he’s so fond of mobile warfare.”

Alan cycled through a few of Dingo’s likely tactics based on the ship’s specs, landing on the one that would be the biggest pain in his ass. 

“If it’s a high-speed ship, he won’t use it as a shield for a frontal charge. Sniping from long range is also out. His textbook play will be splitting his forces and harassing the Fortress from mid-range.”

Muttering to himself, Alan opened a channel to the Dry Plum, which had finally managed to scramble a connection moments ago.

“Teiro, I don’t care if you melt the damn engines—hurry up. These guys are going to be on top of us in less than an hour, tops.”

The line was heavily encrypted, but the reply came back instantly.

“’Roger that. We’re pushing full power, but is it really that bad?’”

“Yeah, it’s a nightmare. We’re looking at one Battleship, four Cruisers, eight destroyers, and thirty-two frigates. It’s a perfectly balanced, professional-grade fleet.”

“’Ugh, they brought the whole kitchen sink... Wait, a Battleship? There’s a real-life Battleship out there?’”

“A Dove-class, over a kilometer long. It’s likely Dingo’s main heavy hitter. Once we actually engage, we won’t last five minutes.”

“’Eeeek!! Please, just hang in there a little longer!!’”

Alan started to snap back that Taio was asking for the impossible, but he caught his breath and stopped. He knew Taio was already redlining it; badgering the kid wouldn’t make the ship move any faster.

“’Alan, movement on the enemy’s side.’”

Bella’s voice cut in with an emergency override. Alan killed the feed to Taio and snapped his attention to the display.

“The vanguard is moving. Here we go.”

With a short, grim command, Alan broadcast the battle-readiness order to the rest of the fleet.



“Oh man, oh man, this is bad. I gotta go faster!”

Taio’s brow was furrowed into deep canyons as he glared at the engine diagnostics. He knew staring at the readouts didn’t actually make the ship move faster, but his sheer panic didn't give him much of a choice.

“Hey, Teiro. I get the vibe, but you need to chill for a second.”

Marl appeared out of nowhere, holding out a drink. Taio grabbed it and sucked it down in a single, desperate gulp to soothe his parched throat.

“Gah—! AGH! MY MOUTH! IT’S LAVA! THE TEA IS LAVA!”

“Oh, what a delightful reaction, Mr. Teiro. You might have a future as a slapstick comedian,” Koume chirped.

“No, you’re supposed to notice it’s hot the second you touch the cup...” Marl muttered.

Ignoring Koume’s giggling, Taio took the refilled cup Marl offered—this time with extreme caution. The cool liquid slid down his throat, finally dousing the fire in his gullet.

“I seriously thought that was the end. Drinking hot tea through a straw is a suicide attempt... Wait.”

Still clutching his throat, Taio’s face suddenly snapped back into a serious mask. He held up a hand to stop Marl from asking if he was okay and looked down, lost in thought.

“The warehouse... We had Warp Boosters in the warehouse, right?”

“Yeah, just a bunch of unsold stock sitting there,” Marl replied.

“Hey, Koume. Quick question: If I daisy-chain every single stabilizer we have on board right now, can we pull off a Long-distance Jump?”

“...Theoretically? I suppose I should say yes, Mr. Teiro.”

“W-wait. You’re going to link all of them? How are you even going to manage that many... Oh, right. I forgot who I was talking to.”

Marl’s voice dropped an octave as the realization hit her. She whipped a mobile device from her pocket and began tapping away with blurring speed.

“We have thirty-two Warp Stabilizers. Twenty-four of them are the same model. I can bridge twenty-four of them, but... you’re going to have to ‘tweak’ every single one, you know?”

She emphasized the word “tweak” while staring directly at Taio. He knew exactly what she meant and nodded.

“It means they’re all going to be scrap metal afterward, right? Fine. Whatever. We can just make more Credits later.”

“Well, if you say so... Fine. Give me fifteen minutes—no, ten. I’ll have it rigged up.”

Marl returned to her seat and hunched over, burying her face in her hands as she dove into the system. Taio tried to peek over her shoulder, but he could see her progress clearly enough through BISHOP.

Whoa, that’s insane... She’s moving so fast I can’t even track the logic...

The control functions for the Warp Stabilizers were being rewritten at a terrifying pace. Thousands of tiny, scattered control nodes were being combined, duplicated, and branched out. Taio could do something similar if he really concentrated—he had managed it on the Ghost Ship, after all—but the sheer velocity of her work was on a completely different level.

“A loss of roughly ten million Credits for a few seconds of Overdrive. I can already see Miss Marl’s post-war depression setting in,” Koume remarked.

“Heh, probably. But it’ll be worth it.”

Taio crossed his arms and waited. About ten minutes later, he saw Marl flash him a thumb-up. He slapped his own cheeks hard to psych himself up.

“Alright!! My turn!!”

Taio practically dove into his seat and initiated twenty-four parallel operations simultaneously, forcing every single Warp Stabilizer to link in perfect synchronicity.



A flash of blue light erupted in the void, vanishing toward some distant coordinate.

“You suck! If you’re going to shoot at us, at least try to aim!”

Bella screamed at the distant enemy Battleship, focusing her mind on BISHOP to distract herself from the cold sweat trickling down her back.

[SQUADRON MANAGEMENT: COLUMN]

The command sent from Bella’s unit hit every HAD in the area. They snapped into a perfect line, facing the enemy. A heavy-armored HAD took the point, its shield sparking as it deflected several well-placed Beams.

“Fourteen frigates in range... three destroyers... Scatter!”

[SQUADRON MANAGEMENT: ROUTE 1-5: PLATOON A]
[SQUADRON MANAGEMENT: ROUTE 6-10: PLATOON B]

Bella split the unit in a heartbeat, calculating optimal approach vectors for every pilot to hit the easiest targets. To a casual observer, the ten HADs looked like they were scattering in a panic, but they were actually weaving through the stars on precision-calculated murder-paths.

“Aim for the turrets and the engines! Ignore the bridge!”

As she roared the command, Bella kicked her own thrusters into high gear. Her HAD translated the BISHOP Functions flooding from her nervous system into raw thrust, accelerating at a G-force that pushed her to the absolute limit of human endurance.

Normally, running HAD-specific functions and standard combat functions in parallel would be impossible, but for someone with the Gift of Collective Control, it was just another Tuesday. In the tiny micro-seconds between her own maneuvers, she had more than enough time to micromanage the entire unit.

“’This is DR-04. Target A’s number one turret is history.’”

“’DR-02 here. Closing on Target B. I need backup!’”

“’DR-09 reporting. DR-03 took a hit. Requesting permission to RTB.’”

“’This is DR-06. Moving to cover DR-02.’”

Reports flooded the comms. Groaning under the strain of sudden stops and neck-snapping accelerations, Bella fired back a stream of instruction functions to keep them all alive.

“Blue Comet to Alan. How’s it looking over there? I’ve got so many targets over here I don’t even know where to start.”

“’This is Dry Plum. Same story here. And the enemy is as good as we feared—they’re dancing around the Fortress’s turrets like pros.’”

“What about the reinforcements you scraped together?”

“’They’re doing their best for a bunch of amateurs. But it’s only a matter of time.’”

Bella smirked. That was good enough for her. As long as it wasn’t a total slaughter, she’d take it.

While organizing Alpha’s defense, she had called for a Volunteer Force from the evacuating civilian ships. Since anyone with a basic scanner could see they were facing an armada, only a few lunatics had actually signed up. But it was more than she had expected. She’d been prepared for exactly zero volunteers, so the small turnout was a pleasant surprise.

“Even at a backwater station like this, there are still idiots willing to bleed for the cause... alongside the ones just looking to get rich, I guess.”

“’Haha, that’s just proof they like your leadership. As for the gold-diggers, you’ll find those under every rock in the galaxy.’”

Bella snorted at Alan’s comment, then tried to hide her blush. “By the way...”

“Yeah?”

“Is our ace here yet? It’s been a while.”

“’Schedule says less than an hour. He’s mid-drive, so I can’t reach him.’”

“An hour, huh... Hope we’re still here to see it.”

Between the reports, she could hear the screams and retreat orders of her allies. The enemy hadn’t even committed to a full-scale offensive yet, but the damage was already mounting. Friendly ships were venting atmosphere and bursting into flames across the sector; the defense line was in a full-blown retreat. Bella’s unit was unscathed for now, but she knew that wouldn't last.

“And even if the kid does show up... I don’t know if he can handle that monster.”

Bella watched the massive point of light making a wide, predatory detour toward the Fortress. She shook off the doubt and threw herself back into the command of her unit. It was a hell of a situation, but all she could do was play the hand she was dealt.
Chapter 64

The front line was a slow, crushing grind, moving with the cold inevitability of a glacier and leaving zero room for lucky breaks. 

Dingo watched the flow of the battlefield shift exactly as he’d calculated, a greasy smirk spreading across his face. 

“For all that big talk they put up, they’ve got no backbone.”

Even though his forces hadn't even begun to project their full firepower, the tactical situation was already leaning heavily in his favor. 

He’d been struggling to punch through the defensive wall of the Fortress and those annoying HADs, but that was just a matter of dealing with the Fortress Cannons. Once those were out of the picture, he could sit back and one-sidedly hammer them with his Battleships from long range. The enemy didn't have a single gun with that kind of reach. 

“I’ve been cautious—beyond cautious. There won’t be any irregularities... Hey! Is that thing still just sitting there?!”

Dingo roared, punctuating his shout by kicking his desk. His subordinate didn't even flinch—clearly used to the tantrums—as he delivered his report. 

“No, sir. The Cruiser with the four thrusters is still circling the Fortress, providing fire support with its Beams. It doesn't appear to be firing live rounds, but...”

The subordinate gestured toward the massive display. There, blurred but unmistakable, was the silhouette of the Cruiser equipped with its signature four thrusters. 

“Maybe they can only use it at close range? I don't know the trick, but it’s not impossible... Stay on high alert. If it so much as twitches, let me know.”

Dingo glared at the image of the Cruiser with pure loathing, silently reminding himself to stay disciplined. If he made a sloppy charge and got sucked into a melee, the Imperial Fleet might see an opening to pounce. The war was going his way; there was no reason to gamble. 

“Enemy Destroyer sunk. One Frigate heavily damaged, another moderately damaged. Two HADs destroyed... Hm?”

The subordinate, who had been droning out the combat results, let out a small, confused chirp. Dingo, his nerves already frayed, snapped.

“What now?!”

The subordinate snapped to attention, spine straight as a rod. 

“Sir!! A Drive Space Reservation has been initiated from the distant front! However, since Anti-Drive Particles have already been deployed in this sector, it appears to have been automatically canceled.”

“Drive Particles? If it’s from the front, it’s not the Empire. Reinforcements? What’s the count?”

“The count is... likely one ship.”

“Likely? Can’t you be certain? Besides, what is one ship going to do?”

“I’m not sure, sir. The size of the Space Reservation is larger than a Cruiser, but it doesn't quite hit Battleship-class. The reserved space itself is small, but the number of reacting particles is incredibly high.”

Dingo shook his head. “I don't understand any of this crap,” he muttered, rubbing his chin as he sank back into his command chair. 

“Damn it, ever since I got involved with that guy, nothing makes sense. I might as well just—”

Just as Dingo was about to say, settle this once and for all, a startled cry from his subordinate rang through the bridge. 

“The Space Reservation! It’s been fixed!”

“What?! Impossible! How?!”

“I don’t know! Target is warping in!”

Dingo and his subordinate both whipped their heads toward the main display. On the external monitors, spheres of deep blue light were coalescing, marking the exact spot where a warp was about to terminate. 

“...They got me... The one in front was a dummy! Dammit!”

Dingo roared. There, appearing right before his eyes, was the Cruiser he could never forget, its four Engine Thrusters glowing with power. 

The Cruiser didn't just arrive; it burst out of warp with terrifying momentum, screaming through the void at high speed to take up a position directly behind Dingo’s fleet.



“Uuuugh... hwaaaaagh... hurl... spit... Dammit, I feel like my soul is trying to exit through my throat... This is the worst. Never again.”

Inside the Control Room of the Plum II, Taro sat slumped in his familiar seat, his face a ghostly shade of green as he battled a wave of nausea far worse than his usual warp-sickness.

[YOUR RETCHING STYLE CLOSELY RESEMBLES THAT OF A MIDDLE-AGED MAN IN HIS THIRTIES, MR. TEIRO. REGARDLESS, WE APPEAR TO HAVE ARRIVED IN A SOMEWHAT COMPLICATED LOCATION.]

Rude. Taro looked up, groaning, “What do you mean 'complicated'?” 

His stomach did another flip as he saw the sea of enemy light points surrounding the Plum. 

“Wait, holy crap! We’re right in the middle of the enemy formation?!”

“Teiro! What’s the plan?!” Marl screamed.

“I don't know! Uh—Engine full throttle! Evasive Maneuver! Take us on a detour orbit!”

Following Taro’s frantic orders, the Plum’s hull pivoted sharply. Its four thrusters flared with blinding intensity, pinning Taro and the girls into their seats with a crushing surge of G-force.

[NATURALLY, THERE IS NO RESPONSE FROM THE IDENTIFICATION SIGNALS. THE VESSELS ARE LIKELY DINGO’S FLEET, MR. TEIRO.]

“I... know... that... already!”

Taro gritted his teeth, fighting the pressure. Once he was sure they had enough momentum, he backed off the throttle just a hair.

“Open all Turrets! Load the warheads!”

The Plum’s Turret Bays slid open, sinking into the hull to make room for various weapon platforms that rose up like teeth. Right on cue, the enemy fleet opened fire. In a heartbeat, the silence of space was shattered by a frantic exchange of fire.

[ENEMY NUMBER 9 AND 10: MINOR DAMAGE. NUMBER 24: MODERATE DAMAGE. SHIELD INTEGRITY AT 94%.]

“That’s not bad for an opening volley! Wait, the shields are dropping way too fast!”

“Of course they are! Look at how many people are shooting at us!” Marl yelled back.

Blue flashes of light converged on them from every angle. It was as if the Plum had become a gravity well, pulling every Beam in the sector toward its hull. 

“Marl-tan, start Jamming! Koume, pull us in tight against that big ship!”

The Plum banked into a wide, sweeping curve. It dipped its nose and charged straight toward a nearby Cruiser-class vessel. 

“Eat this! You’re about to learn exactly what a guided warhead can do when the pilot is grumpy!”

At Taro’s command, the Turrets spat out their payloads. Four warheads streaked toward the Cruiser, shredding through its hull with surgical precision. 

“You sniped their Turrets?!” Marl shouted, her voice full of disbelief.

Taro let out a proud little huff. “And another one!” He fired again. 

[THAT IS QUITE THE EFFECTIVE SHIELD, MR. TEIRO. I AM OCCASIONALLY ASTONISHED BY THE CREATIVITY OF YOUR IDEAS.]

The Plum decelerated sharply, tucking itself into a blind spot behind the crippled ship to hide from the heavy crossfire. Taro’s second shot had vaporized the Cruiser’s Engine Thruster, effectively turning the enemy ship into a giant, shielded piece of space debris. 

“Hehehe, they can't shoot their own friends, right? ...Wait, they can shoot?!”

Taro’s smug grin vanished instantly. The enemy’s fire, which had hesitated for a mere second, resumed with even more intensity. 

“I mean, I get the logic, but usually people can’t actually bring themselves to do it... Dammit, they’re too well-trained!”

With the battle in full swing, there was no way to save the crew of the ship he was using as a shield. Tactically, Dingo was doing the 'right' thing by shooting through his own men to hit the intruder, but it was still a cold-blooded move. 

Maybe they’re just being threatened, Taro thought. Either way, Dingo’s got a terrifying grip on his fleet.

“Alan! Hey, Alan! Do you read me?!” Taro yelled into the comms.

The familiar face of the commander flickered onto the screen. “Took you long enough, you bastard,” Alan replied with a smirk. “I got so bored I decided to start the party without you.”

“Heh, my bad. But hey, I’m thirty minutes early, aren't I?”

“Yeah, I noticed. What kind of magic did you pull to get here? You’ll have to tell me the secret later.”

“Oh, you bet. I love a good bragging session. What’s the status?”

“It’s a disaster, as you can see. 75% of the Fortress Cannons are gone. At this point, the Fortress is just a very expensive wall. We’ve lost about thirty percent of our total combat strength... Anyway, Teiro, tell your girl to concentrate output on the Beam Jammer. The enemy fire will veer off like a joke.”

“For real? ...Whoa, Marl’s losing it over here. Do these guys not carry Beam Stabilizers into a war zone?”

“Heh, who knows? I told a little lie earlier, and they seem to have swallowed it hook, line, and sinker. It won’t work a second time, but for now, we’re golden. More importantly, Teiro... I’m counting on you for 'that'.”

On the screen, Alan gave him a thumbs-up. 

“I’ll tell you all about it later!” Taro shouted back, shifting his focus to the massive target Alan had indicated. 

“A Battleship, huh... Man, it’s huge. It’s nearly twice as long as us, so what is that? Six times the volume?”

[CONFIRMED. TARGET NUMBER 24 IS HEAVILY DAMAGED. NUMBER 3 SUNK. MR. TEIRO, THAT IS A DOVE-CLASS BATTLESHIP. ITS MASS IS APPROXIMATELY 5.5 TIMES THAT OF THIS VESSEL.]

“Ugh, that’s a lot of mass. But...”

Taro glared at the massive light point dominating the Radar Screen. 

“I’m gonna turn you into a giant pile of space-trash! Taste the Plum’s secret weapo—GWAGH!”

The two Turret Bays that had remained sealed until now slowly ground open. 

“Wait, timeout. I bit my tongue.”

Two massive warheads peeked out from the Turret Bays, then launched with a violent surge of their primary thrusters. 

To any human from the 21st century, they looked like standard missiles or rockets. A military buff would have identified them as long, slender, Capsule-type warheads—specifically Ballistic Missiles. Their movement was agonizingly slow compared to a Railgun or a Beam, but they continued to accelerate steadily under the roar of their rocket engines.

“...I have so many questions,” Marl said, watching the slow-moving projectiles with a deadpan expression. “But since it’s you, I’m assuming there’s a trick. I’m counting on you, Teiro.”

Taro gave her a sheepish, wry smile. He couldn't blame her; the things looked ancient and slow. Even as they picked up speed, the enemy was far away, and those bulky missiles didn't look like they could pull off any fancy maneuvers.

“Well, it’ll work out. Probably. Until then, we just have to survive with everything we’ve got.”

Taro dedicated a tiny sliver of his mind to controlling the launched Torpedoes, throwing the rest of his focus into Lock-on and fire control. 

“Man... I’ve really ended up in a far-off place, haven't I?” he whispered.

“What was that?” Marl asked.

Taro pretended he hadn't said a word.
Chapter 65

Battle-induced adrenaline has a funny way of steamrolling every other emotion into a fine paste.

Taro felt a pang of genuine grief for the crews of the ships currently sinking into the void, but he couldn't afford to let his mind wander. Now was really, really not the time for a moment of silence.

"Koume, shield status!"

"Remaining capacity is sixty percent, Mr. Teiro."

"Teiro, here comes another volley!" Marl screamed.

"Aw, son of a—!"

Taro yanked the controls, sending the ship into a violent spiral. A massive impact shuddered through the hull, and his seatbelt tried its best to saw him in half.

[HULL DAMAGE RATE: 15% — ALERT]

"Bulkhead 3 is compromised. Turret 2 has gone silent. We have fires breaking out!" Koume reported with terrifying calmness.

"Dammit, damage control, move it! Seal it off block by block!"

The enemy Battleship was spitting out periodic bombardments like a vengeful god. These high-capacity Beams didn't give a damn about jamming; they just tore through space in a straight line, gunning for the Plum II.

Taro had bought them some breathing room by spamming the Scan Scrambler to break their Lock-ons, but the enemy had clearly toggled some kind of stabilizer. His tricks weren't working anymore.

To make matters worse, the Plum II’s turrets were dinky little things meant for swatting WIND, while the enemy Battleships were parked in a different zip code. Sure, he could fire the Railgun warheads in a straight line, but once they left the BISHOP’s communication range, they’d be useless. Without guidance, a railgun round was just a very expensive piece of space debris.

Unless, of course, the projectile happened to have a massive receiver shoved inside it.

"Just a little more... almost there!"

Two coordinate functions flickered on Taro’s BISHOP display. 

They were screaming toward the enemy Battleship, seconds away from hitting the "oh no" zone.

"Teiro, the Fortress Cannons are toast," Alan’s voice crackled over the comms. "Worst-case scenario, we’re gonna have to bail with whoever’s left. Get back here and regroup, fast!"

Taro let out a pathetically high-pitched squeak. Alan wasn't just giving advice; he was saying, If you don't move your ass, we're leaving without you.

"Full speed ahead! Retract the Turret Bays! Divert all power to jamming and shields!"

Taro abandoned his pathetic attempts at offense and gunned it toward the defensive line where Alan’s fleet was holding on by a thread. He danced between Beams, played chicken with approaching frigates, and wove through the gaps in the space mines Alan’s team had dumped in the water.

[REPORT: TORPEDO WARHEAD HAS REACHED DESIGNATED COORDINATES]

The notification popped up on his BISHOP. Taro swallowed hard. "The ship is yours!" he barked at no one in particular, then squeezed his eyes shut.

Focus. Be the torpedo.

[NO. 1: BEAM DETECTED — DIRECT HIT ROUTE]

[ATTITUDE CONTROL: PARALLEL — NO. 1]

[NO. 1: BEAM DETECTED — DIRECT HIT ROUTE 3]

[SHIELD ACTIVATED: OUTPUT AUTO — NO. 1]

[NO. 2: DEBRIS INCINERATION LASER Sensed]

[SHIELD ACTIVATED: SUSTAINED OUTPUT 5% — NO. 2]

[NO. 1: ENGINE THRUSTER 2 DAMAGED]

[ENGINE THRUSTER 4 OUTPUT: OFF — NO. 1]

Taro piloted the Torpedo Warheads toward Dingo’s Large-scale Battleship as if they were extensions of his own limbs. And technically, they were; they used almost the exact same control logic as a ship. A mountain of data flooded his brain, but he didn't let it pile up—he just processed and discarded it with mechanical efficiency.

The tiny thrusters, shields, special armor, and batteries packed into the torpedoes were burning out one by one, sacrificed just to dodge the enemy's Beams and Lasers. The main thrusters, having done their job, were jettisoned, their metallic guts used as makeshift chaff to mess with the enemy’s sensors.

Die, you over-budget behemoth! This torpedo cost less than your captain’s lunch, I bet!

The tip of the torpedo finally reached the enemy vessel. Even as its velocity was bled dry by the enemy’s Physical Shield, it made a tiny, insignificant clink against the Battleship’s thick armor plating.

A microscopic current flowed into the laser fuse.

The entire voltage of every battery in the projectile was converted into a Beam, punching through a specialized metal plate.

A tiny blue light, no thicker than a few millimeters, poured into a small Capsule.

A device operating on the same principles as a starship's engine suddenly decided to convert tens of thousands of times its usual fuel load into something else entirely.

"Is that... light?" Alan whispered.

He stared at his external monitor. It was a blinding, white-hot bloom that grew until it threatened to swallow the entire screen.

"Alan—the kid—he really—did it. I’m picking up—insane levels—of radiation—" Bella’s voice was half-drowned by static. 

Alan didn't look away from the screen. "Yeah, I see it. My monitor just crapped out from the EMI. That was a Thermonuclear Warhead. Or should I call it a Reaction Weapon to be fancy? Dammit, I really need to brush up on my history books."

He stared at the blacked-out screen in sheer disbelief. A few seconds later, the electronics rebooted, and the glare faded.

"Since nobody’s ever done that before, there weren't any rules against it," Bella’s voice returned. "But I have a feeling we’re not getting invited back to any space stations for a while."

"Outside is one thing, but if that went off inside a dock, it’d be total annihilation," Alan muttered. "Yeah, we’re definitely banned from internal docking for life."

"Well, look on the bright side—things are looking up. Seeing a little hope yet?"

The Dingo Fleet wasn't just relying on their Battleships; the Fortress Cannons were already gone, so the big ships were technically redundant now. Still, the situation was "suck-adjacent" at best.

"If the fleet Teiro left behind shows up, maybe... but even then..." Alan switched his display to find the Plum II, which was currently hauling ass to reach them. "This might be selfish of me, but..."

He tapped his console, overriding the comms.

"Even if we protect Alpha to the last man, if Teiro dies, we lose. That’s the one thing I won't allow."

In the vacuum of space, there is no air to carry a shockwave. A nuclear blast doesn't behave like it does on Earth. But the flood of neutrons carries heat—enough to melt a hull instantly, turning metal into vapor and triggering a secondary explosion of superheated gas.

The Dove-class Battleship looked like a giant invisible beast had taken a massive bite out of its flank. Taro felt a fleeting moment of guilt looking at the wreckage, but it was quickly drowned out by a wave of pure, unadulterated spite.

"Take that, you assholes! That’s for my employees!"

Taro screamed at the monitor. He knew they couldn't hear him, but it felt damn good to say it.

"Teiro! I know you're having a moment, but the fight isn't over!" Marl yelled.

"I know, I know!" Taro snapped back, switching his display to the Radar Screen. "That Battleship is out of the game. Now, which one of these jerks is next—wait, what?"

Taro went to grab the turret controls, but a sudden, eerie silence fell over the battlefield.

"Did the shooting... stop?"

Confused, Taro opened a channel to Alan. "Uh, Alan? Something’s weird."

"Yeah, I see it. Teiro, kill your engines immediately. An Emergency Ceasefire has been declared."

"A ceasefire? You mean that thing where we stop shooting to talk about how much we hate each other?"

"That’s the one. Sorry, I took the liberty of negotiating with the other side. It was an emergency. Don't be mad."

"Mad? I’m thrilled!" Taro breathed, shutting down the main drives. He tapped the reverse thrusters just enough to keep his relative position stable.

In the world of Private Military Law, trying to sneak into a better position during a ceasefire negotiation was considered a "dick move" and a major legal violation. Thanks to his Overridden knowledge, Taro knew that being a sneaky bastard right now would get them all executed.

"I mean, we were basically five minutes from being space-dust, so I’ll take the breather... but why the hell did that Dingo guy agree to it?"

Taro was a believer in his own hype, but even he knew the odds were still heavily in Dingo’s favor. He’d crippled one big ship, but that wasn't exactly a game-changer for the whole war.

"They have their reasons. My guess? That Battleship is still technically alive. The repair bill is going to be astronomical, but it's cheaper than building a new one from scratch. Anyway, kid... you really pulled it off."

Alan was actually grinning. Taro rubbed his nose, feeling smug. "Everyone talked smack when I showed off the Plum II, but look at her now! Pretty great, right?"

"Yeah, yeah, I surrender. You win. Honestly, I was blown away. You actually stuffed a full set of ship avionics into a torpedo?"

"You bet. Though the Plum had to do some of the heavy lifting remotely."

"Can't you automate that? I thought the Old World had tech for that."

"I mean, probably? But if they jam the signal, the torpedo turns into a very expensive paperweight. Manual control is the only way to be sure."

"I see... so you did all that by hand? You're a certified madman, Teiro. I’m impressed and slightly terrified." Alan let out a dry, barking laugh. He checked his side-monitor. "Looks like the other side is ready to talk."

He paused, his expression turning serious. "We don't have a lot of cards to play, which is actually our biggest strength right now. I'm sending you some data that might work as leverage. Give it a look. It’ll help."

Alan tapped his terminal. Taro pulled up the file, skimming through the contents.

"Oh," Taro muttered, his eyes widening. He looked back at Alan with a gaze of pure, unmixed respect. "I see. You're a sneaky old man, aren't you?"
Chapter 66: Let the Negotiations Begin!

"Yo, we meet again, you little shit. Got your 'please don't kill me' speech ready?"

Dingo’s face filled the massive monitor. He was clad in a tight green spacesuit that left little to the imagination. Taro let out a yelp of genuine surprise at the sight of him.

"Your back... are you one of those 'Wing' guys?"

There was a bizarre bulge in the suit right where his shoulder blades should be, making him look like he’d grown an extra set of mutant joints. Dingo didn't even blink at Taro’s blatant staring. 

"The hell does that have to do with you?" he barked. "More importantly, how are you planning to settle the bill for this little stunt? Let’s hear it, 'Mr. President.'"

Dingo’s voice was a low, gravelly rumble that seemed to vibrate right in Taro’s gut. Taro felt the urge to curl into a ball and hide, but then he thought of Koume and Marl. He thought of Alan and Bella. Suddenly, a fresh wave of bravado surged through him.

"Hmph! Who’s settling what? You’re the one who started this stupid war in the first place!"

Dingo let out a dry, raspy chuckle.

"It was a formal declaration of war, perfectly legal under Imperial Law. I don’t see why you have any right to bitch. If you’ve got a problem, why don’t you go complain to His Majesty the Emperor yourself? A guy like you could probably pull it off, couldn't he?"

"Sigh... Just as I thought. I’ll give you the full explanation on that later. More importantly, what are your terms? You don’t actually want to murder us all, right?"

"Massacre? Sounds tempting. But I’m not in the mood to poke the Empire more than I have to. The terms are simple: hand over the Alpha Star System, and I’ll let you lot scurry away."

Dingo sounded thoroughly annoyed. Before Taro could fire back a retort, Bella’s voice cut through the comms. 

"You’ve got to be joking."

"Nobody wants your brand of 'ruling,'" Bella continued, "and you don't actually intend to do it anyway. We both know the fallout of destroying a Stargate isn't exactly a picnic to imagine."

Dingo shifted his gaze toward her window on the screen.

"Bella of the Guns... Hey, you. Why not hop over to our side? I’ll let you keep running Alpha, and I’ll guarantee you a high seat in the White Dingo. Hell, nobody would be stupid enough to act tough around you anyway. It’s a damn good deal, isn't it?"

Bella let out a sharp, dismissive "Pah!" 

"It’s not a bad offer on paper. But I’m going to have to pass. You’re just too boring for my taste."

"Boring? I don't follow. You saying this brat is any better?"

Bella flashed a wicked grin at Dingo’s irritated face.

"Oh, absolutely. I never get bored when I'm with the boy. If you’re looking to pick up chicks, try someone else. The answer is no."

She shut him down with surgical precision. Taro felt his face heat up and looked away, mumbling a quiet "Thanks."

"Well, you heard the lady. No deal," Taro said, regaining his footing. "Our terms are an indefinite ceasefire and the total withdrawal of your forces. That’s it."

"Hey, hey, you delusional little prick! Do you even know what situation you're in? We’re the ones holding the leash here! Not you!"

Dingo slammed his fist onto what sounded like a desk, his voice booming through the speakers. Taro was on the verge of stumbling over his own tongue in a panic when Alan’s voice saved him. 

"Wait just a moment," Alan interjected. 

Taro let out a breath, realizing that these high-definition displays were a bit too good at conveying just how scary a screaming mercenary leader could be.

"We’re cornered. I’ll admit that," Alan said calmly. "But we’re not so far gone that we’ve lost our bite."

"Stop acting tough, cowboy... It was Alan, right? Rare name for this day and age. That’s not your real name, is it?"

"My name is irrelevant right now. And I’m not posturing, Dingo. Even as we speak, reinforcements are closing in. And more importantly, we have him."

On the display, Alan’s eyes shifted toward Taro. Taro puffed out his chest and flashed his most confident, toothy grin.

"Torpedoes... though you probably don't even know what they are. Between those heavy warhead weapons and my railguns, I’ve still got more ammo than I know what to do with. And hey, Dingo? Before I die, I’m making damn sure I take you with me."

Dingo threw his head back and laughed.

"You really think I’m that stupid? This transmission is being bounced through multiple proxy vessels. You couldn't identify my ship if your life depended on it. Besides, there’s no way you’re carrying a warehouse of those massive warheads. You’ve got, what, maybe two left? Am I warm?"

Taro choked on his words. Ugh. The guy was spot on.

Man, he’s sharp even in the middle of a clusterfuck like this. 

"Fine, you caught me. We’ve only got two heavy warheads left. But... Alan? How we doing?"

Alan gave a subtle thumbs-up and a predatory smile.

"I’ve got him. Logged as E00. Dingo, I’m sending your identification signal directly to your console. Catch."

Alan tapped away at his controls. Dingo looked confused for a split second until a report must have come in from one of his lackeys. His eyes darted to a side monitor, and his face went pale.

"You bastard... you hacked us?! That is a blatant violation of Imperial Law!"

"If you can find a trace of it, feel free to put me in handcuffs," Alan countered coolly. "Good luck with that. More importantly, Dingo—do you feel lucky enough to dodge Teiro’s warhead weapons?"

Dingo’s brow furrowed into a deep V. Taro decided to twist the knife.

"By the way," Taro added, "I can keep blasting until your shields are nothing but scrap. I’ve got about forty railgun rounds and those two torpedoes with your name on them. Feel free to try and leg it in an escape craft. Sniping a pod isn't much harder than hitting a turret. Plus, the heat bloom from a torpedo doesn't care if you're a few miles away."

Taro flashed a truly villainous smirk. Dingo’s face twisted in pure, unadulterated frustration. He let out a long, ragged sigh.

"Every single time. It’s always you. You’re the one who ruins everything... Fine! Dammit, fine! Let’s talk compromise."

Dingo went silent for a moment, his gears clearly turning. "Alright," he said, staring into the camera.

"We freeze the Stargate Beacon until the war is over. After that, you can do whatever the hell you want. That is my absolute bottom line."

"No way, that’s impossible! You’d just use that time to run wild!" Taro argued.

"Kid, a negotiation starts with a little thing called trust. Look, you might be able to kill me. But we’re an organization. If I die, someone else will come to finish the job. Don't you forget it."

"It’s hard to trust a guy who’s actively threatening to murder me! Your logic is full of holes!"

"Shut up, you little brat! Listen, we're—!"

"Hah? I don't give a damn! Stop looking down on me just because I’m a kid! I am—!"

The negotiation quickly devolved into a shouting match. Any semblance of professional diplomacy vanished, replaced by two people screaming haphazard threats at their monitors.

Eventually, as they both started to run out of breath, Alan raised a hand. "Can I say something?"

"Look, Dingo. At this rate, everyone ends up miserable. As you can see, our President is still practically a child. Honestly, if he throws a full-blown tantrum, I’m not sure even I can stop him."

Alan raised an eyebrow at the screen. Taro did his best to look grumpy, but inside, he was cheering. Nice one, Alan! This was exactly the "good cop, bad cop" routine they’d rehearsed.

"And Dingo, you’re operating under a misunderstanding. The Empire doesn't actually plan to do anything to you. Directly, at least. Listen to this."

Alan emphasized the word "directly." He tapped a button, and the image of Dean appeared on the monitor.

"Hello, Alan. This is a rare surprise."

"I have no intention of involving myself in your little skirmish. I won't be helping you, and I won't be helping Dingo."

The recording played out the exchange between Dean and Alan. Dingo watched it like a hawk, a slow, realization-filled smile spreading across his face.

"I see. So you lot really are connected to the Empire... That recording looks legit. So, why are you showing me this? You're putting this on the table?"

Alan nodded. Taro took that as his cue.

"We’re actually an experimental unit from the Arsenal," Taro lied with the straightest face he could muster. "We’ve got a fleet of WINDs and were on our way to field-test some new hardware. We were even thinking of letting some civilians use the gear to gather more data."

Dingo’s eyes practically popped out of his head.

"To civilians...? You bastard, did you sell that tech to the EAP?!"

Hook, line, and sinker! Taro screamed internally.

"Well, this trip was just a preliminary survey," Taro said, tilting his head with a smug grin. "We’ve only got our own stuff for now. Whether or not we start selling to them in the future... well, I guess that depends on how these negotiations go, doesn't it?"

Taro expected Dingo to explode in a fit of rage, but the man went eerily still. He stared into space, his fingers rhythmically drumming against his desk as he processed the threat.

"Your demands were military withdrawal and an indefinite ceasefire... fine," Dingo said, his voice now flat and businesslike. "However, the best I can give you is a non-aggression pact for the Alpha Star System. I’m leaving a small contingent of stationed forces behind for 'monitoring.' A verbal promise is worthless. This is non-negotiable."

Dingo didn't sound like he was posturing anymore; he sounded like a man who had reached the limit of his patience. Taro realized this was as good as it was going to get.

"In exchange," Dingo continued, "I demand a non-aggression pact toward the White Dingo from you and the Imperial Military. Furthermore, you are prohibited from providing new weapons or direct combat support to the EAP. My stationed forces will keep an eye on things from the trade route. And naturally, I’m going to restrict your direct trade with the EAP."

"Hey! Then what was the point of protecting the trade route?!"

"I didn't say trade was prohibited," Dingo chuckled, a dark, amused sound. "In fact, I’m going to make you even richer."

Taro tilted his head, completely lost.

"We’ll buy from you at Imperial standard unit prices—roughly the same as the EAP. Given the difference in scale, you’ll probably be doing most of your business with us anyway, but you can just close your eyes and take the credits. You keep your business and your star system. We give up on Alpha, but we escape the Empire's thumb. It’s good for me, and it’s good for you. Right?"
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"So, uh, who actually won that mess?"

Taro groaned, currently occupying a sofa in a staff dormitory room near the Alpha Station offices with the grace of a discarded wet rag.

"I suppose it depends on your definition of 'victory,'" Marl mused, staring blankly at the ceiling from her spot beside him.

Alan, sitting across from them, gave a sharp nod. "Exactly."

"We kept the Alpha Star System intact," Alan continued, "but the other guys walked away with plenty of prizes too. They secured their rear flank and gave their economy a nice little boost. Honestly? It’s a draw at best."

"Great... so it’s a tie," Taro sighed. "I guess we just have to leave the EAP to fend for themselves now. Let's just hope the war ends with a decent compromise instead of a total disaster."

"I hope so. But I’m not sure," Marl said, her brow furrowing. "I can’t figure out what Dingo is playing at. If things keep going like this, the EAP should have a clear win in the bag, right?"

Taro and Alan both nodded. She had a point.

"That’s how it looks on paper," Alan admitted, shrugging his shoulders with an I-give-up expression. "Unless, of course, I’ve completely misread the board."

"Do you really think so?" Taro asked, shifting on the cushions. "Most of the staff seemed to think the same thing. Maybe there’s some other reason? I mean, war is basically just a high-stakes robbery, right? Maybe they found a bigger, shinier vault to crack somewhere else?"

Marl’s eyes widened slightly. "That... actually makes sense."

"It’s possible," she continued. "I can’t see a guy like Dingo just rolling over and playing dead. There’s probably another storm brewing on the horizon."

The three of them shared a grim nod. After a long, heavy silence, Marl spoke up again. "Anyway."

She turned her gaze toward Alan. "You always bragged about being the guy who can do anything and never fails. I thought you were just full of hot air, but you actually pulled it off. Honestly, I was expecting a total catastrophe, but you actually managed to force a ceasefire. I think I’ve finally realized you’re not just a pretty face."

Alan didn't miss a beat. "Is that so?" he replied coolly. "I appreciate the sentiment. But unfortunately, I wasn’t the mastermind behind those plans. Almost everything we did was Teiro’s idea."

Marl’s jaw practically hit the floor. "You’re joking, right?"

Taro pouted. Wow, way to hurt my feelings, Marl. Am I really that useless in your head?

"I mean, I wouldn't call them 'bulletproof' plans," Taro mumbled, trying to deflate the sudden tension. "A lot of it was just making things up as we went along. It just so happened that Dingo, for all his thuggery, is actually pretty good at math when it comes to his wallet."

Marl still looked like she was trying to process the idea of Taro having a functioning brain. Taro closed his eyes and shrugged, prepared to be ignored, when he suddenly felt something soft and warm press against his cheek.

"You’re actually amazing," Marl whispered with a radiant smile. "I guess I can't call you a total loser Iceman anymore."

Taro froze. His brain short-circuited. As the realization of what had just happened finally filtered through his skull, he turned a shade of red usually reserved for emergency sirens.

"Are you kidding me?" Alan groaned, looking genuinely annoyed. "If I had just kept my mouth shut and taken the credit, that would’ve been mine. Dammit!"

Alan was clearly playing it up for a laugh, but the regret in his voice was palpable. Taro, feeling like he was floating on cloud nine, opened his mouth to deliver a witty comeback, but he was interrupted by an incoming call from Koume.

[MR. TEIRO, THE CEREMONY IS READY. PLEASE PROCEED TO DOCK 4.]

The devices were roughly the size of a single person, bearing a striking resemblance to a cold-sleep Capsule. Twenty-seven of them sat in the cavernous, hollow dock, arranged in a perfectly straight line with terrifying precision.

"To the heroes who protected their families, this company, and the station," Alan’s voice boomed over the loudspeakers, low and solemn.

The crowd gathered in the dock snapped to attention, saluting as one. There were men and women, young and old, their faces swollen and red from crying. Taro realized he didn't even recognize half of them.

"They’re the families of our employees," Marl whispered, standing beside him. "They all volunteered to be here."

"I see," Taro replied softly. He decided to stop talking after that. He had the distinct feeling that if he said another word, his own composure would shatter into a million pieces.

"Ejecting toward Mother Star Alpha."

The Capsules descended through the floor. A moment later, they appeared through the massive glass viewports of the dock, drifting soundlessly into the void toward the distant star.

"We don't build fancy graveyards like people on Earth used to," Marl said gently, noticing Taro’s silence. "But that star isn't going anywhere. They’ll be a part of it forever."

Taro nodded wordlessly. He pressed his hands together and bowed his head, offering a silent cycle of thanks and apologies to the heroes who had paid the price for their survival. A few employees gave him confused looks—they clearly weren't used to seeing Earth-style mourning—but Taro didn't care.

If you mean it, the format shouldn't matter.



Ten days had passed since the lightning-fast war between White Dingo and the TRB Union had ended. Just as the people of the station were finally starting to look toward the future again, Taro received a transmission that was as bizarre as it was "good news."

"No way. Are you serious? What the hell is going on?"

Taro’s jaw was currently hanging open as Koume relayed the latest report. He was still reeling in his room when Marl and Alan practically kicked the door down.

"Teiro! Did you hear the news? What does this mean?" Marl demanded, her chest heaving as if she’d sprinted across the entire station.

"Don't ask me! I’m just as confused as you are..." Taro turned to his resident expert. "Alan, what’s the play here?"

"I'm not entirely sure," Alan admitted. "But at the very least, it means they aren't going to turn their guns on us. If they even tried, the Imperial Military would show up and glass them before they could chamber a round. No joke."

Taro nodded. That was the one silver lining.

The Peace Treaty they’d signed with Dingo included a six-month Mutual Non-Aggression Treaty that carried the weight of Imperial Approval. They’d had to fork over a mountain of Credits to the Empire to get it, but it was the most ironclad insurance policy in the galaxy.

The Empire made a killing by selling these guarantees, and since they almost never let a violation slide, nobody was stupid enough to test them. Protecting their "protection racket" was the Empire's favorite hobby.

"Peace between the EAP and White Dingo, huh..." Taro gripped his hair. "Dammit, what was the point of that war then? Why did—"

Why did those people have to die? Taro wanted to shout it, but Alan grabbed his shoulder.

"Get a grip," Alan said firmly. "I know what you're thinking, but don't go there. No death is a waste. They did their jobs, and they did them well. You know that, right?"

Taro looked down, unable to meet Alan’s intense gaze.

[MR. TEIRO, YOU HAVE A VISITOR. SHALL I SEND THEM IN?]

Koume’s voice cut through the heavy atmosphere. 

"Tell them to come back later," Taro sighed.

[NEGATIVE.]

The three of them blinked in surprise. Koume almost never talked back.

[YOU SHOULD DEFINITELY SEE THIS GUEST, MR. TEIRO. IT IS MR. DINGO.]



Taro found himself sitting in an Alpha Station reception room, facing Dingo in the flesh. The sheer physical presence of the man was suffocating, but Taro took comfort in the fact that Dingo was alone, while Taro had his crew backing him up.

"You’ve got some nerve showing your face here," Taro said, his voice tight. "How many of my people do you think you killed?"

Dingo remained expressionless. "Fair point."

"But I didn't come here to go to confession," the mercenary continued. "I lost plenty of my own men, too. Let's just call it even and move on. Besides, depending on how the next few weeks go, we might end up saving more lives than we lost... though, for the record, I don't think I did anything wrong."

Taro’s temper flared, but Alan stepped in before he could jump over the table. "Easy, Teiro. Don't let him bait you."

"Hah! Looks like you’ve got your hands full babysitting the kid, Alan," Dingo chuckled. "This naive brat doesn't understand how politics or society works. Tell me, kid—could you make the call to kill nine people to save ten?"

Taro flinched. He remembered Alan telling him something similar once. The cold logic of the many outweighing the few.

"If you just came here to give us a lecture, you can leave," Bella interjected from the sofa, looking at Dingo with pure disdain. "You're a bit too much for Teiro to handle right now."

Dingo turned his gaze toward her. "So, you’re Guns' Bella. We’ve been neighbors for years, but this is the first time I’ve seen you without a screen in the way."

"Lucky me," Bella snapped. "If it were up to me, we’d stay strangers forever."

"Gahahahaha! I like her!"

Dingo’s booming laugh rattled Taro’s teeth. The mercenary leaned forward, tapping the table with a heavy finger to reclaim the room's attention. Once he was sure they were listening, he dropped his voice.

"The EAP is acting weird. They’re the ones who begged for peace. They’re the ones who drafted a proposal that was—quite frankly—insanely favorable to me. I just signed the paper... but the whole thing stinks. It’s too weird."

A heavy silence fell over the room. The TRB Union members looked at each other in confusion.

"You really haven't heard, have you?" Dingo asked.

"Uh, well, no," Taro admitted. "To be honest, I just found out about the peace deal five minutes ago. You want to fill us in?"

Dingo leaned back into the sofa, eyeing Taro. "You might want to work on your poker face, kid. Honesty is great and all, but it’s a terrible trait for a CEO. Whatever. Fine. I don't know everything, so most of this is just my gut talking. How much do you know about the big Alliances in this sector?"

"The basics," Taro said, meeting his gaze. "The EAP, your group, and maybe two or three others?"

"Wow. You're remarkably uninformed," Dingo grunted. "How are you even alive?"

"Look, I didn't plan on staying in Outer Space this long. If I could leave tomorrow, I would."

"Hmph. That would certainly make my life easier. Anyway, there are four massive Alliances sitting right behind the EAP’s territory. They’ve been at each other's throats for decades, but they called a truce recently. I think they’re the ones pulling the strings."

Alan leaned in. "You think they’ve turned their sights on the EAP? Is that even feasible?"

Alan directed the question at Bella, not Dingo. The veteran mercenary thought for a moment before shaking her head. "No way. I heard rumors about the truce, but that happened, like, yesterday. You’re telling me they’re going to launch a new war while they're still exhausted and bleeding out? Their own employees' families would lynch them."

"I’m with Bella," Alan agreed. Taro didn't know the politics, but if Bella said it was impossible, he believed her.

"Normally? Yeah, you'd be right," Dingo said. "But this is Outer Space. Normal doesn't live here. Am I wrong?"

The room went quiet. Dingo tapped the table again. "The nightmare scenario," he said, his voice dropping an octave, "is that those four Alliances didn't just stop fighting. They joined forces. If they form a single super-bloc, do you know what the most valuable piece of real estate on the map becomes?"

Taro felt a chill run down his spine. He finally saw where Dingo was going. The Empire wouldn't stand for a massive, unified power in Outer Space.

"The Alpha Star System?" Taro whispered. "To keep the Empire from intervening?"

"Bingo," Dingo growled. "But it’s not just Alpha."

"The California and Illinois systems behind the EAP too," he continued. "If they lock those down, they can effectively cut off Imperial access to this entire sector. They’d be doing exactly what I tried to do, but on a scale that would make me look like a street mugger."

Dingo let the silence hang there, letting the weight of his theory crush them.

"Like I said, it’s just a guess. But it would be stupid not to prepare for the worst. If I’m wrong, we can all have a good laugh about it over drinks later. So, TRB Union... don't you think we should start getting ready to push back?"

Taro let out a weak, nervous laugh. "Oh boy. You’re joking, right? Tell me you’re joking."

Dingo just shook his head slowly.

"A mutual defense pact," Dingo proposed. "That’s why I’m here. Look, I’m not saying we have to be buddies. I’m saying it’s in both our interests not to get vaporized by a new superpower."

Chaos. That was just life in Outer Space.



Author's Note: We've reached a major turning point in the story, so I'll be taking a short break from updates. I'll be back soon, and I hope you'll continue to support the series! m( )m
Episode 68: The Economy of War and the Thinking Swarm

I’m incredibly sorry to have kept you waiting for so long.

Updates are officially back on the menu. However, my work schedule is looking a bit monstrous, so daily updates might be a tall order. I hope you’ll bear with me.



In the lounge of the cruiser Plum, Teiro was currently doing his best impression of a discarded rug. He sprawled across the sofa, clawing at his hair in a fit of frustration. 

"I don't even know what's what anymore!" he groaned.

Marl, slumped beside him, let out a sigh that could have deflated a starship. "You and me both," she muttered.

"Ultimately, corporate warfare is nothing more than an aggressive extension of a board meeting," Koume said, standing perfectly upright beside Teiro. "There is no inherent hatred for the opponent, nor is there friction caused by cultural divergence. Such things may act as a spark, but they are rarely the fuel."

Teiro gave a non-committal nod. "I get it in my head, sure. But still."

As far as the Empire was concerned, as long as a war stayed within the "approved" corporate sandbox, it was just background noise for everyone else. While humanity occasionally bumped heads with other species, this particular conflict was strictly an internal affair.

Dingo was a Wing, sure, but his lifestyle and culture weren't exactly alien. According to Dr. Argimov, his people were just a stabilized branch of human mutants. They were basically cousins who happened to have a very different aesthetic.

"But still," Teiro grumbled, "shaking hands with a guy who was trying to space us last week? That’s… well, it’s a lot to process emotionally, you know?"

"I’m having a hard time flipping the 'friend' switch too," Marl admitted. "Maybe I’m just being childish, but it feels wrong. What did Alan have to say about it?"

"He said it all comes down to the EAP’s next move. According to him, Dingo was right—we don't have to be best buddies, and the deal itself isn't half bad."

"True. It’s the logical conclusion, I guess." Marl sighed again, sounding far older than her years. She poked at a piece of chicken—or, more accurately, a slab of synthetic meat that looked like it had once considered being a chicken—before dropping it back onto her tray. She slumped back into the cushions, looking utterly stuffed.

"Careful. My grandma used to say if you lie down right after eating, you’ll turn into a cow," Teiro teased with a smirk.

Marl blinked at him, her expression completely blank. "What’s a 'cow'?"

Right. Space. No livestock. Note to self: explain cheeseburgers later.



After leaving Alpha Station, Teiro and the crew pushed hard along the Route they had pioneered. 

It would be a while before the EAP's scheduled trade vessels entered the Alpha Star System’s comms range, making it impossible to get a live feed to Rin. For now, they were stuck with the galactic equivalent of snail mail—emails with a massive time lag. It wasn’t exactly ideal for discussing high-stakes interstellar politics.

"They’ve already got Directional Beacons set up," Marl noted, looking at the scanners. "That makes things a whole lot easier."

The beacons scattered along the Route were pulsing out high-powered coordinate signals, which the Plum was slurping up with ease.

"Indeed, Miss Marl," Koume chirped. "Our jump calculation stability has increased by approximately 122%. EAP intelligence also suggests they are planning regular dispersion of Drive Particles in the near future."

Teiro whistled. "That’s some big-budget infrastructure right there. What’s the price tag on a project like that?"

"It is still in the estimation phase, but we are looking at several billion to several tens of billions of Credits, Mr. Teiro. It will likely be a joint venture led by the EAP."

"They might even put a Stargate here eventually," Marl added. "If that happens, we could zip back and forth in a fraction of the time."

Even though the Route was brand new, the corporations—led by the EAP—were developing the hell out of it. When Teiro’s crew had first blazed this trail, it had been a void devoid of anything more complex than a dust bunny. Now, they were actually having to watch out for Work Ships and freighters.

It was a rough neighborhood in the outer reaches, and the Route was still twitchy, so the companies moving in were mostly the scrappy, "creative" types or small-time entrepreneurs. The whole place felt like a gold rush—dirty, dangerous, and buzzing with energy.

"Beginning our final jump, Mr. Teiro," Koume announced. "The ship has locked onto the beacon for Katsushika Star System Stargate 4."

Teiro nodded and braced himself for the inevitable "jump sickness." He squeezed his eyes shut as the familiar, nauseating sensation of weightlessness washed over him. A few moments later, the stars snapped back into place. They were home.



"Mr. Teiro! It’s been too long! You look well!"

Rin greeted them in the same reception room as before, a wide smile plastered across his face. 

"Yo," Teiro replied with a grin of his own. Marl and Koume waved from behind him, everyone happy to see a friendly face.

"Not that much time has passed, but how’s the world treating you? Dingo filled our ears with all sorts of rumors," Teiro said. 

A subordinate ushered Teiro toward a sofa. He reached for a glass of mineral water on the table; it had been infused with a citrus scent that smelled suspiciously like progress.

"Yes, well… nothing is set in stone yet, but the situation is… unfavorable," Rin said, his smile faltering. He nodded to one of his staff. "If you would?"

The subordinate nodded. "Pardon me." 

A massive screen on the wall flickered to life, displaying a star map color-coded in vibrant blues and ominous reds.

"The red zones represent the areas bordering the Enzio Alliance," Rin explained, pointing to the map. "As you can see, it’s a staggering amount of territory."

Nearly a quarter of the EAP’s total space was bathed in red. Teiro grimaced. It was a defender’s nightmare. The frontline was just too long.

"So the Enzio Alliance is that coalition of four Alliances we heard about? Have they officially declared war yet?" Teiro asked.

"Not yet. But they are massing fleets near the Alliance Boundary Line. You can't hide a military buildup of that scale. It’s not a matter of 'if,' but 'when.'"

"But why?" Marl asked, tilting her head. "Bella said they shouldn't even be able to sustain a war anymore."

Rin sighed, looking conflicted. "Well, about that…" He tapped at a terminal, bringing up a list of economic data. "This is data gathered by the EAP Intelligence Department—though frankly, it’s so blatant it’s practically public knowledge. This is the economic breakdown of the four Alliances."

Teiro stared at the charts for a few seconds. He didn't need a degree in macroeconomics to see the red flag.

"This is insane," Teiro said. "Is their entire economy just… guns?"

"Precisely," Rin replied. "The four Alliances have been in a state of constant warfare for twelve years. There were lulls, of course, but over a decade of conflict has warped their entire societal structure."

"I see," Marl whispered. "In other words, if they stop fighting, their entire economy collapses like a house of cards."

Teiro let out a dark, dry chuckle. "What a bunch of jerks. They can't figure out how to win their own war, so they’re going to drag everyone else into the meat grinder just to keep the lights on?"

"That seems to be the gist of it," Rin said. "But that isn't our only problem. Hartmann, show them the footage."

The man named Hartmann nodded and pulled up a Tactical Radar Screen. It was a view Teiro knew all too well. On the screen, icons representing ships were dancing in a complex, deadly ballet. 

"The blue icons are EAP," Teiro noted. "Is the red Dingo’s fleet?"

Rin shook his head. Before he could speak, Koume stepped forward.

"Negative, Mr. Teiro," she said, her voice devoid of its usual cheer. "The opponent is almost certainly the WIND."

The room went silent. Even Rin looked impressed that she had called it so quickly.

"Wait, Koume," Marl said, her voice trembling. "I don't believe it. Look at them..."

Teiro looked back at the screen, his brow furrowed. He saw what Marl was seeing, and a cold chill ran down his spine.

"They're moving in formations," Teiro whispered. "Are those really the WIND?"

"Yes," Rin said heavily. "Unbelievable, right? I thought the report was a prank when I first saw it. But Koume, I’m curious—how did you know?"

Koume’s chest puffed out just a tiny bit with pride. "The movement patterns, Mr. Rin. There is no fear. There is no hesitation. Those are biological responses unique to sentient, individualistic beings."

She pointed to a cluster of red dots.

"The movements are monotonous, yes, but they are clearly acting with a unified, singular intent. In this instance, they are concentrating fire on the EAP's left wing with zero regard for their own casualties. It is… extremely efficient."

Teiro swallowed hard. Hearing Koume use the words "extremely efficient" felt like a death sentence.

"This is bad," Teiro muttered to the empty air. "The bugs… they’re learning tactics?"

Silence reclaimed the room. On the screen, the EAP eventually managed to drive them off, but the blue icons were few and far between. It was a pyrrhic victory at best.

"Teiro," Marl whispered, reaching for his hand. "I’m scared."

Teiro didn't answer. He just nodded, his grip tightening on hers. He couldn't find the words to comfort her, because for the first time in a long time, he was absolutely terrified too.
Episode 69

In the meeting with Rin that followed, Taro officially pledged to form a military alliance with the EAP. The formal ink wasn’t dry yet—that would require the terrifying double-stamp of approval from Bella and Liza—but the deal was essentially done.

Then again, as long as the Alpha Star System remained the strategic center of the universe, it was hard to imagine any other option than shaking hands with the EAP and their relatively "not-totalitarian" vibe.

Besides, even if he was drinking buddies with Rin, the guy was still the head of a massive organization with a lot of necks on the line. Taro knew that if the TRB Union ever actually crossed the EAP or played footsie with their enemies, Rin wouldn't hesitate to crush Alpha under every form of pressure imaginable.

Personal feelings aside, it’s the right move, Taro thought. If the shoes were swapped, I’d probably do the exact same thing.

"Man, being a big shot is a massive pain in the ass..." Taro muttered to the empty air.

Inside his decidedly cramped private room, Koume—still in her sphere form—chirped back. "[WAS THERE A REQUEST, MR. TEIRO?]"

"Nah, just thinking about how nothing ever goes the way you want. I thought being a boss meant I could do whatever I felt like, but it’s actually the complete opposite."

"Oh my, look at that face. You look like a man who’s finally grasped the deep, dark mysteries of the universe, Mr. Teiro. It doesn’t suit you at all," Koume teased.

"Shut up and leave me alone. Oh, right—the Doctor’s observation data. I heard the second batch finally arrived from the EAP."

"Huh, really? Well, that’s one more step closer to Earth, then."

Marl’s voice drifted in from behind him. She dropped the terminal she was holding onto the floor and immediately began poking at Koume’s spherical chassis. Koume had been complaining about some "weird lag" in her movements lately, so Marl was performing a bit of impromptu surgery.

"Hope so. Did the Doc say anything else?"

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. He said he’s going to be buried in data analysis for a while. He also sent over a budget request for a new high-performance computer," Koume reported.

"Another one? Didn't we just fork over the credits for that massive scanner he wanted?" Marl asked, not looking up from her work.

"[AFFIRMATIVE, MISS MARL. HOWEVER, SINCE WE CAN NO LONGER RELY ON DISTRIBUTED PROCESSING VIA THE NEURAL NET, WE HAVE NO OTHER CHOICE.]"

"Ugh, that’s still affecting things? Well, whatever. If money can fix the problem, I guess we should just pay up and be happy about it."

"My, how generous of you," Marl said with a smirk. "Just so you know, we aren't exactly swimming in cash right now. Between the condolence payouts to the families and the ship repair bills, our accounts are looking pretty thin."

Taro let out a choked noise at the back of his throat. In reality, he wasn't legally obligated to pay a cent to the families of the deceased—the Galactic Empire’s general stance was that "getting blown up" was factored into the salary—but he had insisted on paying out a staggering amount. It was his way of trying to balance the scales of his own conscience, and he planned to keep doing it. No one blamed him for what had happened, but he knew.

"Just... just bear with me, okay? It’s not all bad news, right?"

"I mean, I guess. On the bright side, we aren't hurting for recruits. Even if the Personnel Department is currently screaming in agony."

"[WE ALSO RECEIVED A FORMAL COMPLAINT FROM THE IMPERIAL INSURANCE UNION,]" Koume added. "[THEY ASKED IF WE WERE TRYING TO STEAL THEIR JOBS.]"

"Ugh, those guys. I told them to shove it. They charge 'state of war' premiums that are basically highway robbery."

"They just want us to sign up for the corporate plan," Marl said. "Should we make it mandatory for everyone instead of just an option?"

"Hmm... nah, let's stick to the current plan. It might be cheaper to use insurance in the long run, but if we do that, it won't feel like we're the ones actually taking care of our people, you know?"

"I hear you... but man, we really are starting to sound like a proper Security Company. Normal transport firms don't spend this much time talking about life insurance."

Taro gave a weak, "Tahaha..." laugh. Marl was right. The company’s structure and daily operations were now about 90% PMC work. Still, in his heart, Taro clung to the idea that they were a transport company—this was just a "modern" version of the job. It wasn't like his company was the only one turning into a private army, anyway.

"Well, the Speed Carrier guys are handling the actual hauling part. It doesn't look like Liza has any plans to build her own fleet of armed ships yet."

"Of course not," Marl said. "You can't learn how to run a warship overnight. Plus, if she started arming up, it would create friction with us. Liza’s too smart to step on our toes like that."

"[IT IS LIKELY A CALCULATED MESSAGE OF TRUST TOWARD RISING SUN. GIVEN THE REVENUE SCALE OF SPEED CARRIER, IT WOULD NOT BE UNUSUAL FOR HER TO MAINTAIN A MASSIVE FLEET.]"

"I see. I hadn't really thought about it, but I guess that makes sense... oh, speak of the devil. Incoming external call from Liza."

Taro saw the [EXTERNAL LINE RECEPTION] notification flash across his BISHOP interface and pulled his terminal from his pocket. He navigated the brainwave-link controls with an ease that would have baffled his past self and flicked the feed onto the wall-mounted screen.

"Good day, Mr. Teiro! Marl! Miss Koume! I thought you’d be on the station, but it looks like you’re still on your ship. I haven't seen a departure notice yet?"

Liza beamed from the screen, looking remarkably chipper. Taro gave her a wave.

"Hey, Liza. We’re sticking around for a bit. Just doing some maintenance on Koume. What’s up? You run into some trouble?"

Liza shook her head vigorously, her smile widening. She pressed a hand to her chest dramatically.

"Oh, Mr. Teiro! I knew partnering with you was the right choice. Our first meeting might have been... unconventional... but I truly believe it was destiny!"

Taro backed away from the screen slightly, weirded out by the sparkle in her eyes. Marl leaned in and whispered, "Watch yourself," into his ear.

"Uh, thanks? I’m honored, I think? You seem to be in a great mood—did something happen?"

Liza acted surprised, as if she’d forgotten why she called. She tapped at her terminal, and a long string of digits scrolled across the screen.

"What am I looking at? One, ten... 3.4 billion? Is this the Speed Carrier budget or something?"

Liza shook her head, grinning like a shark.

"That is the surplus fund currently pooled in the TRB Union. You haven't checked the accounts, have you? As per our contract, 41% of that belongs to you."

Taro and Marl both froze, their eyes turning into dinner plates. Finally, the gears in Marl’s head clicked into place.

"The customs revenue!! From the New Route!!"

"Customs... Oh! Right, that! We were supposed to get a 10% cut, weren't we? But wait... it’s that much!?"

"[IT IS ENTIRELY LOGICAL, MR. TEIRO. EVEN THE EAP’S OWN TRADE FLOWS ARE SUBJECT TO OUR CUSTOMS PERCENTAGE. GIVEN THE SHEER VOLUME OF WAR PREPARATIONS, THIS IS A NATURAL RESULT.]"

"Exactly!" Liza chirped. "And it’s not a one-time thing. As long as trade continues and no better routes are found, that money is going to keep rolling in!"

Taro let out a very un-badass "Whoa," his heart finally slowing down. Well, I guess I don't have to worry about the budget anymore.

"This specific amount is likely a spike due to the initial war consumption, so it might level off later. But still, having a consistent stream of income like this is monumental!"

Liza looked like she was in a trance of pure financial bliss. Taro muttered a "Well, good for you" under his breath, only to realize that the person standing right next to him had the exact same look on her face.

"About 1.5 billion..." Marl whispered, her eyes glazed over. "What do I do... even if I approve every single budget request from every department, we’ll still have a surplus. Our personal shares alone are over 100 million... what do I even do with that?"

Do they all love money this much? Taro wondered, exasperated. Then, he started thinking about how he was going to spend his cut.
Chapter 70

"This is Cat One. Taiki, your line is sloppy. You’re drifting right."

The voice crackled over the comms. Taiki gave a sharp click of his tongue and engaged BISHOP to micro-adjust his trajectory. His fighter—a craft defined by its distinctively spherical hull—responded instantly, spitting a brief, precise burst from its attitude control thrusters.

"Cat Two, copy that. Hey, Cat One, our friend over here is a big one. Have we ever tangled with a whale this size before?"

"This is Cat One. Who knows? I feel like that piece of junk we scrapped back in the Izario Star System was even bigger."

"No way. That was just a heap of bolts. This is a proper warship. I’m getting a real bad vibe from this, man."

"Whatever. Our job stays the same. We haul the goods, we deliver the goods. Doesn't matter if the target is a mountain or a molehill. The old-timer and the kid already moved up. Don’t get left behind."

"Roger. Tell them to save a slice for me."

Taiki checked his radar screen, confirming his two wingmen had entered their bombing run, then slammed the throttle forward to follow. Countless beams began to erupt from the enemy’s large-scale WIND. Taiki wove through the fire, relying on his honed reflexes and BISHOP’s lightning-fast processing to dance between the light.

"This is Cat Three. Took out a turret."

"Nice work, Cat Three. RTB immediately. One pass isn't going to be enough to finish this thing off."

"This is Cat Three, copy. Ah, damn, the kid missed his mark."

"Cat Two, target change. Forget Cat Three’s mark—aim for the engines!"

"Cat Two, copy. On my way."

Taiki banked hard, abandoning his original flight path to scream toward the enemy’s stern. The WIND’s debris incineration lasers flared to life, but his shields held firm. He narrowed his eyes at the pale, shimmering aurora produced by the shield's interference—a beautiful sight, no matter how many times he saw it.

"Beam drop. Don't let me down now."

The words were a quiet mumble to himself, his comms keyed off. A massive surge of energy erupted from the beam launcher mounted to Taiki's ship, slamming into the WIND's engine block with catastrophic force. The launcher was a disposable, one-shot toy, but it packed the punch of a frigate’s main battery.

"Boo-yah! You see that, Cat One? Bullseye!"

"This is Cat One. Hard to miss. Can’t let you show me up, can I?"

Taiki pulled into a tight, careful turn, hugging the enemy's blind spots. With the heavy launcher discarded, his ship felt light and nimble, accelerating with newfound violence.

"One or two more runs and this thing is history."

The WIND on his display was a shadow of its former self. The momentum it had used to terrorize the merchant ships had evaporated; it was now reduced to spitting out desperate, sporadic fire from its few remaining turrets.

"Seriously though, what kind of moron carves a route through here? There are WINDs freaking everywhere."

"This is Cat One. Beats me. 'Politics,' probably. It’s got nothing to do with us. If anything, we should thank them for the job security."

"I guess... Hey, old-timer. You know the gossip on this?"

"This is Cat Three. It all started with that scrap between the EAP and the White Dingo, but they probably would’ve opened this route eventually anyway. With their own Imperial Direct Route, the EAP doesn't have to play nice with the White Dingo anymore."

"Makes sense. But isn't that war supposed to be over? Moving the entire supply chain this fast seems crazy. You’d think they’d transition slowly."

"Taiki, you clearly don't understand the soul of a merchant. The New Route cuts the travel time to the EAP down significantly. It’s only a twenty percent gain, but those vultures know how to turn a sliver into a mountain of profit. The kid probably knows the business side better than me."

"Hear that, kid? What’s your take?"

"This is Cat Four! I’m in the middle of a bombing run, talk later! And stop calling me a kid!"

"Ooh, scary, scary. Don’t get your panties in a twist. It’s fine if you miss again anyway."

"Cat Four... why is that?"

"Because we’ll show you what a real bombing run looks like afterward!"

"Hah! Eat shit!"

Taiki smirked at his console and focused on the approaching mothership. The frigate piloted by Cat One was already streaming docking data to his computer.

"The last thing I need is to survive the fight and die during the landing."

Taiki initiated the auto-docking sequence, making manual micro-adjustments as he drifted into the hangar. Once his relative velocity hit zero, a robotic arm reached out to his hull, clutching a fresh beam launcher.

"Alright. Let's go for round two."

Taiki pulled a zero-point turn, pointing his nose back toward the hangar exit. 

He had zero doubt the next shot would land. And, as it turns out, he was right.



"Rising Sun? Never heard of 'em. What are they, some new startup?"

With the battle over, the crew had returned to the station, cashed in their bounties, and migrated to their usual watering hole.

They were fairly well-known bounty hunters in Katsushika, but occasionally, strangers would cast curious glances their way. Usually, it only took one look from the Boss or the kid to make them awkwardly stare at their drinks instead.

"They’re new, but they’re growing like a weed. They aren't part of the Alliance, but they're basically in bed with the EAP," Yuki, the old-timer, muttered between bites of food.

"Exactly," Cha, the kid, added while gnawing on the straw of his cocktail. "Either they have serious connections, or there’s a total genius at the top. They clearly saw the WIND chaos coming. They started running trade with armed ships before anyone else even realized there was a problem."

Taiki snorted. "Being smart is great and all, but do they have any spine? I’m not working for some fat-cat suit who hides behind a desk."

Gon, the Boss, set his drink down. "I wouldn't worry about that. Word is, during the fight that ended the EAP-Dingo conflict, the guy charged the enemy line in a single ship. He basically grabbed the Dingo by the scruff of the neck and forced a surrender."

"In his own ship? Damn. The guy sounds like a total lunatic."

"Maybe. But it's more than that. The Guns have joined their Union. If even Bella gives the guy her seal of approval, he’s probably worth our time."

Taiki let out a thoughtful grunt. They had worked with Guns and Rule before and knew Bella’s reputation. She’d held the Alpha Star System together with a skeleton crew; they respected her.

"What about the perks? They said the company covers 'labor compensation.' Is that for real?" Cha asked.

"Yeah," the Boss nodded. "Apparently, they’ve already made payouts to the families of guys who didn't make it. That's on top of the standard insurance."

"Whoa. That’s bold. Won't the company go bankrupt if they have a bad week?"

"It just means they’re sitting on a mountain of credits. Look at this—this is the salary and benefits package they offered us. Try not to choke."

The Boss pulled a data chip from his pocket. The three of them crowded around to read the display, and a collective gasp went up.

"Holy hell. What's the catch? There’s always a catch."

"This is more than double the industry standard," the old-timer whispered. "And it says we have 'full discretionary freedom' in the field?"

"They’re not treating us like a bunch of hired guns," Cha noted. "They're treating us like a corporation. This is basically a corporate acquisition."

"Now you see why I brought it up," the Boss said. "They’re offering us a king’s ransom. And they backed it up with a genuine Imperial-Approved Contract."

The table went silent, the group exchanging stunned looks. They were all searching for the trap, but an Imperial-Approved Contract was the gold standard. Breaking one was a fast track to total annihilation; it was the one thing you could actually trust.

"I mean... I've got no complaints so far. But still—"

"We won't know for sure until we look the guy in the eye, right?" the Boss finished, cutting Taiki off. "I figured you’d say that, so I already set up a meeting. You guys in?"

Nobody said a word. They didn't have to.
Chapter 71: The Pitter-Patter of Elite Paws

Taro was currently buried in a mountain of bureaucratic chips at his brand-new office on Katsushika Station. The sheer volume of procedural paperwork was enough to make a lesser man weep, but he was holding it together. Mostly.

"Man, Clark-san is a lifesaver. Hiring him was the smartest thing I’ve ever done."

The data chips sent via express from their Delta headquarters were masterpieces of efficiency. Everything was summarized so perfectly that only the absolute high-level decisions—the stuff only the boss could sign off on—were left pending. It allowed Taro to breeze through the grunt work and actually use his brain for the complicated stuff.

"Well, he’s the General Manager everyone swears by," Alan remarked from the next desk over, where he was busy sketching out a fleet reorganization plan. "He’s young, brilliant, and has a hell of a future. The crazy part is he doesn't have a single Gift. Life’s a coin toss, isn't it?"

Alan let out a massive, bone-creaking stretch, signaling a temporary ceasefire with his workload.

"How’s the new lineup? Done yet?" Taro asked, leaning over to peek at Alan’s screen.

"Getting there," Alan grunted, tilting the terminal so Taro could see. "The scale is basically doubling. Sorting the ships is the easy part, but people? People are a pain. I’ll ask one more time—you’re sure you won't let me lead the Second Fleet?"

"Nope. I mean, if you threw a tantrum I wouldn't stop you, but I’d really rather have you here. You’re the only one I can count on when things go south. Plus, let’s be real—I have zero confidence I could actually control Bella-san."

"Fair point. She’s... a lot," Alan conceded. "Still, it makes things smoother if she’s at the top of the chain. But that would mean another company would be technically running Rising Sun’s fleet. I’m not a fan of that look."

"Oh, good point. Hey, what if we just 'loan' them to the Union? Problem solved?"

"Hmm. That’s actually a solid workaround. We could even frame it so the allotment funds count as a usage fee." Alan’s fingers began dancing across the screen again, recalculating on the fly.

A voice crackled from the other side of the door. "President, it is almost time for your meeting."

Taro jumped. Right. The guests. He beckoned Alan to follow as they hurried toward the reception room.

"Remind me, this is that four-person bounty hunter crew? The fighter aces?" Taro asked as he flopped onto the sofa in the reception lounge.

"That’s the one," Alan said, double-checking his terminal. "Group name: Cats. Leader: Gon. They specialize in high-mobility fighter ops using a frigate as a mobile base. Get this—their main members have a one hundred percent survival rate over a ten-year career. That’s not just skill; that’s a statistical anomaly."

"So they’re the best of the best? I mean, Bella-san recommended them, so I figured as much."

"Luck is definitely a factor, but they’re clearly the real deal. Most hunters either die or retire within a decade—the average fatality rate is fifty-four percent. And these guys are a bombardment squad. They hunt the big stuff."

Taro’s brain whirred as his [OVERRIDDEN PRIVATE MILITARY KNOWLEDGE] coughed up a relevant file.

Ah, right. These guys charge inside the Shield Reaction Distance to deliver direct hits. "They’re total daredevils, aren't they?" Taro muttered.

The math was simple but suicidal. If you get close enough to a ship, the travel time for your shots becomes shorter than the Shield Generation Device's reaction window. You bypass the barrier entirely and hit the hull directly. Since shields can't stay up forever due to power constraints, it's a devastating tactic.

The catch? You’re also close enough for the enemy to swat you like a fly. In a tiny ship with paper-thin armor, one direct hit from a main battery meant you were instant space dust.

"It’s basically like someone decided to manually ride your Railgun rounds into the enemy," Alan noted. "They aren't technically ramming, but the vibe is the same."

"Sounds terrifying if the enemy has HAD. But WIND doesn't use that stuff, right?"

"For now," Alan said darkly. "But those things have been getting weirder lately. Anyway, looks like they’re—"

[NOTIFICATION: GUEST ARRIVAL]

BISHOP pinged the notification directly into their minds. Taro and Alan straightened their jackets and put on their 'Serious Corporate Executive' faces. Five minutes later, the door slid open with a whisper.

"............Huh?"

A very unintelligent sound escaped Taro’s throat.

There, standing in the doorway, were four small cats.

"Greetings. Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Gon, the leader."

A white cat suddenly leaped onto the seat opposite Taro. To put it politely, he was 'stout.' To put it accurately, the cat was remarkably fat, and his belly jiggled with a rhythmic thrum as he landed.

I-It talked... No, no, wait, what? Those are literal cats. Why are there cats?!

Taro sat there, frozen in a state of terminal confusion. Sensing his distress, Alan looked at him with a baffled expression. "What on earth is a 'neko'?"

"I—what do you mean 'what is it'?! The thing right there! These... these people?" Taro stammered, his brain short-circuiting.

Another cat hopped onto a chair next to the fat white one. "I’m Taiki. Good to meet you. You from the Central systems? I didn't think the Kato Tribe was that rare of a sight."

This one was a long-haired brown cat. Taro took a deep breath, realization slowly dawning that these were aliens. He forced his twitching face into something resembling a smile.

"No, haha... right. Sorry. I’m a bit of a country bumpkin. If I’ve offended you, I apologize. Uh, do you need a booster seat? Is the chair too low?"

Taro reached for the height adjustment, but before he could touch it, the chairs hummed and rose automatically, bringing the cats' faces level with the table. Taro stared. They can use BISHOP. They’re actually using the neural link.

"Don't sweat the small stuff. We can handle ourselves," said a tabby cat, touching a front paw to its forehead. "I'm Cha. Sup."

Taro tentatively raised his own hand, mimicking the gesture—the standard Imperial Style salute. "Right, yeah. Nice to meet you... Uh, you’ve got really nice paw pads."

Taro wanted to punch himself the moment the words left his mouth. What am I even saying?!

Cha, however, seemed pleased, letting out a smug little huff through his nose. "I keep them groomed to perfection. This white one over here is Yuki. She’s fifty-four years old. Impressive, right? Even for a Kato, she’s a senior."

Fifty-four? Taro’s eyes nearly popped out. Okay, definitely not Earth cats. Their lifespans are way longer.

"Wait," Taro whispered. "Were all those cats I saw wandering around the station actually..." He suddenly remembered how weirdly Marl had reacted whenever he brought up 'cats.'

"Enough with the pleasantries," Gon, the leader, interrupted. his eyes were sharp and piercing. "We’ve all seen the data. I’ll get straight to the point, Mr. Teiro. What’s the catch? This contract is way too good to be true."

Gon placed a front paw on the table. Taro’s heart skipped a beat when he saw the unsheathed, razor-sharp claws glinting in the light. He shot a frantic 'help me' look at Alan.

"Just be straight with them," Alan sighed. "They’ll sniff out a lie anyway."

Taro hesitated, then laid it all out. He told them about Rising Sun’s current predicament and their goal of taking on the Enzio Alliance.

The cats listened in stony—well, furry—silence. When he mentioned going to war with the Alliances, their ears flattened. They looked at each other, whiskers twitching in silent communication.

"I see. You're planning to pick a fight with the Big Four," Gon said, raising an eyebrow. His long whiskers swayed, and Taro found himself hypnotized by the movement. "You lot are suicidal. You’re at a massive disadvantage."

"Maybe. But unlike the EAP, we aren't backed into a corner yet. If things get too hot, Alpha can just pack up the station and warp away. I’m not planning on leading my employees into a meat grinder."

Taro was as honest as he could be. Gon let out a thoughtful "Hmm" and tilted his head. He looked at his teammates, saw their collective nods, and turned back to Taro.

"And what exactly do you want from us? We’ve fought humans, but don't expect miracles. Small fighters are sitting ducks against HAD."

"That’s fine. Your main job is still going to be hunting WIND. We’ll leave the Alliance fleets to EAP and the Dingoes."

"I see... so your company is taking the lead on those 'troublesome' WIND variants?"

Taro’s cheek twitched. "You’re well-informed," he said with a wry smile.

Gon smirked, flashing sharp fangs. "We’re pros. Information gathering is half the job. It’s not public knowledge yet, but the rumor mill is buzzing about WIND units that actually use pack tactics."

Taro decided to skip the fluff and pulled up a star system map on the big monitor. It showed the Trade Route they had carved out from Alpha to EAP, highlighted in a brilliant neon line.

"Look, compared to the EAP, we’re a tiny startup. If we try to hold the front line, we’ll be crushed. So, our primary mission is keeping this route stable and investigating these weird WIND units."

He zoomed in on the Katsushika Star System, the terminus of the route. Multiple points of light appeared, each marked with time-stamps of WIND sightings.

"The sightings are concentrated right here, between Katsushika and deep EAP space. EAP thinks there’s a nest or something nearby, but the search area is just too huge."

"Any word from the other Alliances?" Gon asked.

"I asked the Empire, but they played dumb. They definitely know something, though. My contacts say there are whispers of similar activity in other systems, too."

Gon nodded slowly. "I get the picture. Fine. We’re in. Give us the chips. We’ll be in your care, President."

Gon offered a paw. Taro reached out tentatively and gave it a shake. Oh man, the paw pads are so squishy. This is the best day of my life.



Once the cats had exited the room, Taro sat back, still feeling the phantom sensation of soft fur. "They were firmer than I expected," he remarked to Alan.

"You call them 'neko,' right? Are you saying Earth has Katos too?" Alan asked, sounding bored.

"Mmm, sort of," Taro mused. "They look identical, but the personality is different. On Earth, they were smart, but they weren't 'human intelligence' smart. They were just pets."

"Right. Word of advice: don't say that in public. You’ll have a Kato death squad on your tail for that kind of insult."

"Got it. Prideful cats. Noted... Anyway, I was thinking about the bombers. Why can't we just automate them?"

Alan blinked, looking genuinely confused. "I mean, we could, but why?"

"Because an AI has faster reactions! It could pull off maneuvers that would kill a pilot. Wouldn't it be better in every way?"

"...The maneuver part? Sure. But the reaction time? You’ve got it backward. Nothing is faster than a BISHOP-linked brain. It’s theoretically impossible to beat."

Taro frowned. "Wait, really? I read somewhere that humans take like 0.1 seconds to process info and move. On a battlefield where people are shooting lasers and beams, 0.1 seconds is an eternity."

"It is. So, let me ask you this," Alan said, leaning in with a mysterious grin. "How do you dodge a beam? Or a warhead? According to your logic, you shouldn't be able to."

Taro froze. Wait. He’s right. How am I doing that?

He thought back to his dogfights. He definitely saw the beams and moved. Sometimes he read the turret's aim, sure, but he’d definitely dodged shots that were already in the air. The math didn't add up.

"I can't believe you’re this clueless about BISHOP," Alan groaned.

"Hey, give me a break! I spent a few thousand years napping in a freezer!"

"Fine, fine. Every kid in the Empire learns this, so I guess nobody thought to explain the basics to you. I’ll skip the boring physics, but here’s the gist: BISHOP lets you see the future."

Taro’s jaw dropped. "Okay, look, I know I’m in space, but I didn't sign up for a fantasy novel. That’s impossible."

"It’s basic science to us. You know about Drive Particles, right? The stuff we use for warp?"

"Yeah, Koume mentioned them. Something about FTL travel."

"Exactly. Drive Particles move much faster than light. And as any classical physicist will tell you, anything moving faster than light essentially moves backward through time. BISHOP is just a communication system built on that principle."

Taro nodded, trying to wrap his head around the insanity. He didn't think Alan was joking.

"The Drive sensing elements pick up information from the immediate future and feed it to your brain. When we act on that info, the future changes. Scholars call it the Parallel World Theory—the idea that the act of observing the future branches the timeline. I don't care about the 'how,' but the 'what' is simple: BISHOP shows you what’s about to happen."

"So... I’m dodging because I already saw where the beam was going to be?"

"Precisely. There are limits to how much info you can get and how far ahead you can see, which is why your own reflexes still matter. That’s why the Kato are so good—their natural instincts are insane."

"Man... BISHOP is basically a magic wand. Whoever invented it must be the richest person in history."

Alan smiled, but it didn't reach his eyes. He leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. "That’s the thing, Taro. Nobody knows who made the Drive sensing elements. We just use them because they work. Every human in the galaxy relies on a piece of technology we don't actually understand. Don't you find that a little creepy?"

Taro felt a chill run down his spine. "But we mass-produce them, right? We must know the blueprints."

Alan shook his head. "We just copy the originals using a specialized process. We can't build one from scratch. We don't understand the core logic. Who made the first one? When? Where? It’s the single greatest mystery in Imperial history... Oh, looks like the next guest is here. Get ready."

The buzzer cut through the tension. Taro shook himself, trying to clear the fog in his head. He wasn't sure if he was more unsettled by the secret of BISHOP or the way Alan had told it.

"When you say 'we,' you mean 'we' as in the Empire, right?" Taro muttered to himself, too quiet for Alan to hear.

Wait. Are they really just cats? Yes. They are literal cats. No standing on two legs. No human hands. Just cats.
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Countless ship silhouettes flickered across the Radar Screen.

Taro had spared no expense, using the company’s newly overflowing coffers to spring for a top-of-the-line Radar Holograph Screen. Miniature enemy ships hovered in the air, drifting lazily alongside a stream of data: identification numbers, size classes, and threat levels.

"Plum to all ships. Shift formation to Backslash. I’m taking point," Taro commanded.

"Bird One, roger."

"Bird Two, roger."

Following Taro's lead, the fleet fanned out, their left wing protruding aggressively. Two destroyers led the charge, flanked by three frigates each. A total of six ships peeled away from the Plum’s right side to take their positions.

Alan was at the helm of Bird One, while a veteran pilot from the company’s growing roster captained Bird Two. Both were elite professionals who executed their orders with surgical precision.

"Output at sixty percent. Open the Beam Turrets."

"Roger," Marl chirped. "Activating Beam Jamming now."

"Thanks, Marl. Koume, any sign of reinforcements?"

"None, Mr. Teiro. Based on the Drive Particle density, I estimate a direct jump is currently impossible."

"Perfect. Alright, boys—let 'em have it!"

At Taro's signal, eight searing lances of light erupted from the Plum’s Turrets. The Consort Ships followed suit, unleashing a torrential barrage of Beams toward their target: the WIND.

"Initial volley impact: fifteen percent damage. A decent start, wouldn't you say, Mr. Teiro?"

"Not bad at all. I guess those drills actually paid off."

Landing the opening shot of a space battle was notoriously difficult. While subsequent shots could be calibrated using data from the first strike, the opener was always a gamble. Scoring fifteen percent damage right out of the gate was a testament to their relentless training.

"Ready the next volley. Open the Railgun Turrets."

"Copy that," Marl grumbled. "But try not to go overboard. Those slugs represent a massive chunk of our combat budget, you know."

Despite her complaining, Marl opened the Turrets exactly as ordered. Taro let out a cheeky "Heh-heh" and locked his sights onto the next target.

"Mr. Teiro, the enemy has split into two groups. Orders?"

"Eh? Dammit, again? All ships, focus Jamming on the group to the right. Concentrated fire on the left!"

Why can't they just stay in a nice, easy line and die? Taro clicked his tongue, firing off a fresh set of instructions. The fleet’s combined firepower slammed into the left-hand group, swatting down the ships attempting to flank them.

"Group One: eighty percent damage. Group Two has reached Engagement Range. Commencing Shield Control."

Koume’s voice remained unnervingly calm. Just as she predicted, the enemy began their counter-barrage. Thin lines of light crisscrossed the Radar Holograph. The incoming fire from the mix of destroyers and frigates wasn't particularly heavy on an individual level, but the sheer volume was overwhelming. On the radar, it looked like a swarm of angry hornets—or the static on a prehistoric television.

"Whoa, that’s messier than I expected. Are the shields gonna hold?"

Koume tilted her head thoughtfully. "It should be fine, Mr. Teiro. At least for this ship. The new Shield Booster is performing spectacularly."

"It cost a fortune, so it better work," Marl added. "More importantly, Taro, some of those Beams aren't curving. They might be using stabilizers."

"Seriously? Talk about a pain in the ass..."

Taro pulled up the Scan Function, cross-referencing the incoming fire with the known hull data. Amidst the hundreds of Beams lashing across the vacuum, he hunted for the straight ones Marl had spotted, quickly pinpointing their source.

"Bird Two reporting minor damage to ship number two. Ship number three has sustained moderate damage and is withdrawing from the line."

"They're concentrating their fire. Textbook tactics," Taro muttered. "Plum to all units. Bird Two, fall back. Bird One, move up and cover their sector."

"Bird Two, roger. Sorry for the trouble, we're pulling out."

"Bird One, acknowledged. Should I focus purely on defense?"

"This is Plum. Yeah, stay defensive. We’ll handle the big fish here. If you've got the breathing room, pick off the small fry."

Taro shifted his focus back to the offensive, hyper-focusing on his kinetic warheads. He pulled data from BISHOP—future-tech information provided by Alan—and used it to predict the enemy’s optimal movement patterns.

"...And... gotcha! Marl, distance to the enemy?"

"Closing in on the second engagement threshold."

"Roger that. Gon-san, you’re up!"

Taro watched his Railgun round punch straight through an enemy destroyer before shouting into the comms. A gruff "Leave it to us" crackled back, accompanied by the video feed of a literal cat strapped into a cockpit.

This is so surreal, Taro thought, staring at the screen.

"Oh?" Marl chimed in, catching his expression. "I think it’s adorable."

[DRONE BAY: OPEN]

[CATAPULT SYSTEM: STATUS GREEN]

[DRONES: DEPLOYED]

The BISHOP interface flashed through a series of rapid-fire status reports. The sheer speed of the cycle-through spoke volumes about the skill of the fighter squadron.

"Bombing Formation is on the designated intercept course, Mr. Teiro. Estimated time to payload drop: five minutes, thirty seconds."

"Copy. Link their Directional Beacons to our fleet. It won’t be funny if we accidentally vaporize our own guys."

"Relax, Taro," Marl said, checking her monitors. "The Data Link Coefficient is holding steady at over ninety-four percent."

Taro gave a satisfied nod, watching eight circular icons advance across the radar.

Four were the "Cats" in their Bombers, and the other four were their Support Fighters. The Support Fighters were unmanned drones, primarily designed to jam enemy Beams. Unlike the massive HADs, these small fighters couldn't carry much gear, so their roles were highly specialized.

"I wish we could carry more of these guys. I’m always nervous without a few Shield Support Units in the air."

"Are you planning to build a Carrier, Mr. Teiro?" Koume asked. "We could convert the Turret Bays for more drone space, but it’s debatable whether that would actually improve our combat efficiency."

"Yeah, I know. But honestly, fighters are just so damn convenient. Look."

Taro pointed at the screen. The Cats had already begun their bombing run on an enemy ship that was currently in the Plum’s blind spot.

"They can just hop right over the enemy Shield Ships and hit the backline... and they don't care how much Jamming the enemy throws out. No wonder Carriers are the kings of the battlefield."

Taro's mind drifted to the Imperial Military’s super-carriers—behemoths that deployed hundreds of combat drones at once.

"Hardly any company can afford to maintain those," Marl pointed out. "The purchase price and the operating costs are astronomical. I doubt even the EAP could keep one running for long."

"Hmm. The Alliance did mention they were looking into one as a shared resource. If they ever build it, maybe I can convince them to let me take the wheel."

"Mr. Teiro, the strike team is returning. Prepare for recovery."

"Oops, right!" Taro hurriedly rotated the ship. During launch and recovery, a ship couldn't perform evasive maneuvers, so he had to position the bay doors in the enemy’s blind spot.

"Time is money, Boss-man. Open the damn bay already!" Taiki’s voice barked over the comms.

"My bad, my bad..." Taro muttered, scratching his head as he triggered the Drone Bay Door.



After the skirmish near the Katsushika Star System concluded, the crew returned to the station. They gathered at a downtown pub for a post-op debrief and a round of drinks. The place was a favorite among Rising Sun employees—a perfect spot to blow off steam after a shift.

The pub didn't have tatami mats, but it was covered in a thick, plush carpet, allowing patrons to sit directly on the floor around low tables.

"Listen, Boss-man. That performance today? Unacceptable," Gon said, perched on a stack of cushions next to Taro. The Cats all wore small robotic arms synced to their BISHOP interfaces, allowing them to handle knives and forks with uncanny dexterity. "You cost us a twenty-second delay. That’s a five percent drop in efficiency."

"Yeah, yeah, my mistake. Maybe I should let you guys remote-trigger the doors from the outside?"

"Don't even think about it," Alan cut in. "Giving external access to the hull’s systems is a massive security risk. People have tried it; it always ends in a spectacular disaster."

Taro crossed his arms, humming in thought. Marl walked over with a cup in hand and slid into the spot next to him.

"I get where he’s coming from, though," she said. "The bay cycle is a pain. There are so many security handshakes involved."

"That’s the point, Vice Prez," Taiki grunted, using his robotic arm to lift a glass of whiskey. Taro watched him with a mix of awe and discomfort as the cat tilted the glass back to drink like a human. In my world, cats lap milk out of bowls. This is just... wrong.

"Why not just install proper Carrier-grade recovery systems?" Yuki, the white-furred pilot, asked sleepily. "You’ve got the credits, don't you?"

"We do not have 'extra' credits," Marl snapped.

"Besides," Alan added, clinking the ice in his glass, "Carrier gear is way too big for the Plum. You’re lucky we squeezed in the HAD drone bays. But honestly, Taro, why are you so obsessed with aircraft?"

Taro stared at the ceiling, lost in thought. "I don't know. I guess back on Earth, the 'Carrier Task Force' was always the symbol of ultimate power. It just sounds cool, you know?"

"It sounds cool? That’s your reason? You—wait." Alan’s face suddenly went pale as a realization hit him. "Taro... you don't mean..."

Taro flashed a wicked grin, his eyes drifting toward the Cats as they lounged around the table.

"I’ve been told I can process dozens of tasks at once. If I pilot a whole swarm of fighters myself... wouldn't that be a hell of a show?"
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"Hey, where the hell are you going?! You’re just flying in a straight line!"

Taiki’s roar erupted from the communicator. Taro frantically dove into the Small Craft Control Function on BISHOP to fix the ship's erratic trajectory.

"Yo, Prez. Now this one over here is pulling some funky moves," Cha—the resident youngster—commented with his usual laid-back drawl.

"Gwaaaaaargh! Impossible! No way! This is way harder than I thought it’d be!"

With a pathetic shriek, Taro collapsed out of the seat he’d grown so accustomed to. His brain felt like it had been shoved through a cheese grater. He panted heavily, his shoulders heaving with every ragged, exhausted breath.

[TACTICAL SIMULATOR: TERMINATED]

A notification scrolled across BISHOP’s display, announcing the end of the Mock Battle Program. The Cats, who had been operating the simulator alongside Taro, hopped down from the extra seats in the Control Room—chairs that had remained dusty and ignored until today.

"Ain't working," the leader, Gon, grunted as he gave his body a massive stretch. "Simple maneuvers are fine, but the system can't keep up the moment it needs to make a judgment call. What’s the deal? The processing speed should be more than enough."

Marl caught his gaze and nodded.

"In terms of raw overhead, managing twenty ships should be a walk in the park," she explained. "But like Gon said, the bottleneck is the 'thinking' part. Dodging a Beam is one thing, but reacting to a dynamic battlefield is a whole different beast."

"She’s exactly right," Taro groaned.

"One or two ships is fine, but trying to juggle a massive amount of high-level decisions is a non-starter. It’s a completely different animal compared to parallel-computing simple tasks. Honestly, I have plenty of room if we're just talking about sheer numbers... but man, what a pain. My plan totally backfired."

Taro summarized the grim results and flopped onto his back on the floor. Yuki strolled over and curled up right against his shoulder.

God, she’s so cute it hurts... "Hey, old man. Any bright ideas?"

Yuki cracked one eye open at Taro’s query.

"Don't go expecting new tricks from an old dog. Hey, youngster, what would you do?"

"Don't call me youngster," Cha shot back. He hopped onto Taro’s chest and peered down at his face with a smug, composed look. "The point is, simple tasks are fine, right? So why don't we just simplify the whole thing?"

"Yeah, if it were that easy, I wouldn't be having a meltdown. Also, you're heavy, Cha-tan."

"Hmm, are you sure? Teiro’s parallel processing is the real deal, so the only problem is the parts that need 'thinking,' right? Why don't we just handle the thinking ourselves and let Teiro focus on being the relay?"

"I see... but wouldn't the communication volume and the calculation load go through the roof?"

Koume, who was currently cradling Taiki in her arms, chimed in to address Taro’s concern.

"How about creating a Platoon Management Function, Mr. Teiro?"

Taro let out a thoughtful "Hmm." He gently set Cha down on the floor, sat up, and crossed his arms.

"So, we bundle a bunch of predetermined controls together and simplify the comms in advance? Like, '1' means trajectory control, '2' means attack, and so on. Basically, we’re coding our own Tactical Program like the ones used for ship-board hull control."

"Wait a second," Taiki interrupted as Koume continued her explanation. "That's gonna limit our options. If we can't react to unexpected situations, the whole thing is a giant pile of junk!"

"That should be fine, Mr. Taiki," Koume countered calmly. "Mr. Teiro is capable of writing correction programs on the fly if the need arises. He did, after all, once code an entire docking program from scratch at the very last second."

The group shared a collective, bitter smile at the memory.

"What kind of madness is that? You’re gonna put ship-control software companies out of business... Anyway, what’s the verdict, Boss? Can you do what Miss Koume’s suggesting?"

Gon tilted his head. Taro envisioned a few function controls and hopped back into his seat. "If we do it that way? Probably."

"Basically, I just need to act as a bypass so you and the others can move the Accompanying Craft freely... Alright, let's try a simple version. Give me a sec."

"A sec? You’re not seriously gonna code it now, are you?"

"Okay, done."

"...You’ve gotta be joking, right?"

The Cats stood there, slack-jawed. Shaking off their shock, they moved to their respective seats and synced up with BISHOP.

"I’m genuinely impressed. Boss, are you sure you didn't pick the wrong profession?"

Taro laughed and shook his head at Gon’s praise.

"Nah, I can't do the deep-level stuff or the fine-tuning. This is just a prototype for testing. If I polish it up with Alan and Marl later, it might actually turn into something decent."

Taro integrated his custom Function Group into the simulator and pushed the data to the Cats along with some basic instructions.

"Alright, let's give this another whirl!"

At Taro's signal, the Mock Battle Program roared back to life.

Using the new program as their backbone, the crew engaged the simulated enemy. This time, the results were incredibly promising.



"Wait, you want hardware-level control for the program? No, that’s... that’s a bit of a tall order."

Inside the Rising Sun’s laboratory, currently docked at Alpha Research Station, the president of RS Makina crossed his arms, his face twisted in a grimace.

This facility had been moved lock, stock, and barrel from Delta and was already operational as the new hub for their activities. Delta was packed with people and ships, meaning large-scale experiments were buried under red tape. Alpha, by comparison, was delightfully lax.

"Hmm, is it a technical hurdle? I’ve got the funding side mostly figured out."

Makina shook his head as if the very idea was absurd.

"No, if it were possible, I’d build it even if I had to do it out of pure spite. But this is completely out of my league. We do mechanical control, sure, but high-level electronic control is..."

"Ah, I get it. It’s the 'I can build anything if I have the parts, but making the parts themselves is hard' thing?"

"Precisely. Though, keep in mind that only applies to electronic components."

President Makina seemed a bit miffed, his professional pride stung. Taro smoothed things over with an "Of course, of course," before continuing.

"By the way, do you have any leads on electronic component manufacturers?"

"Do you require a major corporation?"

"Nah, small is totally fine. Actually, if they're too big, it might be a hassle."

"I see... Understood. Please wait a moment."

President Makina turned and vanished into the back office. Left to his own devices, Taro idly wandered over to a 3D Modeling Machine nearby.

"Man, this is cool... You just feed it a 3D blueprint and the part pops out, right?"

Inside the boxy machine, a metal component was being carved, blasted by a Laser, and gradually shaped. Its complex, curvy geometry looked like a nightmare to manufacture by hand. It might be possible, but you’d have to be a masochist to try.

"That is correct, Mr. Teiro," Koume answered from her silent post behind him. "Depending on the model, most metal components can be fabricated this way. The era of molds and paper blueprints has, unfortunately, reached its end. This applies to massive industrial parts and beautiful girl figures alike."

"I still think hand-sculpted is better for figures," Taro muttered, picking up the finished part as it slid out of the machine. "Hmm. Even to a total amateur, this looks perfect. What is it, though?"

It was a component about ten centimeters in diameter. As he was tilting his head in confusion, President Makina returned.

"Here is the contact info for the corp we usually buy our electronics from: BB Electronics. Here you go."

He held out a small chip. Taro snatched it up and scurried to the corner of the room to make the call.

Taro ran off like a kid with a new toy. President Makina watched him go with a warm, fatherly gaze before placing the part Taro had been holding onto a conveyor belt.

"President Makina. Mr. Teiro was curious—what is that part used for?"

"Just 'Makina' is fine," the president said, looking up. "A few generations back, the family changed our name to match the company. As for this... well, er... it’s not exactly the kind of thing one discusses openly with a lady. It’s the kind of thing our company frequently handles—it's, uh, 'that' kind of item. Our external orders are a bit... specialized."

Makina stammered, trying to dodge the question. Koume glanced at the part sliding down the belt and gave a composed nod. "I see."

"As you probably know, our sales aren't exactly booming, aside from the internal rotating warheads and a few other things... well, work is work, I suppose," Makina added with a sigh.

Koume stared at Makina with her usual blank expression, then suddenly pressed a hand to her mouth and turned around.

"Mr. Teiro! Apparently, this is a BISHOP-linked Electric Kokeshi! Why don't you take a prototype home for a spin?"

Koume’s voice rang out across the office. A moment later, Taro came jogging back. "Now that sounds like a top-tier item!" he shouted enthusiastically.

"Problem is, I don't have anyone to use it with... Damn it, just kill me now. Oh, right. The president over there said it’s a go. They’ll be heading this way soon."

Makina gave Taro a look of utter bewilderment.

"I’m sorry, what? Are we having a meeting?"

"Nah, we already decided to work together. The whole office is moving here in a bit."

"The whole office?! Mr. Teiro, what on earth are you planning? If it’s just hardware for that program, you don't need to go that far!"

Moving an entire office was a massive undertaking. BB Electronics had nearly a hundred employees and a serious amount of heavy equipment.

Taro just shrugged at Makina’s panicked face.

"I mean, it’s not just for 'one' thing. We're gonna need all sorts of electronics from now on, so why not just have a dedicated department? It’ll make your life easier too, Makina-san."

"A department?"

"Yeah. I talked it over with Marl just now and decided to just buy 'em out. BB Electronics was on the Union membership list, and she’d been eyeing them for a while anyway. Perfect timing, right?"

Makina stood there, mouth hanging open at the casual bombshell. He finally just shook his head, surrendering to the madness. "Mr. Teiro..."

"It’s... truly wonderful that you have such a surplus of funds. Um, actually... I have something I would like to discuss. Will you hear me out?"

With a heavy secret weighing on his heart, Makina bowed deeply. Taro probably didn't know exactly what was going through the man's head, but he sensed the shift in mood. He and Koume listened with newfound gravity.

By the end of that day, Makina ceased to be a company name and became a brand. Within a few days, the name was officially changed to BB Makina.

Makina’s proposal had been simple: out of a sense of guilt for being a "deficit-ridden" branch dragging down the group, he wanted them to be fully absorbed. Taro didn't give a damn if the experimental Makina branch lost a little money, but the people working there did. They wanted success. They wanted to prove they were a vital part of the group.

Rising Sun designated BB Makina as its internal development department, and on paper, that was that. However, Taro chose to walk side-by-side with them, granting the department a massive amount of autonomy.

The shift in how they handled the once-experimental Makina signaled something much bigger: the Rising Sun’s full-scale entry into the manufacturing industry.
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"Ah, the sweet, sweet lack of responsibility! It’s glorious!"

The voice, overflowing with a disgusting amount of refreshment, echoed through the factory. Teiro nearly did a face-plant right there on the floor. He scrambled to regain his footing, arms windmilling, until Marl caught him. She shot a look of pure exasperation toward the source of the voice.

"He’s spouting absolute nonsense again," Marl sighed. "Mr. Makina, I mean."

"I guess the pressure really got to him..." Teiro muttered, steadying himself. I mean, he’s still got responsibilities. If anything, he’s got more now.

BB Makina had been reborn as the Rising Sun Development Department. Mr. Makina had been installed as the department head, while the representative of BB Electronics took the role of deputy. If the company eventually split into dedicated Electronic and Production Departments, they’d likely each get promoted to full-blown department heads.

Currently, the Development Department boasted nearly 120 personnel. They were finally becoming capable of handling a full suite of production and development, primarily focused on churning out gear for the Security Department. However, Teiro and the crew weren't stupid enough to try and manufacture everything in-house. For now, they were sticking to the licensed production of Warp Stabilizers as their bread and butter.

"Still, I’m impressed you got the green light," Marl said, watching the warp device components glide down the conveyor belt. "High Tech Corp’s Warp Stabilizers are a huge name in the industry."

The factory floor was a chaotic symphony of gray-toned machinery, looking remarkably similar to the car manufacturing plants Teiro remembered from Earth. The main difference was the lack of exposed gears; almost every piece of equipment was encased in an outer shell. Precision machinery was allergic to dust, after all. There were even specialized block modules designed for working in conditions closer to a lunar vacuum—essential for things like Pulse Chip production.

"In exchange, they bled us for a fortune and demanded passage rights for the New Route," Teiro explained. "The route has plenty of capacity right now, so I would’ve let them use it for free, honestly... but business is business. And frankly, this deal is delicious. Heh-heh-heh."

Teiro rubbed his hands together like a cartoon villain, a creepy smirk plastered on his face. Marl gave him a look of profound disgust, planted her hands on her hips, and let out a long sigh. "Try not to be too predatory, okay?"

"No, no, they’re over there thinking they pulled one over on us. They’re planning to release a new model soon, so this one will be considered 'last gen' before we know it. It’s plenty for us, though. Everyone wins!"

"If you say so," Marl replied. "I was shocked by the initial investment costs, but at this rate, it looks like we’ll break even sooner rather than later."

"Sales are surprisingly robust... though I never expected that to be the breakout hit."

Teiro glanced sideways at a stack of boxed new arrivals.

The product was engraved with the "RS_BB Makina" logo—a genuine Rising Sun original. It had been developed using the data and experience Teiro gained from his warhead control tech, and it had quickly become the company’s flagship. It currently accounted for thirty percent of their total sales, and the production line was humming along with enough momentum to give the Warp Stabilizers a run for their money.

Marl picked up a box and read the label. "‘President’s Recommendation: For those sleepless nights... a live-ammo weapon?’ What even is this? Did you actually recommend this?"

"I did not!!" Teiro barked. "What do they mean, ‘Capable of delicate control’? My own delicate heart is about to shatter! What happens if every person I meet says, ‘Oh, you’re the guy who makes that product’? We’ve turned into a legitimate adult toy manufacturer!"

"Don’t look at me. You’re the one who gave the go-ahead," Marl pointed out.

"Ugh... w-well... when I tested them in parallel in the lab, it was more amusing than I expected. I can move 122 of these Electric Kokeshi at the same time! Isn't that kind of impressive? It was the first time I actually realized how gross I am. A sea of Kokeshi wriggling and rolling across the floor... a literal scene from hell."

"Why are you wasting your Gift on that?" Marl turned to the android. "Koume, please, say something to him."

Koume, who had been watching a robotic arm with rapt interest, blinked and looked back. "Yes, Miss Marl. For Koume, four at a time was the limit. However, unfortunately, Koume only has one—"

"Okay, stop!! That’s enough!!" Marl screamed, lunging to cover Koume's mouth. "I will sue both of you!"

Nearby workers paused their tasks to stare at the commotion. Marl’s face turned a brilliant shade of crimson. She ducked her head, avoiding their eyes.

"A-Ah, sorry! It’s nothing, please continue... Come on, Teiro, we’re leaving!"

Marl shoved Teiro out of the factory and toward the pier where the Plum was moored. Since the research station was a fair distance from the Residential Station, a ship was a necessity for the commute.

Teiro went through the motions of his hundredth [GATE PASS FUNCTION] activation. He headed to the Control Room with a sense of comfortable routine. This was home now; the novelty had worn off, but it was exactly where he belonged.

"Alright, let's zip over to Alpha... Hm? What’s this?"

As he settled into the pilot’s seat, Teiro noticed several incoming pings. They were all heavily encrypted, usually a sign of "Important Space Business."

"One’s from Miss Bella... Oh, it’s a combat report. Let’s see... Wow, she’s still on a rampage. It says the WIND kill count has topped a hundred. Is the Second Fleet trying to win the war by themselves?"

Marl shrugged. "I’m more shocked by how many WIND are actually out there. I never really thought about it, but there have to be billions of them... Koume, do you have any data on that?"

"Negative, Miss Marl. I apologize, but there is no such record in the data bank. It is likely classified information."

"Hmm. Maybe the number is high enough to cause a galaxy-wide panic? Or worse, maybe the Imperial Military hasn't even finished counting them?" Teiro mused.

"Surely not," Marl countered. "Between the bounty payments and distribution maps, they should be able to produce a statistically accurate estimate. At least for the ones in contact with human space."

I guess that makes sense, Teiro thought, crossing his arms.

The three of them debated the logistics for a while, but since they weren't going to solve the mystery of the WIND population today, they eventually dropped it. Teiro skimmed the rest of the encrypted messages until his eyes bugged out at the final one.

"...This is from Lin... No, wait. It’s from the EAP Alliance. Okay, I’ve seen some crazy stuff, but this is a whole new level of insane."

Teiro slumped back into his seat, massaging his temples. Marl leaned in closer, looking worried. "Can you translate it for me?"

Teiro tapped his terminal, converting the encrypted text into Galactic Standard Language. Marl peered at the screen.

"Wait... the cession of... the Katsushika Star System Sovereignty!?" she shrieked.

Yeah, I had the same reaction. Teiro double-checked the decryption. "The math is right. I guess this is being treated as a reward for the last war... Koume, what’s your take?"

Koume paused, her processors whirring. "There are several possibilities, but the most likely is that they want to 'involve' us at any cost, Mr. Teiro. Katsushika is the front line against the WIND. By granting us sovereignty, they make it our legal responsibility to defend it."

"Yeah, that sounds about right," Teiro nodded. "But it’s the main trade route to the Empire, isn't it? The Katsushika-Delta Trade is huge. Can they really just give that away?"

"Perhaps, Mr. Teiro. For an organization the size of the EAP, losing a single system like Katsushika is hardly a flesh wound. Giving us control of the main route suggests they trust us—or they have no other choice. Besides, they’re retaining the trade route rights themselves, aren't they?"

Teiro scanned the text again. "...Oh, I see. Yeah, there’s nothing here about transferring the actual route rights. So they save on management costs, but they still get to keep the tax revenue?"

"That’s definitely part of it," Marl added. "Our popularity in Katsushika is through the roof right now. The economy is booming because of the trade route, and we're the ones they see fighting the WIND on the news. The EAP is probably making a preemptive move to 'give' us the system before the citizens start demanding it themselves."

"A keen observation, Miss Marl," Koume said. "By doing this, they maintain their dignity while putting us in their debt. As long as they hold the leash, the EAP loses very little."

"Man... politics." Teiro threw his hands up. "I think this is way above my pay grade."

"It’s not that complicated," Marl said with a smirk. "Just keep doing what you’ve been doing. Don't overthink it. Being a lovable idiot is your best quality."

"I’m going to choose to take that as a compliment," Teiro grumbled.

"In any case, since you will be overseeing the system, we should consult Miss Bella as soon as possible, Mr. Teiro," Koume advised. "She is highly skilled in the nuances of star system administration."

"Good point. I mean, I have zero clue what 'managing a star system' actually entails."

Koume flashed him a mischievous grin. "It is a simple matter, Mr. Teiro. You are merely responsible for the lives and livelihoods of several million citizens."

"Wait, 'merely'? That’s a massive amount of people!"

"Is it, Mr. Teiro? There are sixty trillion humans in this galaxy. This represents approximately one twenty-millionth of that population. There are two hundred billion star systems in the galaxy, and over ten billion within the Empire’s sphere of influence alone. Relax, Mr. Teiro. The galaxy is vast, and we are tiny."
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Katsushika Station—a massive, modular behemoth drifting through the void. 

It was essentially a collection of giant floating cubes. There was a module for every possible whim: residential blocks, storefronts, factories, you name it. They were all lashed together by a skeletal framework that doubled as a network of high-speed transit lanes, forming one gargantuan, interconnected mess of a structure.

“...Man, even knowing we own the whole place, it still feels like a total prank,” Teiro mused.

He stood on the bridge of the Plum, staring at the station through the main monitor. 

“Technically, the individual owners still own the guts of the modules,” Marl corrected him, standing at his side with her eyes glued to the same screen. “We just own the skeletal frame and the public areas—the actual Facility.” 

Nearby, Koume was locked in a cycle of pure, mindless chaos with the Cats. It was a simple game: the cat fled, and Koume pursued. They had been doing this for an hour. What is even going on in that android brain of hers? Teiro wondered.

“Well, yeah, I know. But get this—I was talking to Alan the other day, and we’re thinking about moving the corporate headquarters here. No rent, total freedom, and most importantly, zero Station Tax.”

In the corporate world, the biggest drain on the wallet was the one-two punch of Imperial taxes and Station Taxes. Since Rising Sun now effectively owned the Katsushika Star System, their office wouldn't owe a dime. 

Technically, they’d be paying taxes to their own Station Management Department, which was basically just moving money from one pocket to the other. 

“Efficiency-wise, it’s a no-brainer,” Marl said, though her expression soured. “But are you sure? This place is still officially considered the front line of the war.”

“I’m not saying there isn't any danger,” Teiro replied. “But in the long run, the savings are massive. Besides, our biggest clients are Dingo and Rin. Being right next door to them makes the logistics a breeze.”

Marl gave him a look that clearly said, No duh, Einstein.

“Look, owning a whole star system is the dream, and I’m not saying ‘no’ to the move. I just feel like the EAP is playing us... Not that I don’t trust them, but still.”

She shrugged and turned her attention back to the monitor.

It was a Medium-type station, the kind of utilitarian, boxy design you could find anywhere in the galaxy. Teiro watched the screen alongside her, his mind already spinning with visions of a bright future—and the inevitable mountain of headaches and riots that would surely come with it.



The 3rd Commercial District of Katsushika Station. 

This was the service industry hub, a sprawling module packed so tight with miscellaneous shops that you could barely breathe. Of course, most of the "shops" here were just fancy ads and an entrance; once you stepped inside, a transit lane whisked you away to the actual store located in a different module.

Only the ultra-successful elite could afford to keep their entire storefront inside the prime modules. Since rent and taxes were calculated by volume, you had to be moving some serious product to justify the space. 

On the other end of the spectrum, some shops were barely wider than a man’s wingspan. Those places were usually just glorified billboards for direct-to-brain neural net shopping.

“Address 9-3-2... Uh, it should be right around here,” Teiro muttered. 

He squinted at the address on his handheld terminal. He was supposed to meet Marl and Alan for a meeting, but since he was already out and about, he’d decided to head to the location solo.

“They called this a park, but there isn’t a single blade of grass in sight... Is it in a different module? The vibe here is definitely... unique.”

He glanced at the cluster of shops to his side. They practically radiated a "pink" energy—the kind of place that even a guy as clueless about the Galactic Empire as Teiro could recognize as a red-light district. A park seemed about as likely to exist here as a pacifistic WIND alien.

If Marl finds out I’m hanging around a place like this, I’m a dead man. Better keep moving.

A barker at a storefront caught Teiro’s eye and looked ready to pounce with a sales pitch. Teiro didn't stick around to find out what he was selling; he ducked his head and hurried toward the back of the module.

“Man, this place is jumping. You’d think the Imperial core would have a bit more of this energy.”

As he watched the diverse crowd milling about, Teiro couldn’t help but grin. Unlike the hyper-efficient, sterile urban sprawl of Delta, this place felt alive. The big-city commerce where everything was handled via digital mail-order always felt a bit soul-crushing to him.

“Sure, they said there’s a higher risk of disease and stuff, but it’s not like catching a cold is the end of the world... Whoops! Sorry! You okay?”

Teiro, who had been too busy rubbernecking at the scenery to look where he was going, slammed into someone. He felt the impact rattle his teeth and immediately reached down to pick up an object the other person had dropped.

“Oh, man... I hope I didn't break it. I’m so sorry, I’ll pay for the repairs!”

The terminal he picked up was a disaster. The screen was a spiderweb of cracks, and the display was frozen on a [HARDWARE ERROR] message. Teiro pressed his hands together and bowed his head in a sincere apology.

“……”

A girl stared down at him in total silence. She looked to be about fifteen, give or take. It was hard to tell with all the genetic and technical age-defying tech in the Empire, but that was Teiro’s best guess.

“...Uh, can we go to an electronics shop? We can see if they can fix it?”

The girl nodded silently. Teiro did a quick search on his terminal and led her toward a nearby big-box retailer.

“Yeah, this is an easy fix,” the elderly clerk said at the service counter. “Give me thirty minutes. That work for you?”

Teiro let out a long sigh of relief. He glanced at the girl, who still hadn't said a word. He’d been worried she was fuming, but she actually seemed more interested in gawking at the store's inventory. 

“Seriously, I’m really sorry... Here, take my Business Card Chip. Contact me if there are any other issues.”

He fished a small chip out of his pocket and held it out. These chips were high-end; they contained everything from contact info to a video profile. Teiro carried three versions depending on who he was talking to. This was his "private" one.

“...Huh? Oh, right. You just press it against your forehead, and the info will pop up in your BISHOP.”

The girl took the chip but looked at it like it was an alien artifact. She looked back at Teiro with an apologetic expression and a weak, silent smile.

“Ah, excuse me, customer,” the clerk chimed in from behind the counter. “That girl’s likely an Outsider. That mobile terminal of hers is a Non-BISHOP Specification model.”

An Outsider? What the hell is that? 

Teiro hopped onto the station's neural net to check.

Outsider... Outsider... Ah, okay. You can't use BISHOP?

According to the Galactic Encyclopedia—which was still mostly reliable despite the post-war data purge—an "Outsider" was the common term for anyone who, for various reasons, couldn't interface with the BISHOP system.

“Well, the chip is useless then. I’ll just manually input my contact info into your terminal once it’s fixed.”

The clerk pointed to the terminal being repaired, and Teiro gave the girl a friendly smile. She nodded back and finally opened her mouth.

“＊＊＊＊＊＊”

“No, no, it’s totally my fault, so don't worry about—wait, what?”

Teiro had started to reply instinctively, but he froze. The language coming out of her mouth was something he’d never heard in his life. 

“Yikes... Okay, didn't see that coming. Um, do you understand the local tongue? Can you read it?”

The girl just tilted her head, looking utterly perplexed. Okay, plan B. Teiro dove back into the neural net.

“She said something like 'Ualga Igginen'... Let’s see... Found it. Ungalonda Language? Whoa. Total speakers: Triple digits. That’s not just a minor language; that’s practically a secret code.”

The girl gave him a somewhat annoyed look, then suddenly her eyes shifted upward. She let out a long, defeated sigh.

“Hence why there are no decent Translation Machines for it... Are you a friend of hers?”

The voice came from directly behind him. It was so close that Teiro’s skin crawled. He started to turn around, but he felt something hard and cold pressed firmly against his lower back. He froze.

“Don’t move. Answer the question.”

The man’s voice was low and muffled. Teiro’s heart tried to beat its way out of his chest.

“U-um. We bumped into each other. Dropped her terminal. I’m... I’m paying for the repair.”

Teiro’s voice was a pathetic, shaky mess. He tried to point toward the counter, but his arm felt like lead.

“That’s what he says. Is it true?” 

The voice was still right in his ear. Teiro carefully shifted his gaze toward the girl. She smiled and gave a slow, deliberate nod.

The pressure against his back vanished instantly.

“I-I mean... I guess it could look like a kidnapping to a bystander... haha...”

The adrenaline left Teiro’s legs, and he slumped onto the floor. A man in a gray robe stepped past him and stood before the girl. With the store’s bright lights behind him, his face was nothing but a dark, intimidating shadow.

The man exchanged a few quick words with the girl, then dropped to one knee to look Teiro in the eye.

“My sister was in your care, it seems. You have my thanks. Even if you were the cause of the trouble. You appear to be a decent man, Teiro-kun.”

The man had a sharp, piercing gaze and a jagged scar running across his cheek. His black hair was parted down the middle just like Teiro’s, swaying just enough to hide half his face. 

“How do you know my name...?” Teiro stammered.

The man held up the Business Card Chip. 

“I’m returning this. I’ve memorized the contents. By the way, the thing I pressed against your back? It was just my fingertip. You should probably learn a bit more about self-defense. You’ll live longer.”

The man let out a sharp grin and offered a hand encased in a black fingerless glove. Teiro thanked him and took the hand, finding himself hauled upright with effortless strength.

“Thanks... Man, you’re like a brick wall.”

The man didn't even budge as he hoisted Teiro’s weight. He was maybe a head taller than Teiro, but smaller than guys like Alan or Squall. Yet, the sheer sense of solidity he radiated was like grabbing a boulder.

“I heard this star system has a soft spot for the disabled,” the man muttered, almost to himself, as he turned to leave. He shared a silent look with the girl, then glanced back at Teiro.

“I hope the new Station Master keeps things civil. If so, I probably won't have to kill you.”
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The meeting took place in a restaurant that was, by all accounts, vaguely upscale. The interior was swathed in moody indirect lighting and furnished with "fake wood" that looked so much like the real thing it was bordering on a legal liability. Only a few tables were occupied, leaving several waiters to stand around looking like they were contemplating the heat death of the universe.

In one corner, the heavy hitters of the First Fleet were currently attacking their desserts with the post-negotiation fervor of a victorious army. The business deal had been a smashing success, and their counterparts had already scurried home, practically glowing with profit-driven joy.

"So, they just let you walk away? That’s not exactly a punchline I’m laughing at," Alan remarked, his face as grim as a tax audit.

He was responding to Teiro’s play-by-play of the electronics store debacle. Marl, whose face was currently a shade of pale usually reserved for Victorian ghosts, chimed in with a sharp, "Exactly! It’s not funny at all!" She pouted so hard it was a wonder her face didn't get stuck that way. "Look, I don't care how many overpowered Gifts or fleets you have—on the inside, you’re just one squishy human being! Do you actually get that through your thick skull?"

She looked like she was seconds away from leaping across the table and shaking him. Teiro offered a sheepish grin and performed a seated bow that was fifty percent apology and fifty percent self-preservation.

"Yeah, yeah, I’m sorry. Total lapse in judgment," Teiro admitted. But seriously, who expects a random assassination attempt while shopping for gadgets? He shrugged his shoulders, looking for backup. Marl just crossed her arms and let out a theatrical "Hmph!"

"You have way more influence than you realize. Start acting like it, or this is going to keep happening!"

"I know, I know... Believe me, I nearly jumped out of my skin. I’d really like to make 'not being murdered' a permanent lifestyle choice."

Just thinking about the terror of someone creeping up behind him without a sound made Teiro’s skin crawl. He instinctively glanced over his shoulder. 

"Well... nobody there now. But seriously, what do we do? I’d really rather not have a bunch of guys in suits following me to the bathroom."

Teiro looked absolutely miserable at the thought of a 24/7 entourage. Fortunately, Koume intervened with her trademark mechanical serenity.

"It should likely be fine, Mr. Teiro. For the time being, Rising Sun lacks any clearly defined hostile organizations. The only exceptions are the White Dingo and the Enzio Alliance, and the former is currently an ally."

Alan nodded along. "True. Plus, Enzio’s motive for offing you is pretty weak. Out of the hundreds of corporations in the EAP, we’re so far down the food chain we’re practically plankton. They probably don't even know we exist."

"What about him protecting Alpha?" Marl countered. "Couldn't that be a motive?"

"In theory, sure. But killing him now achieves nothing. By the time Alpha actually becomes a battlefield, some other suit would just take his place. Besides..." Alan lowered his voice and tapped his terminal. Teiro noticed the screen was running a high-end anti-eavesdropping suite. "...The fact that Teiro’s Gift is a literal game-changer is a secret known only to a tiny circle. The public doesn't know. Nobody would believe a single guy’s 'Gift' is responsible for those weapons anyway."

The table groaned in collective agreement. 

"Teiro," Alan said, "did those two say anything that could tip us off to who they really are?"

"Their identities? Nah. But they did give me a business card."

"...Huh?"

The entire table stared at him like he’d just confessed to eating paste. Teiro fished around in his pocket and produced a small card chip. "Here, look."

They all leaned in, huddling over the table like conspirators, and one by one, they pressed the chip to their foreheads to read the data.

"Leila, huh? The Outsider girl. Speaks Ungalonda," Alan muttered, his brow furrowing into a roadmap of concern. "Leila, Leila... dammit, I’ve heard that name somewhere. And not in the 'I won the lottery' kind of way."

Everyone went silent, desperately digging through their mental files.

But the brain trust came up empty. The mystery was officially handed over to Alan in his capacity as Chief of Intelligence—a fancy way of saying it was now his homework. The group headed back to the ship feeling significantly less satisfied than they had after dessert.

The working theory was that the assassins belonged to some reactionary group—probably some "save the downtrodden" activists who saw the EAP’s influence as a threat. The EAP had given Katsushika a taste of freedom, and plenty of people were terrified that a new boss like Teiro would lock the doors.

The final verdict: Teiro was grounded. No more solo trips. If he wanted to go buy a candy bar, he was taking a Security Team escort. It was going to be suffocating, but he didn't exactly have a vote.



"Seriously though, isn't this overkill?"

Teiro was moping on his bed. In the shadows of his room, two glowing eyes stared back at him.

"Don't mind us. Just sleep," a voice said. "We wake up at the slightest noise, and we can sleep twenty hours a day anyway."

It was Cha, the cat, currently curled into a ball at the foot of his bed. 

"My privacy is officially dead," Teiro groaned.

"Sucks to be you," Cha replied dryly. "But with the mood Marl’s in, you’re stuck with us. Look on the bright side—at least we aren't surveillance cameras and motion sensors."

Teiro slumped. "I guess." Knowing Koume, she’s probably recording my sleep cycles anyway.

"If she’s this worried, why doesn't Marl just be my bodyguard herself?" Teiro joked.

Cha didn't even open his eyes. "And do what? Nag the assassin to death?"



[APPROXIMATELY 15 MINUTES TO CONTACT. ENEMY DETECTED: 3 GROUPS. TOTAL COUNT: 14.]

Koume’s voice rang through the Plum’s Control Room, cool as a cucumber. Teiro exhaled, relieved the numbers were exactly what they’d predicted. He settled into his seat, the pre-battle jitters turning into focus.

"Plum to all ships. Status check?"

"[BIRD ONE, NO ABNORMALITIES.]"

"[BIRD TWO, NO ABNORMALITIES!]"

"Contact in fifteen. Maintain current course and speed," Teiro ordered. "Bird Two, keep the wide-area scanners humming. I’ve got a bad feeling about this."

The Katsushika long-range patrol radar had pinged a swarm of unidentified bogies. Teiro’s First Fleet had been scrambled as a Destroyer Squadron, but the WIND ships were acting... weird.

"Are they trying to bait us?" Teiro squinted at the Radar Screen.

"Hard to say, Mr. Teiro," Koume replied. She wasn't even looking at the screens; she was plugged directly into the ship’s data feed. "If this were a lure, they would typically be much more provocative."

"True. But they're too slow to be running away. There’s no way they haven't spotted us yet, right?"

"Impossible," Marl cut in. "We’ve caught their active pings multiple times. They know we’re here."

"Right. Any space-weather issues?"

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. The field is stable, and Drive Particle density is optimal. I can disperse anti-particles if you wish to be extra cautious."

Teiro waved her off. He racked his brain trying to figure out the enemy's logic, but it was like trying to guess the favorite color of a toaster. Machines didn't think like people.

"Fine. Plum to all ships. Column formation. We’re sniping from long range. Do not close the distance."

"[BIRD ONE, ROGER. HEY TEIRO, WHY NOT THROW A RECONNAISSANCE DRONE OUT THERE?]"

"Good call. Let's see what they’re hiding. Gon-san, you’re up."

"[CAT ONE, COPIED. ALRIGHT, BOSS, BORROWING A SLICE OF YOUR BRAIN NOW!]"

Teiro winced. What a gross way to put it.

[FIGHTER CONTROL RELAY FUNCTION: ACTIVATED]

A bypass window flickered into existence on Teiro’s BISHOP interface. It was a new toy they’d commissioned from BB Makina, designed to let the Cats link their BISHOPs to their fighters through Teiro’s massive processing power.

"Wait a sec," Teiro muttered. "If we’re only moving one drone, do you even need my brain for this?"

The system was designed for the Cats to micro-manage entire swarms. Using it for one scout was like using a supercomputer to play Minesweeper.

"[WHO CARES? IT’S GOOD PRACTICE!]" Gon shouted from the Drone Bay.

Teiro rolled his eyes and processed the Relay Function anyway. 

"Reconnaissance Drone launched. Target: enemy fleet perimeter," Marl announced.

A blue blip labeled [RECONNAISSANCE 1] streaked across the holo-screen, hauling ass toward the enemy ships.

"[WHOA! THE FEEDBACK IS INSANE!]" Gon’s voice crackled with awe. "[IS THIS YOUR BRAIN OR THE SHIP’S BISHOP? WHAT IS GOING ON IN THERE?!]"

Teiro just shrugged. Don't ask me, man. I just work here.

[EMERGENCY TRANSMISSION: BIRD TWO]

Red text flashed across the screen. Teiro nearly fell out of his chair. "Go ahead!"

"[THIS IS BIRD TWO! SCANNER JUST PICKED UP MULTIPLE NEW SIGNATURES! DATA INCOMING!]"

A new tactical map flooded the screen. A second fleet, identical in size to the first, had just appeared on their flank.

"A pincer move?" Teiro started to scoff. "That’s a bit basic, isn't—"

He stopped. He looked at the heading of the new fleet. His blood ran cold.

"ALL SHIPS, RAPID REVERSAL! PREPARE OVERDRIVE NOW!"

Marl and Koume jumped. "Teiro, what is it?!"

"Look at their vector!" Teiro screamed, pointing at the holo-map. "They aren't flanking us! They’re ignoring us! They’re heading straight for the Katsushika Star System!"

Marl turned white. "Then that means..."

[MR. TEIRO, THE FLEET AHEAD HAS COMMENCED DEPLOYMENT OF A HIGH-OUTPUT WARP SCRAMBLER. OVERDRIVE INTENSITY HAS DROPPED TO 32%. WE MUST EVACUATE THE JAMMING ZONE IMMEDIATELY.]

Koume was as calm as ever, which only made it scarier. Teiro stared at the Radar Screen in horror.

"This is bad... this is really, really bad..."

On the screen, the enemy’s second fleet ignited. They became streaks of light, bypassing the First Fleet entirely and warping toward the defenseless Katsushika heartland in the blink of an eye.
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When the universe decides to throw a massive curveball, it usually starts with a really awkward silence. In the middle of that dead air, Taro’s brain was redlining as he tried to sift through his very limited, very desperate options.

"This is the Plum to all ships! Which of you buckets of bolts are actually capable of warping?!"

Parameters for every ship in the fleet flooded the monitor. Alan, captain of Bird One, and the captain of Bird Two didn't even bother wasting breath on a verbal reply—they just updated their status icons to do the talking.

"One, two, three... Alan! Take the five ships that can warp and get back to station defense immediately! The rest of the fleet is being folded into Bird Two. I'm counting on you!"

"This is Bird One, copy that. We’re beginning drive prep now."

"Forget 'now,' do it yesterday! I’ll handle the math!"

The second the words left his mouth, Taro squeezed his eyes shut and dove headfirst into the BISHOP interface.

[DATA LINK ACCESS REQUEST // LEVEL: MASTER KEY]

[SYSTEM ACCESS // LEVEL: MASTER KEY]

This was the "god mode" data access known only to the absolute top brass of the Rising Sun. A massive tsunami of linked information—incomparably larger than anything he’d handled before—surged into the Plum II’s storage banks.

[HIGH-ALTITUDE WARP STABILIZER DETECTED // COUNT: 6]

[TARGET COORDINATES // SPACE RESERVATION: COMPLETE]

[LINKAGE OVERDRIVE // PRE-STANDBY]

"Alright, get moving! Don't let the Station Defense Force have all the fun!"

Fed by Taro’s insane calculations, the six vessels kicked their Overdrives into gear simultaneously. 

Normally, a Linkage Overdrive required a disgusting amount of processing power compared to a solo jump, but it ensured everyone arrived at the party at the exact same time. On a battlefield, jumping piecemeal was a great way to let the enemy turn your lead ship into scrap metal while the others were still in transit. Of course, Taro had managed to crunch those nightmare-tier numbers in about three seconds flat. Because, well, why not?

"Mr. Teiro. The enemy fleet has begun to maneuver. They are widening the gap."

"Dammit! Full speed ahead! All ships, prep for a broadside!"

"Teiro, at this range? You’ll be lucky to hit the vacuum of space," Marl pointed out.

"I know, I know! But we’re burning daylight here! Even if it’s a total fluke, a one-in-a-million shot is better than zero!"

Taro bellowed the command and, without waiting for a rebuttal, hyper-focused on his lock-on sequence. He tore through the sensor data from various scans, refining the enemy's coordinates until he had a microscopic fix on their position.

"They’re using scramblers for camo... and that one’s a dummy..."

He adjusted the fire control again, using the real-time data streaming in from Gon’s Reconnaissance Craft. At this distance, a tremor of a millimeter at the barrel meant missing by several kilometers at the target.

"All units, lock-on complete! Dammit, if the station gets trashed right after I took over the job, I’m never going to hear the end of it!"

Taro shoved the lock-on data through the link to the rest of the fleet. Following his lead, the ships began to vomit fire into the void.

"Marl, we aren't being stingy today, right?"

Marl gave a sharp, confident nod. "I’m not so socially inept that I’d try to save pennies during an apocalypse. Go nuts."

She flashed him a thumbs-up. Taro responded with a wink and slammed the activation keys for all six Railgun Turrets.

"Gon-san, launch all units. I’ll be updating the line-of-fire coordinates in real-time, so tell them to stay out of the 'bright glowing lanes of death.'"

Taro muttered the instruction just as Gon’s face popped up on the comms. The old pro let out a derisive snort.

"How many years do you think I’ve been sitting in a cockpit, kid? I can dodge a few beams in my sleep. Alright, you lot! Let’s show 'em how it's done! Put your backs into it!"

The Plum II’s Drone Bay hissed open, and a swarm of Fighters spilled out like angry hornets.

[FIGHTER CONTROL RELAY FUNCTION // SIMULTANEOUS ACTIVATION: 12]

The four pilots of the Cats took point. Taro spun up the relay functions to process and return their data streams in real-time. Suddenly, the three Support Fighters escorting each Bomber began to dance through space as if they were extensions of the Cats' own limbs.

"We’ll be back before you miss us! Just keep those target markers coming!"

The Bombing Squadron screamed away from the Plum, eating up the distance to the enemy with terrifying speed. Between his own railgun shots, Taro played air traffic controller, painting targets for the bombers.

"Teiro, I’ll handle the bird-dogging for the aircraft. You just focus on the big guns."

"You're a lifesaver. Koume, how’s the enemy looking?"

"No change, Mr. Teiro... wait, correction. The enemy formation has split. One group is breaking off and heading directly for us."

Taro clicked his tongue. A stalling tactic? Seriously?

"Huh. So the guys running away are the ones keeping the Warp Jamming active?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. Does that pose a problem?"

"I see, I see. Very clever. Isn't that right, Marl-tan?"

Taro turned back to Marl with a predatory grin. She caught his look and mirrored it with a wicked smile of her own. "I’m way ahead of you."

"Plum to Bombing Squadron! Change of plans! Take the scenic route around the interceptors and shove your payloads right up the tailpipe of the rear group!"

"This is Cat One, copy that. So we're just ignoring the guys trying to kill us?"

"We’ll handle the welcoming committee over here. Just do your job!" Taro chirped.

The Bombing Squadron banked hard, pulling a wide flanking maneuver to bypass the enemy interceptors entirely.

"Target E02, heavy damage. E04, moderate damage. Your accuracy with those railguns is honestly frightening, Mr. Teiro."

"Phuehehe! Though at this range, I’m firing the next shot before the first one even hits. It’s a literal headache."

Firing a second volley while the first was still in flight meant doubling the number of projectiles he had to micro-manage. With the unavoidable time-lag of long-distance control, his "accuracy" was basically a mathematical miracle. Still, it was a hell of a lot better than the Beams, which were currently being bent into useless pretzels by the enemy's jamming.

"Detachment to Plum! We’ve intercepted the enemy clear of the station. We are currently engaging."

Alan’s voice crackled over the radio. Taro let out a massive, lung-emptying sigh of relief and wiped a layer of grease and sweat from his brow. Beside him, Marl seemed to deflate into her seat with similar relief.

"Bombing Squadron has engaged targets... E04 is confirmed sunk. E08 and E09 have sustained damage and are dead in the water. Overdrive Strength has recovered to 64%."

Taro pumped his fist. "Yes!"

"This is Cat Three! My Shield Support Ship just got its bell rung and dropped out. I need a fresh one, stat!"

"Cat Two here, same situation!"

"This is Plum. Acknowledged, units. Sending replacements now. Keep the pressure on!"

Marl took over the comms, handling the nitty-gritty of squadron management. Deciding she had things well in hand, Taro poured the rest of his processing power into fleet support and sniping.

The tide of the battle turned into a total landslide for the First Fleet. The WIND interception force—which honestly didn't seem built for a straight-up brawl—was systematically erased by the fleet’s concentrated fire.

"You really made me sweat for that one, you bastards! Now go join the debris field!"

Taro’s final railgun shot punched through the last fleeing vessel, and the neon light-show of beams finally flickered out.

The ships that had been chasing the enemy with Taro warped out the moment their drives cleared, rushing back to join the Station Defense Force. For a hot second, when the Plum was left floating alone with four enemies still on sensors, Taro had briefly regretted not keeping a Consort Ship around. But now that it was over, it was a total, flawless victory. However...

"We’re going to need to rewrite the entire defense manual, aren't we, Mr. Teiro?"

WIND’s tactics today had been disturbingly bold. This wasn't just "reactive" maneuvering like they’d seen before.

"Yeah. These guys were head-hunting from the start... What the hell is going on? They’re evolving way too fast."

This had been a "proactive" operation—a calculated attempt to seize the advantage before the first shot was even fired. Even though Taro had won, the enemy had held the leash for most of the fight.

"Evolution, huh... I hate that phrasing, but it’s spot on. The thought of facing a full-scale fleet acting like this... it gives me the creeps."

The three of them shared a grim nod. If they kept relying on simple "see enemy, shoot enemy" tactics, they were going to get their legs swept out from under them sooner or later.

"...Oh, Alan checked in. They’ve finished mopping up. One Destroyer with heavy damage, one Frigate with heavy damage, and two with light damage. They took a real beating."

"Casualties?" Marl asked, her voice tight.

"Lots of bruised shins and broken arms, but miraculously, zero deaths. Phew. Thank god for that."

Taro reclined his seat, letting his vibrating nerves finally settle. He felt like he’d been hit by a freight train, which was weird, even for him. Then it clicked.

Oh, right. Micro-managing a dozen carrier wings while sniping across half a solar system. That’ll do it.

"Controlling the fighters is a real drain... but damn, they’re effective."

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. They are likely the reason our losses remained so low. Plus, the system BB Makina built worked like a charm. It wasn't all bad news."

"If those reinforcements hadn't warped in when they did, Alan’s fleet would be a collection of floating coffins right now. Good work, Teiro. We’ll take it from here. Go to sleep."

Taro gave a shy, tired nod at their praise and slowly closed his eyes. 

He had a mountain of work waiting for him—revising defense plans, reorganizing the fleet, probably a hundred hours of paperwork. The thought was already giving him a migraine. But for now, the void could wait. He just wanted to rest.
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The Alpha Station General Management Office was a room so depressingly bland it made cardboard look exciting. Surrounded by flavorless gray walls, the cavernous space held nothing but a rectangular table and a series of chairs, each equipped with its own holo-display. Since every bit of data could be piped directly into a terminal, the room lacked anything even resembling actual decor.

"Looking at it now, this place was really the definition of 'peaceful,' wasn't it?" Taro grumbled.

He was currently occupying the seat of honor at the center of the table, squinting at a list of the station’s pathetic defense assets. Seriously, this is it? A slingshot and a prayer?

"Until that Neural Network Collapse turned the galaxy upside down, this place was basically a galactic truck stop," Alan replied, his eyes glued to his own monitor. He occasionally reached out to poke a display, but for the most part, he was multitasking through BISHOP with the focused intensity of a man trying to defuse a bomb with a toothpick. "Now, Alpha is the only thing keeping the Empire connected to this side of the woods."

"It’s the bare-bones special," Koume added, standing perfectly still behind Taro’s right shoulder. A data cable snaked from Taro’s terminal into her right hand, allowing her to main-line the station’s archives. "Long-range cannons, shields, and a handful of scramblers. As Mr. Teiro observed, it was just enough to get by—until it wasn't."

"Well, nobody likes spending money on things they don't think they'll use," Marl sighed from Taro’s right. She was scrolling through the star system’s market listings, her face growing sourer by the second. She was hunting for heavy equipment for the station, but the results were underwhelming. "And now we’re the ones paying the price for their stinginess."

The hardware available was either ancient relics that belonged in a museum or modern gear priced so high you’d have to sell a kidney just to see the brochure. 

"Honestly, it’ll be faster to just custom-order the stuff," Marl continued, pointing at a graph on her terminal where the 'Demand' line was pulling a vertical rocket maneuver while the 'Supply' line was crawling along the floor like a tired turtle. "The market is a mess. Everyone’s panic-buying."

"Only a few companies can even build the big stuff," Gon grunted from across the table, resting his chin on his pudgy, round hands. "Gigantech Corp is probably making more money this century than in the last three combined. Maybe we should just stop worrying about station guns and just buy more ships?"

"I mean, we’ve got the credits for the hulls," Taro said, leaning back with a groan. "But ships don't fly themselves. Finding a crew right now is a nightmare. It’s a total seller’s market for anyone who knows which end of a laser is the spicy one."

"Tell me about it," Marl agreed. "We’re offering top-tier benefits, but the applications are barely trickling in. Being at war with a massive Alliance is a bit of a deal-breaker for most people with a functioning survival instinct."

"And half the people who do apply are just opportunistic thugs looking for a quick score," Alan added. "The Personnel Department is practically weeping on my doorstep, begging for a solution."

"Hmm... well, if they're thugs..." Taro tapped his chin, a dangerous glint in his eye. "Why don't we just lean into it? We could form them into a Hoodlum Squad!"

"Denied," Alan snapped instantly. "Those idiots would do something catastrophic within twenty minutes. Are you trying to drag the Katsushika’s reputation through the dirt?"

"Yeah, fair point," Taro conceded, leaning so far back in his chair he was nearly horizontal. It was worth a shot.

Up until now, Alpha Station’s defense had been a "sit and wait" affair. Against the old WIND tactics, that worked fine—it was basically just swatting away very angry, very predictable space rocks. You did the math, you pointed the guns, and you went back to lunch.

But the new WIND? They were playing chess while the station was still playing tic-tac-toe. They split their forces, used diversions, and actually reacted to Taro's moves. As Gon said, they needed a mobile fleet that could jump to wherever the fire was hottest.

"Mr. Teiro, may I make a suggestion?" Koume asked, raising a hand with polite modesty. 

Taro sat back up and gave her a nod. "Go for it."

"During the Dingo Defense Battle in the Alpha Star System, the station held out against all odds because of the Volunteer Force. While the average citizen doesn't feel the fire under their seat just yet, I suspect quite a few are starting to smell the smoke. There is a growing sense of crisis."

The table went silent as the others processed that.

"So, we stop trying to do everything under the Rising Sun banner?" Alan mused. "Teiro, she might be onto something."

"A Volunteer Force, huh?" Taro rubbed his neck. "But we can't just ask people to die for free. We’d need some kind of incentive program. Or a very fancy 'Thank You' card."

"True," Marl said. "But honestly, if someone has a ship and things get scary, the 'normal' reaction is to pack up and warp out of there as fast as possible."

"Unless they really love their home station," Gon pointed out. "But there's a bigger issue: coordination. If a bunch of randoms show up and start shooting, they'll probably hit each other more than the enemy. We're used to being Hunters, sure, but Hunters are lone wolves. We aren't exactly known for our 'teamwork' skills."

Taro let out a low hum, sinking into thought. Then, he snapped his fingers.

"What if we started a school?"

The table stared at him. The silence was thick enough to cut with a vibro-blade. The collective expression on their faces clearly said: Are you high?

"Think about it!" Taro continued, ignoring the judgmental stares. "We need mercenaries and volunteers, right? But we need them to not be a disorganized mess. So, we make them study. We teach them how to actually fight as a group."

"You want to build a Military Academy?" Marl asked, skeptical. "Taro, that takes years. We kind of need to not explode this week."

"No, no, they’ll be fighting while they learn! Practical experience! And look," Taro pointed a finger at his own temple and grinned. "Not to toot my own horn, but I’ve got enough fleet-command data in this brain to write the ultimate textbook."

I’ve literally got a cheat-sheet for galactic conquest in my skull. Might as well share the wealth.

Marl’s eyes widened as the realization hit her. "Wait... actually... that could work. We offer free tuition in exchange for mandatory defense duty. If we find any geniuses in the mix, we scout them for the Rising Sun Security Department immediately."

"It’s actually a brilliant play," Alan admitted, his tactical brain whirring. "Most companies keep their fleet tactics under lock and key. The Empire certainly isn't sharing. Everyone else just has to hire retired officers and hope for the best."

"I don't get all the technical stuff, but if the President has the goods, it sounds doable," Gon said. "But wouldn't the info leak? Other companies will definitely send spies to sit in the back of the class."

"So let them," Taro waved a hand dismissively. "If the other companies get better at killing WIND, that’s less work for me. Win-win."

"But you’re creating potential future threats," Alan countered. "What happens if they use your own tactics against us someday?"

"Man, you guys are thinking way too small," Taro laughed. "If the WIND keep evolving like this, we won't have time to fight each other. We’ll be too busy trying to stay at the top of the food chain."

"He’s got a point," Alan sighed. "Still... the knowledge you have is practically a national treasure, Taro."

"Yeah, and a treasure that sits in a chest is just a heavy rock," Taro retorted. "I'm not saying I'll put the 'How to Destroy the Empire' manual on the public net. Just enough to keep us all alive. We can't afford to bicker amongst ourselves anymore."

"I like the way you think, Mr. President," Gon said, grinning as he offered a meaty hand. "I’m not even an executive, but you’ve got my vote."

Taro shook the hand with a laugh. "Glad someone’s on board."

"Well," Alan conceded, "it’s better than doing nothing. Even if we only find a couple of 'diamonds in the rough,' it would be worth the effort. Lord knows we need the manpower."

"Oh, don't be so gloomy, Alan," Marl teased. "If we’re doing this, we’re doing it right. No failing allowed. The only real problem is..."

Everyone turned their gaze toward Taro. He felt the weight of their stares and held up his hands. 

"I know, I know. When am I going to find the time to play professor? That’s the catch. Hey, Alan... you don't happen to know anyone brilliant who could act as my teaching assistant/meat-shield, do you?"

"If I knew someone like that, I would have kidnapped them for our Security Department months ago," Alan grumbled. "A fleet tactics expert who can actually teach? People like that don't just—"

Alan froze. The silence returned, but this time it was sharp.

"Leila!!" he roared, kicking his chair back so hard it nearly hit the wall. "I remembered! Leila Vitoma!"

"Who? Why are we screaming?" Taro blinked, startled by the sudden outburst. 

"The man named Phantom!" Alan barked, looming over the table. "You asked me about him once. The guy who was famous for being one of the only people to tell the Empire to go shove it!"

Taro’s eyes widened as the memory clicked. Dean had mentioned him. The legendary ace who survived an encounter with the Imperial fleet.

"The assassin you ran into... that had to be Phantom," Alan continued, his voice vibrating with excitement. "They aren't blood-related, but he has a younger sister named Leila Vitoma. She’s ex-Imperial Special Forces. A total monster who survived an Imperial purge and lived to tell the tale. Dammit, I can't believe she was right here under our noses!"
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Alan was practically vibrating, his words tumbling out in a frantic, huffing rush. Taro did his best to settle him down, coaxing the man to spill the details. Alan spent a few more moments panting like a winded dog before taking one final, rattling breath and finally finding his composure.

“It happened about seven years ago. You wouldn't know about it—nobody does. It was the Empire, or at least a specific branch of the military. I’ll spare you the boring bits, but a certain unit decided it was time to wipe the Outsiders off the face of the galaxy.”

The mood in the room plummeted. Taro’s expression mirrored the grim looks around him as he thought of the girl he’d met recently—Leila. He felt a sharp pang of annoyance knit his brows together.

“Wipe them out? That’s not just ‘unpleasant,’ that’s a straight-up massacre. Why the hell would they do that?”

Alan tapped his temple rhythmically. “The root of it all? BISHOP,” he grunted. “You know Outsiders can’t use BISHOP, right? Well, unfortunately for them, that trait is hereditary. A certain racist prick of a Regional Official took notice. He convinced himself that if they weren't culled, the number of humans unable to interface with BISHOP would skyrocket.”

“That’s completely absurd,” Marl interjected, crossing her arms. “I’ve never heard a single report about the Outsider population increasing. And besides—and I know it’s terrible to say—most Imperial Citizens wouldn't dream of getting close enough to them to... well, increase the population.”

Alan nodded firmly at Marl’s troubled assessment.

“Exactly. The whole thing was based on nothing. There was no reason to suddenly panic over something that hadn't changed in thousands of years. Like Marl said, their birth rate hasn't so much as twitched. Whether that’s a good thing or not is beside the point.”

Alan reached for a glass on the table, moistened his throat with a quick sip, and pressed on.

“The point is, the order was given. I don’t know how they justified it, and they probably didn’t care. And so, on that day, ‘we’ headed out to execute the mission.”

“...‘We’?” Taro asked.

“Yeah. We. I told you once before, didn’t I? I was in Land Combat.”

Alan stared Taro straight in the eyes. Those sharp, military eyes looked the same as ever, yet Taro thought he caught a flicker of something profoundly sorrowful deep within them.

“Why we had to do it, what we were actually accomplishing... we didn't find out until much later. Well, I say ‘we,’ but only a handful of people lived long enough to learn the truth.”

Alan’s gaze drifted toward the past. When Gon asked if the mission had been classified, Alan gave a slow, weary shake of his head.

“No. It’s because everyone died. Everyone except three of us. Me, Dean, and one other guy. Can you believe it? Two thousand two hundred soldiers boarded that station. We were annihilated by a tiny group of guerrillas. It was just him and a few Local Faction fighters. I left Land Combat because of that disaster, and the official who dreamed up the operation committed suicide—at least, that’s the official story. These days, nobody brings it up. It’s been scrubbed from the records.”

“Two thousand people...” Taro whistled. “So, was that ‘him’ the Phantom guy you mentioned?”

“The one and only. After that, he popped up everywhere, causing chaos in everything from Land Combat to Fleet Combat. He played the Empire like a fiddle. They could have crushed him if they’d sent a massive fleet, but they chose to sweep it under the rug instead. They didn’t want the bad PR of a public scandal. He topped the Bounty List for five years, then suddenly vanished right around the time that official kicked the bucket.”

“Okay, yeah, that official was definitely murdered,” Taro deadpanned.

Alan shrugged. 

“Who knows? But something happened behind the scenes. You don’t just put a fifty-billion-Credit bounty on one man and then delete it the next day for no reason. It’s a legend among hunters.”

Gon nodded, his face solemn. “Yeah, it’s a famous story. But since nobody ever saw him and lived, people started doubting he was even real. That’s why they started calling him the Phantom. To think... he actually existed.”

Taro shuddered. Fifty billion Credits? A man who could wipe out two thousand soldiers? He’d met this guy. He had actually stood in the presence of a literal monster and was only now realizing he should probably be a puddle on the floor.

“He sounds like a total freak of nature... So, let me guess. The only reason you’re bringing this up now is because...?”

Taro looked up at Alan, squinting suspiciously. Alan gave a complicated smile—part grimace, part chuckle.

“A Commando is a professional of war. They embed with a Local Faction, teach them how to fight, and turn them into a top-tier military force in record time. They know everything: Land Combat, fleet maneuvers, warship specs—the works. Since we’re dealing with a threat of our own, why not try to reach out?”

The suggestion immediately sparked a cacophony of protests from the rest of the team.

“But hey, the fact that he’d even show up for a meeting is just the Teiro-chan quality at work! Tehe!” Taro chirped, sticking out his tongue and winking.

Alan looked at him with pure exasperation. “Your terminal lightheartedness usually saves us, Taro, but right now, it’s not helping. I’m the one who suggested this, and even I feel like I’m about to wet myself.”

Taro gave him a reassuring thumbs-up. “Don’t worry. I’m already halfway there. But look, it’s fine! He’s not gonna kill us out of nowhere. There’s no profit in it.”

“I suppose...” Alan replied, his face still a mask of gloom.

“Look, I get it. Your whole unit got wiped out; that’s major trauma. Why don’t you let Gon and the others handle this? You can head back.”

“No,” Alan snapped. “I’m the one who brought it up. I’d look like a pathetic coward if I ran now.”

“I mean, fair point, but... uh, Alan? Your right hand and right foot are moving at the same time.”

Alan froze, looked down at his limbs, and realized he was walking in a stiff, synchronized shuffle. Taro burst out laughing at the rare sight of the stoic soldier losing his cool.

“Dammit, you tricked me! The military teaches you how to walk on day one! There’s no way I’d mess that up...” 

Alan continued to mutter to himself. Taro shrugged, realizing his friend was a lost cause, and looked down at the small device he’d prepared for the occasion. 

I even brought a gift... I don’t know if he’ll like it, but hopefully, it’ll keep him from vaporizing us on sight. God, I hope so.

As Taro’s own anxiety finally began to catch up with him, he started muttering under his breath just like Alan. Followed by the four Cats, the group hurried toward the park.

The Natural Nature Park was a lush, green oasis in Katsushika Station. Where exactly is the ‘natural’ part? Taro wondered. The entire place was a masterpiece of artificial management. The soil and grass had been shipped in from other planets, and broad-leafed trees were meticulously planted in every corner. 

The park was only about three hundred meters square, but since every wall was a high-definition screen projecting realistic landscapes, it felt like an endless wilderness.

“Is it just a bachelor’s instinct to want to throw rocks at them, or are those couples actually that annoying?” Taro grumbled, watching families and lovers frolic in the greenery.

“Shut up,” Alan hissed, ignoring the banter. “Listen, Teiro. If anything goes sideways, run. Don't look back. Don't try to be a hero. Just run.”

“Right, right. I got it. But like... can we actually outrun him?”

Alan paused. “...No. Probably not. Actually, let’s call it off. I’ll go alone. You go back.”

“No way! We’re already here. It’ll be fine! If he wanted us dead, he would’ve done it last time... Oh! There she is! Found ‘em! HEYOOO!”

Taro spotted the familiar girl on a bench and started sprinting toward her, waving his arm like a maniac. Alan tried to grab him, but Taro was already gone. Leila noticed him and gave a slow, hesitant wave back.

“Hey! Long time no see! Sorry about the other day. Is your terminal acting okay?”

Leila held up her screen, showing a flurry of active buttons and status bars. It was working perfectly.

“＊＊＊＊＊＊,” she said, pointing behind Taro. He didn't understand a word, but he assumed she was asking about the Cats trailing behind him.

“Oh, these are my employees! This is Alan, Gon, Cha, Yuki, and Taiki. Just between us, they look cute, but they’re absolute beasts in a fight.”

Taro leaned in and whispered the last bit to her. The Cats, hearing themselves described as "cute" yet again, looked visibly offended.

“I am Alan,” the soldier said, stepping forward. His voice was polite, but his eyes were scanning the area like a hawk. “A pleasure, young lady. Tell me... is your brother around?”

Leila shrank back for a second, intimidated by his intensity, then silently pointed a finger directly behind Alan’s head.

“...If you were there the whole time, a simple ‘hello’ would have been nice,” Alan said, his voice dropping an octave. 

He slowly raised his hands in the air. Standing behind him was a man draped in a heavy robe. He hadn't made a sound. The Cats instantly dropped into low, lethal stances, their fur bristling.

“Whoa, whoa! Time out! Everyone chill!” Taro shouted, jumping into the middle of the standoff.

The man reached out and gently lowered Alan’s hands. “I have no intention of fighting,” he said, stepping toward Taro. 

Taro took the man’s hand and gave it a firm, confident shake, looking him straight in the eye.

“Thanks for coming. Sorry about my guys; they’re just a little overprotective. I told them I’d be fine on my own, but they wouldn't take no for an answer.”

Taro gave a "you know how it is" shrug. The man let out a small, genuine chuckle. He glanced over at Alan’s group and nodded.

“It simply means you’re a leader worth protecting. I don’t mind. Though, if you’re going to set up snipers, you should really update their gear. Their camouflage is... well, it’s a bit ‘last decade,’ wouldn’t you say?”

Taro shot a sharp look at Alan. Alan looked like he’d just swallowed a lemon but reluctantly tapped his terminal.

“All units, stand down. Fall back to the entrance and wait.”

The robed man smiled thinly. He gestured toward the deeper part of the park. “This area is a bit too exposed for the conversation we need to have.”

He began to walk, and after a quick exchange of nervous glances, Taro and his team followed him into the trees.
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After leaving the park and walking for a bit, Taro and the gang were ushered into a High-speed Vehicle. They glided toward parts unknown in a silence so thick you could cut it with a vibro-blade. Taro, noting that no one had actually forbidden him from using his terminal, checked their current location. He let out a yelp of surprise when he realized the car was currently phased through a section of the station that was supposed to be solid vacuum.

"We’ve got our ways," the man said, pressing an index finger to his lips. "All sorts of little tricks. I’d appreciate it if you kept this between us."

Taro could only manage a strained, awkward chuckle. "Yeah, sure. Mum’s the word."

Eventually, the linear-drive vehicle began to decelerate as they reached their destination. The group hopped out and followed the two siblings in silence until they reached a small, unassuming room.

"It doesn’t officially exist on the station’s schematics, but this is 'home.' Make yourselves comfortable. Consider this a gesture of trust."

It looked like a standard reception room. Sofas and tables were lined up with military precision, accompanied by a few pieces of minimalist furniture. To the untrained eye, it was just a boring office—but Alan and the others looked like they’d just stepped into an alien museum.

"So this is what they call 'barrier-free'?" Alan muttered, staring at the entrance. "What was that word again... door... right, a doorknob."

Alan poked at the doorknob with the intensity of a scientist discovering a new species. Taro watched him for a second, wondering if his friend had finally lost his mind, before the realization hit him.

Oh, right. Manual doors. I guess those are a bit of a relic out here.

"Now that you mention it, seeing a door you actually have to grab and twist is pretty rare," Taro noted. "Actually, I think this is the first one I’ve seen in the Empire."

Standard doors were all handled by BISHOP. At most, you’d find a handle on a manual sliding door, but even those were few and far between.

"It’s a first for me, too," Alan said. "I’ve seen them in historical archives, but... is this the kind of thing that’s common 'over there'?"

"Well, they don't have BISHOP 'over there,' so yeah. Anyway, what are you doing?"

While chatting with Taro, Alan was frantically tapping away at his terminal. He glanced at the man and threw out a blunt question. "Mind if I scan the place?"

"If you're looking for bugs or explosives, be my guest," the man replied smoothly. "Hmph. You’ve clearly had military training. You’re far too efficient at that."

Alan met the man’s gaze with a stony silence. The man shrugged. "I guess I’m not winning any popularity contests today."

"Ah, well, we’ve had a long day," Taro interjected, trying to smooth things over. "Anyway, you probably already know, but let’s do introductions again. I’m Teiro Ichijo, representative of Rising Sun. And you’re... Phantom, right?"

The man gave a curt nod and gestured toward the sofa. As Taro sat down, Alan and the others moved to stand behind him like a wall of grim-faced bodyguards.

"That’s right. Phantom. I can’t prove it’s my real name since I don't technically have a family register, but that’s what everyone calls me. It’s as good a name as any."

His voice was calm, steady, and utterly relaxed. Alan spoke up again. "Can I ask one thing?"

"Go ahead."

"Seven years ago. Adela system, Adela Station 5. You spoke to an enemy soldier there. Do you remember what you said?"

Phantom tilted his head, looking thoughtful. After a moment of silence, he spoke.

"Was it... 'What on earth are you people doing here?' It was a long time ago. I don't recall the exact wording."

He looked genuinely unsure. Alan closed his eyes and nodded slowly, seemingly satisfied.

"Actually, it was: 'What on earth do you want to achieve, coming all the way out to a place like this?' Teiro, he’s the real deal. I had my doubts, but there’s no mistaking it now."

Phantom’s eyebrows shot up. "Wait. You were one of the ones from back then?"

"Yeah," Alan replied shortly.

"I see..." Phantom sighed. "That was a tragedy for everyone involved. I don't intend to apologize for it, but I don't expect an apology from you either. Can we leave it at that?"

Alan hesitated for a long moment before nodding firmly.

"Yeah. Let’s do that. It’s better this way. Sorry for the interruption. Please, continue."

Alan stepped back and lapsed into silence. Taro took a deep breath, straightened his posture, and looked Phantom in the eye.

"Right. So, uh, where to start? Basically, it’s about the offer I sent you. What do you think? See any potential in it?"

Taro was basically winging it at this point. Phantom watched him for a beat, then let out a soft huff.

"Teaching and commanding at a military academy, hm? It’s an amusing pitch. But I have to ask: even if I were inclined to cooperate, why should I do it for you? Not to sound arrogant, but I could walk into Gigantech Corp tomorrow and they’d make me a military advisor on the spot."

There it was. The giant, elephant-sized hole in Taro’s plan. Taro froze, his brain momentarily short-circuiting.

"Ugh, yeah... you hit the nail on the head. That is the problem... Uh, what do you think I should do?"

The entire room—Phantom included—stared at Taro with a collective look of Are you actually serious right now? Taro didn't blink. He just shrugged and leaned back.

"I mean, honestly, I thought about it. But you’re the kind of guy who picks a fight with the Galactic Empire and wins. There’s no point in me trying to out-negotiate you. I could beg, but that seems tacky. At the end of the day, I figured it was best just to ask what you wanted."

Taro looked at him expectantly, as if this was the most logical thing in the world. While Alan and the others looked like they wanted to crawl into a hole and die of embarrassment, Phantom actually let out a dry chuckle.

"You’re an interesting one. I’ll give you that. It’s a bizarre way of thinking... but not entirely unwelcome."

Phantom nodded to himself, seemingly amused by Taro’s sheer lack of guile. "I’ll get us some drinks," he said, snapping his fingers. 

A moment later, Leila emerged from a back door carrying a tray. She began pouring a fragrant, dark liquid into their cups.

"...Wait, is this coffee?" Taro blurted out, his nose twitching. "Seriously? This stuff still exists?"

The nostalgic scent hit him like a freight train. Phantom gave him a sharp, calculating look, while Alan and the rest just looked confused.

"You're quite the scholar," Phantom noted. "This isn't exactly a common beverage."

Crap, I might have sounded too excited. Taro ignored the probing gaze and took a sip. The bitter, complex aroma filled his mouth. It was heaven.

"Mmm... this is Mocha, isn't it? It tastes like a blend, though. Is the other half... Mandheling?"

Taro tossed the question out like a lure. Phantom’s expression shifted into a predatory, challenging grin.

"You're right about the Mocha. As for Mandheling... it’s called Madery these ages. Hmph. I see. You’re hiding some very interesting secrets, aren't you? 'Mandheling' is an ancient name. So old that practically no one alive should know it."

Taro felt a bead of sweat roll down his neck. He’d messed up. He tried to laugh it off with a fake, corporate grin. "Oh, I don't have any secrets! But if you're that curious, you could always come work for us and find out?"

"Heh. Appealing to my intellectual curiosity is a step in the right direction, but it's not quite enough to close the deal... Tell me, do you know what this is?"

Phantom reached behind his back and pulled something out. When Taro saw it, his heart nearly leaped out of his throat.

"Wait, wait, wait! No! I'm sorry! Whatever I said, I take it back! Don't shoot!"

Taro threw his hands up and tried to merge with the sofa. Alan and the others jumped, looking utterly baffled by his over-the-top reaction.

"...My apologies. It isn't loaded," Phantom said, though his eyes were gleaming. "But that confirms it. You—"

He tucked the hunk of iron back into his waistband.

"—have some connection to Earth. I’m trying to narrow down the possibilities... Are you an archaeology fanatic? Or maybe an Iceman? There’s a chance you’re from the same place as Leila, but the fact that you don't speak the language is a sticking point."

Taro’s jaw hit the floor. He’d been in the Galactic Empire for a while now, but this was the first time he’d ever heard anyone else say the word "Earth."

"Wait... how... what?"

Taro was stammering like a broken record. Phantom pointed toward the small of his back.

"Hardly anyone looks at this and immediately recognizes it as a weapon. Even Alan here—forgive me for the familiarity—didn't react. This design has been obsolete for centuries. A gunpowder-based, kinetic projectile weapon. A literal antique."

The hunk of iron—a Revolver—was something Taro hadn't seen a single trace of in the Empire until this moment.

"The Empire occasionally turns up some staggeringly old relics. This one is a replica, but the originals exist. There’s a niche group of collectors in the galaxy who hunt for things that pre-date even the Early Imperial Era. Though 'niche' is an understatement; there are very few of them."

Phantom gestured toward the door. "That doorknob is another one."

"But based on your reaction, you're not a collector. Which leaves 'Iceman.' Just how far back did you come from? Most Icemen from the older eras are logged on the Imperial checklists... but I don't recognize you. Did you only wake up recently?"

Phantom’s deductions were hitting him like a series of rapid-fire jabs. Taro threw his hands up in the air, closed his eyes, and sighed.

"Fine! I give up! You win!"
Episode 81

"Asking me to believe that is a bit of a stretch... no, I suppose I can’t rule it out. It’s not mathematically impossible."

Phantom whispered the words, his face a mask of deep, agonizing contemplation. He was currently processing the bombshell Teiro had dropped: that he’d woken up in the middle of the Galactic Empire after originating from a place called Earth.

"Earth... I’d always assumed that was just some archaic word for the era predating Recorded Imperial History. You’re telling me it was the name of the planet itself? That’s a fact that would flip the history books on their heads. Honestly, I’m floored... but don't worry, I’ve got no intention of going public with this."

With his hood pulled back, Phantom’s face was surprisingly serene. He didn’t look like a man dubbed the Reaper at all. He had chiseled features, strong brows, and a mouth that seemed perpetually fixed in a gentle, pleasant curve. His eyes, however, told a different story. They were sharp—abnormally, terrifyingly sharp.

"You’re actually buying this?" Alan asked, lounging on the sofa with a newfound air of relaxation. Something in his demeanor had clearly shifted. He didn't even turn his head, merely shifting his gaze toward the legendary assassin. "I’m the one who believes him, and even I think it sounds like a load of tripe."

"The reaction to the Antique is the clincher," Phantom replied, his eyes never leaving Teiro. "A collector or an intellectual might recognize the design, but no one would actually be scared of it. Nobody expects an ancient relic to be functional. Even a cautious man would, at most, give it a wry smile."

With a dull clunk, Phantom set the handgun down on the table. Alan snatched it up with immediate, professional interest, inspecting the hardware with the intensity of a jeweler.

"Chemical propellant... Hmph. This is a shockingly primitive piece of kit. It’s just a trigger linked to a hammer. Not a single electronic component in sight. Hmm. It’s got rifling, but I don’t see a port to inject the powder. Is it a cartridge type? Must be a massive pain to reload."

Alan’s former-soldier blood was clearly pumping. Despite his dismissive tone, he looked like a kid with a new toy as he toyed with the revolver.

"I think they used these things called... uh, Speedloaders? You could set six bullets at once. I’m pretty sure I saw them used in some old movies," Teiro chimed in, miming the motion of reloading. 

"You mean this?" Phantom asked, handing Teiro the exact device he’d just described.

"Yeah, exactly! That’s the... wait. Are handgun bullets usually this freaking huge?"

Six massive slugs protruded from the cylindrical metal frame. Each one was thicker than Teiro’s thumb.

"I told you, it’s a replica," Phantom explained. "The real ones are worth hundreds of millions of Credits; their only job is to sleep in some collector's vault. This one is made of Ivory Metal, and the warheads are a tungsten alloy. It doesn't use gunpowder either—it uses a Plasma Expansion Body. Same principle, though."

Whoa, Teiro thought, letting out a low whistle of admiration. Most of the technical jargon went right over his head, but he could easily imagine the sheer, bone-shattering violence packed into those oversized bullets.

One thing’s for sure: if that hits me, I’m a goner. It doesn't matter where it hits; it's going to be messy. "Wait, Alan? What the heck are you doing?"

Alan snatched the bullets from Teiro’s hand and began loading the revolver with a terrifyingly blank expression. He moved with the fluid, practiced ease of a man handling a familiar tool. Once the cylinder clicked into place, he slowly raised the barrel and aimed it directly at the center of Phantom’s forehead.

"I wouldn’t do that if I were you," Phantom said, his face remains perfectly cool despite the barrel between his eyes. "The recoil is heavier than a large-caliber rifle. You’ll do a lot more than just break your wrist."

"I figured as much," Alan said. "By the way, would this warhead be enough to give you a fatal wound?"

"Hard to say. It would be difficult, but I’d personally rather not find out. My Reinforced Skeleton might deflect the slug, but pain is still pain. Plus, skin regeneration is a hassle."

"Fine then. Suit yourself. Here."

Alan tossed the gun back to Phantom as if it were a piece of trash. Phantom caught it and emptied the chamber with a flick of his wrist. Teiro, meanwhile, was vibrating with anxiety, being the only person in the room who had no idea what the hell was happening.

"It’s fine, Teiro. I’ve got it out of my system. Sorry about that... technically, this guy was the one who killed my old unit."

Alan offered a weak, troubled smile. Teiro could only mutter a "Right..." in response. He couldn't find the words. He just took solace in the fact that Alan had used the past tense.

"Besides, even if I pulled the trigger, I wouldn't hit him," Alan added, sinking back into the sofa with an air of total defeat. "He 'dodges' bullets. The moment I even think about twitching my finger, I’d be saying goodbye to my hand. That’s how it was back then. I doubt it's changed."

"It's not exactly dodging," Phantom corrected. "I just move to a safe position in advance based on the future I see through BISHOP. Anyway, I think we’re done for today. Let’s call it a night. The important business is over."

"Wait, hang on! I haven't gotten an answer yet—"

"The answer is no, kid. As an Antique collector, I’m fascinated by you, but I have zero interest in your company."

Phantom pointed a firm finger toward the exit. Teiro opened his mouth to argue, but thought better of it. Pushing a man like the Reaper was a one-way ticket to a bad time.

"Understood. We’ll get out of your hair for today... but, uh, you seem to know a lot about Earth stuff. I’d love to chat more. Can I come back?"

"I’d love to say you’re always welcome... but you’d better stay away. If the Empire finds out you’re associating with me, 'person of interest' will be the least of your problems."

"Ah, good point. They’d probably think I’m plotting a coup or something. One last question before I go?"

Teiro paused at the door, looking back over his shoulder. Phantom remained nonchalant. "What is it?"

"Why did you actually help me?"

"...Go on."

"I mean, you said you were after my life, but that was a total bluff, right? It doesn't make sense for a newcomer to be cozying up to the local mobs. And if I were some kind of tyrant, you could have just snuffed me out without the theatrical threats, couldn't you?"

"...Because you seemed like a decent person," Phantom said, raising a single finger as he leaned in closer. "As a citizen, I’m rooting for you."

His tone shifted, becoming low and serious. 

"They’re officially neutral, but certain corporations with backroom ties to the Enzio Alliance have been making moves lately. The hunters, too. We have to assume there’s been a leak. You’re likely going to have a Bounty on your head soon. Funded by Enzio."

"Oh. Well. That explains a lot," Teiro said, the pieces clicking into place. "So the whole 'threatening' thing was just to get me to stay on guard? Thanks, I guess."

"I couldn't exactly introduce myself, and I doubt you would have believed a random warning. Unfortunately, they’ve already caught your scent. I didn't expect you to have a connection to a survivor from seven years ago, though."

"Yeah, me neither. But hey, in a galaxy this big, a coincidence like that... it’s gotta be fate, right?"

"The God of Probability likes to pull some nasty pranks from time to time," Phantom said, his face going blank as he began physically ushering Teiro out. Resisting this guy is like trying to stop a tank with a wet noodle, Teiro thought as he was pushed toward the hallway.

"Wait! Here, take this! Give it to your sister! It’s a souvenir!"

At the very last second, Teiro shoved a small box through the closing door. Phantom caught it through the crack. 

"Thank you. Now, for the last time—goodbye." 

The door slammed shut with a finality that shook the floorboards.



"Look, Teiro. I’m... I’m really sorry about today."

They were back in the car, speeding away from the mysterious address. Alan was sitting across from Teiro, looking like a man who had just accidentally kicked a puppy.

"For what?" Teiro asked.

"For what?! I had a golden opportunity and I blew it! I’m a failure as an executive. You can fire me, demote me—whatever you want."

Alan’s expression was hollow. Teiro stared at him for a long beat before speaking.

"If you had actually pulled the trigger, I might’ve considered it. But the result probably would've been the same anyway. Besides, I screw things up constantly. Let’s call it even."

Teiro put as much "I mean it" energy into his voice as possible. Alan just stared at the floor. "I’m sorry."

"He’s probably gone for good now," Alan sighed. "He shared too much about himself. He’ll move his nest."

"Eh, it was a long shot from the start. We’ll just find someone else. Next! Anyway..." Teiro thought back to the box he’d handed over. He remembered the grueling week of work it had taken to make that souvenir—the sleepless nights involving both Marl and Koume. "I have a feeling we’ll hear from him. That guy is a softie deep down."



Three days passed. The team at Rising Sun was back to the grind, planning new station defenses and drafting concepts for a new fleet. The educational organization project had been shelved, but there was still a mountain of paperwork to climb.

"Fleshing out a plan that’s probably going to get axed is a real drain on the soul," Marl complained, resting her cheek on her hand. Teiro nodded in solemn agreement. 

"Maybe we just wait for some legendary Imperial veteran to wander into the office and ask for a job?" Teiro suggested.

"In your dreams. We can’t compete with the salaries other firms offer. Everyone is desperate for talent... Speaking of which, what happened with that?"

She was referring to the gift for Leila. 

"I gave it to him, but I haven't heard a peep since—"

Teiro was interrupted by the office door bursting open. Alan sprinted in, looking like he’d seen a ghost. 

"Teiro! What kind of voodoo did you pull?! Phantom just reached out—he wants to 'positively consider' our proposal!"

Teiro let out a victory screech and jumped into the air, fist-pumping the ceiling. Alan marched over and handed him a data chip. "This is for you."

Teiro pressed the chip to his forehead, and the message pulsed directly into his mind.

“I’ve seen your sincerity. Thank you for the wonderful souvenir; my sister is absolutely thrilled. I won’t ask how you manufactured this, but I can only imagine the effort it took. At my age, I never thought I’d be able to have a real conversation with her. I didn’t realize she was such a chatterbox. It seems the vocabulary on this translator is expandable—I’ve taken that as a sign of your intent. I look forward to the next version.”
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Inside his private quarters on the Plum II—which had long since been repurposed into a chaotic, chip-strewn workshop—Teiro slumped in his chair and emitted a groan that sounded like a dying engine. His desk was a graveyard of data chips, and his monitor screamed with the results of his latest deep-dive. Specifically, it was the curriculum for the Katsushika Defense School, the "educational facility" he’d basically willed into existence.

"Hey, Teiro. How about a radical new concept called 'sleep'? You’ve been awake for thirty hours, though I doubt your brain has registered that yet."

Teiro jumped, nearly rattling his teeth, as a voice drifted in from behind him. He spun around, rubbing eyes so bloodshot they looked like a roadmap of the galaxy, and accepted a cup of coffee from Marl.

"Ah, thanks... Yeah, just let me finish this one section. It’s a good stopping point, I swear."

The bitter, sweet aroma of the caffeine hit his senses like a physical slap. He decided to call a temporary truce with his workload, abandoning the desk to throw himself onto the two-seater sofa with a heavy thud.

"Don't kill yourself," Marl said, sipping her tea beside him. "As it stands, we haven't found a spare Teiro to replace you yet."

Teiro stole a glance at her as she lounged there, completely defenseless. Man, life is weird, he thought, exhaling a long breath. 

He’d originally bought this sofa with the pathetic, hopeful fantasy of one day having a cute girl sit next to him, but he’d never actually expected it to happen. Marl was, even by the most objective standards, a stone-cold hottie. He certainly hadn't expected they’d end up this close. 

"I hear you," Teiro muttered. "I’m trying to pace myself, but the stuff I’m working on now is the 'don't-get-us-killed' variety. It needs to be done yesterday."

"I get that the basics are important," Marl countered, "but shouldn't you just dump this on Alan or Phantom? They’re the professionals."

"If only it were that easy. See, Alan and Phantom are Imperial military to the bone. Their entire concept of ship operations and doctrine—their 'big book of rules'—is built on Imperial standards. But when you’re running a tiny fleet, those rules are basically a manual on how to go bankrupt or blow up."

Imperial Doctrine was simple: drown the enemy in a sea of ships and use hyper-specialized roles to delete anything in their path. That worked great when you had an endless budget and a million warships. It was hot garbage for a small-to-medium enterprise.

The difference bled into everything, from the ship types to the gear they bolted on. The Empire loved "frontal-assault-only" behemoths like the Thunderbolt. Civilians, however, had to use "do-everything" ships because they didn't have a giant wall of allies to protect their backs. 

"Hmm... Strategy isn't really my thing," Marl admitted, "but if you say so, I'll take your word for it. Though, I have to say, it’s a surprise. Since when were you good at playing teacher?"

"Oh, I'm totally winging it," Teiro joked. "I’m just the ideas guy. I dump the knowledge into Phantom’s lap, and he’s the one who has to figure out how to actually drill it into people’s heads."

Thanks to the military knowledge that had been overridden into his brain, Teiro knew how to fight, but teaching it was a whole different headache. He figured he'd act as the chief architect of the syllabus, leaving the actual "screaming at recruits" part to a professional like Phantom.

With Phantom officially on the payroll and the facility construction underway, the only thing left on the to-do list was this massive mountain of instructional data. Between trading, kicking WIND butt, and doing 'President things,' Teiro had been chipping away at it. It was finally starting to look like a real plan. 

But the sheer volume of info was staggering, and time was a luxury he didn't have.

"Once the foundation is set, it'll be smooth sailing... but honestly, I'm rushing. This is a five-year plan I’m trying to cram into a weekend."

"Your ideas are always like that—ridiculously over-ambitious," Marl sighed. "But... a 'school,' huh? A place where people actually get together to learn? I've never been. I bet it's actually fun."

"Wait, Marl-tan, you never went to school?"

"I did correspondence courses," she said with a shrug. "But sitting in a room with other people? Not really. Honestly, I don't think many people have done that. You’d have to travel to some massive, distant station just for a classroom. It’s horribly inefficient."

Space society is depressing, Teiro thought. "Whoa, that’s how it works out here? I feel like things like 'social skills' and 'playing well with others' are kind of a big deal."

"Maybe, but it's not like you can only learn that in a classroom."

"True. But I want this school to actually value that stuff. I mean, is it just me, or are Imperial citizens kind of... cold? Everyone feels so distant, like the whole concept of 'community' is a foreign language."

"Is it?" Marl tilted her head. "That's just normal to me. I wouldn't know any better."

She pulled out her handheld terminal and started swiping. 

"Oh, look at Phantom. His face is different... a bit more rugged, isn't it?"

A bust-up shot of Phantom appeared on the screen. His personal data was listed next to it, though it was suspiciously brief.

"He said he was changing his look just in case," Marl said, peering at the screen. "Cyborgs are handy like that. But seriously, Teiro... can we actually trust this guy?"

Teiro leaned back, staring at the ceiling. "Who knows?"

"Optimistic as always."

"Look, if he wanted us dead, we’d have been ghosted a long time ago. He seems like a 'principled' hunter. For a guy who kills people for a living, he’s basically a saint."

Upon officially joining the crew, Phantom had come clean about his life as a Bounty Hunter. Teiro didn't really mind—Gon and the Cats were in the same line of work, after all. In the Empire, it was a standard career path, and it kept the real crazies in check. 

Sure, there was the minor issue of whether the targets were actually criminals, but Phantom and the Cats seemed to have some standards. The real problem was the "corporate bounties"—illegal hits disguised as legal ones. Dr. Argimov was a prime example of that mess. There were plenty of hunters who would take a paycheck to disappear an innocent person and then flee to another star system before the heat arrived. The Empire didn't have a police force; if it didn't affect the Emperor's bottom line, they didn't care.

"I guess the results speak for themselves," Marl said. "Whatever. I helped build that translator of his, so I’d rather not see my hard work go to waste."

"Haha, you were a lifesaver back then. I can handle the software side of things, but hardware is basically black magic to me."

"You did come out of nowhere asking for a translator for some 'ancient, obscure' language. I thought you’d finally snapped. Make sure you thank the girls at Makina Corp, too... But hey, Teiro. That language... is it what I think it is?"

Teiro’s expression went uncharacteristically somber. "Probably. When I was writing the translation logic, the words just... fit. I could slide them into Imperial Standard without even thinking. It’s Japanese, or something so close it doesn't matter. My English grades were trash back in the day, so it’s the only language I’ve got left."

He remembered that day at the electronics shop when he’d heard that specific tongue. He had replied without even thinking. Even when he tried to listen to it normally, he couldn't "understand" it, yet there was this haunting sense of belonging.

He knew it was the Override. Koume had told him that translating a dead language was impossible without a native speaker, yet he’d done it with ease. There was only one logical explanation.

"I’ll get the full story out of her eventually," Teiro said. "Phantom says her home planet was 'razed' by the Empire, but maybe there are some clues left in the dirt."

According to the legend himself, her home world had been wiped clean. It was some backwater planet that got overrun by WIND, and the Empire decided that instead of a rescue mission, a total orbital cleansing was more efficient. Picturing a world crawling with those WIND monstrosities, Teiro could almost—almost—understand why the Empire did it.

"Hey, Teiro. Do you think... maybe... no, forget it."

Marl looked away, her eyes dropping to her feet. Teiro knew exactly what she was thinking, but he didn't say a word. He didn't want to voice the possibility that the "razed planet" was Earth.

"Oh! Teiro, message from Koume. The votes are in. Alex Silverman is the new Mayor. Big surprise there."

Marl tilted the terminal to show him the spreadsheet of doom. Teiro scanned the numbers and nodded.

"The former exec from that old-money corporation? Yeah, figures. The guy’s got deep roots in Katsushika. Everyone loves a 'local' success story. Well, I guess we better go say hi to the new boss."

Teiro had pushed through a bill to decide the system’s administration through a popular vote. Part of it was his lingering "Democracy is Non-Negotiable" Earthling sentiment, but the other part was pure survival. They couldn't run a whole star system from a spaceship, and they didn't have the staff to play bureaucrats. The company was just too small for the scale of the job.

"It’s our money funding the operations, so we need to make sure this guy isn't a total crook," Marl said, standing up. "Still, a 'popularity contest' to pick a leader? That’s wild. I’m a little worried, but... deciding things for ourselves feels right."

As they headed for the airlock, Teiro gave her a cocky grin.

"It’s called an 'election,' Marl. Welcome to the future."
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"—Therefore, in order for Katsushika Station to achieve even greater heights of prosperity, it is vital that we establish a cooperative framework centered on both major and minor enterprises. We must dedicate ourselves to even further efforts toward this objective. Furthermore—"

The audience consisted of several hundred bureau members involved in station operations. They weren't employees of Rising Sun, but rather civil servants of a public corporation known as the Katsushika Station Management Committee. Their job was to handle the nitty-gritty administrative work of the station, following the investments and directives of the Station Master.

Technically, the station's future was decided by the Director of this Management Bureau alongside the representatives of the corporation holding the system's ownership. In other words: Teiro. He also had to work with the People's Representative, a position filled via a new public voting system he’d established. The office of Mayor had existed before, but Teiro had essentially gutted the old selection method and rebuilt its authority from scratch.

"How many hours is this going to take? It’s just the same speech on a loop. I’m bored to tears," Marl whispered, venting her frustration.

She was directing her venom at the new Mayor Silverman, who had been droning on with his inaugural policy speech for ages. Teiro gave a sympathetic nod but kept a polite, professional smile plastered on his face. They were currently sitting on a stage in a massive hall, their every move broadcast live to every network site across the station.

"Ooh, check it out. Viewership is at 82%," Teiro muttered, stealing a glance at his handheld terminal. "That’s roughly four million people watching us right now. I feel like I’m about to awaken to a very specific kind of exhibitionist fetish."

Teiro was used to the thousand-odd eyes of Rising Sun’s employees, but four million was a daunting number. Marl responded with a heavy, weary sigh.

"I hate being the center of attention. People just tease you or write utter garbage about you online. I suppose it’s a bit late to worry about that now, though."

She gave a small, defeated shrug.

The name Rising Sun had already blazed across the star system; by now, there wasn't a soul in Katsushika who didn't know the company. As the corporation destined to be the Station Master, that was only natural, but for Teiro and the rest of the crew, it was their first time dealing with actual fame.

Having already made a name for themselves as the "Protectors of the System" before taking over Katsushika, they had become the celebrities of the hour. Marl was worshipped as a "Goddess," while Alan was currently lighting up message boards as a "Master Strategist." Naturally, Teiro drew the most eyes, but his alias—The Guardian of Virgins—was still going strong. Apparently, he even had a dedicated core of hardcore fans.

I really think it’s about time I got a cool nickname... Teiro grumbled to himself.

He let the Mayor’s voice flow in one ear and out the other. Silverman’s tone was starting to sound like a soothing lullaby, and it was doing dangerous things to Teiro’s sleep-deprived brain.

"…Hey! Teiro, wake up! It’s your turn!!"

Marl’s whisper was sharp as a needle. Teiro snapped awake, practically launching himself out of his seat in a panic. His chair let out an agonizing, metallic screech across the floorboards, the sound echoing through the silent hall with maximum awkwardness. Mayor Silverman stared back at him with an expression of profound concern.

"…Ahaha! My bad. Don't worry, I was listening! Totally! Koume, give me the TL;DR!"

The first half was directed at Silverman out loud. The second half was sent via BISHOP to Koume, who was waiting in the wings.

[BISHOP: UNDERSTOOD, MR. TEIRO. SUMMARIZING HIS SPEECH AS FOLLOWS: "LET'S ALL WORK HARD TOGETHER." END OF SUMMARY.]

Thanks, Koume... Man, Galactic Standard Language is a pain. How does it take that long to say something so simple?

[BISHOP: HAHA. QUITE THE JOKE. WOULD YOU LIKE A REWARD CUSHION FOR THAT BIT?]

It’s an old gag, I’ll pass... "Ahem! Yes, thank you. I am Teiro Ichijo, representative of Rising Sun, and as of today, your new Station Master."

He strolled to the center of the stage, addressing the crowd, the cameras, and the millions of people watching at home. Thanks to high-performance sound-collecting mics, he didn't even need a podium. The stage felt empty. To compensate for his awkwardness, Teiro clasped his hands behind his back.

"Now, as you all know, Rising Sun is a very young company. As its representative, I’m also a bit of a greenhorn. I narrowly missed the record for 'Youngest Station Master,' but I’m still quite the rare specimen."

Teiro scanned the staff, ensuring every eye and ear was locked onto him.

"I imagine many of you are feeling pretty anxious. You’re probably wondering if a kid like me can actually handle this. As you can hear, I’m a bit crude, and no matter how you look at me, I don’t exactly scream 'child prodigy' or 'charismatic hunk.' Oh, but if there are any ladies out there who do think I look the part, please send me your contact info privately. As for the men, I recommend immediate laser eye surgery. Or perhaps a career in abstract art."

The hall rippled with a wave of laughter. Teiro maintained a bright, charming smile and pressed on.

"But don’t worry. Rest easy, everyone. I might be a novice, but Mr. Silverman is anything but. He’s a grizzled veteran of the economic world and a comrade who grew up here alongside all of you. He’s not a newcomer like me. And as you know, he’s the one who will be at the heart of the station’s management. Not me."

Teiro paused for a beat, clearing his throat and bringing his left hand to his mouth. He covertly bit down on a tube hidden in his sleeve, letting a trickle of water moisten a throat that was parched from nerves.

"Now, I’m sure that’s a relief for many of you, but it raises a question: What is Rising Sun actually trying to do by letting someone else manage their money? Or rather, aren’t we being a bit too hands-off?"

The stage lights made it hard to see individual faces, but he saw several silhouettes nodding in agreement. Teiro gave a few small nods of his own.

"Yes, that’s a perfectly natural question. Normally, a corporation would run a station to maximize its own profits above all else, and you all know Mr. Silverman isn't that kind of man... But here’s the thing: I am absolutely certain that Mr. Silverman will prioritize Rising Sun’s profits above everything else."

The venue erupted into a low murmur. Teiro caught a glimpse of Mayor Silverman, who looked deeply offended by the suggestion. The man looked ready to tackle him, so Teiro raised a calming palm.

"Don't get angry yet; at least hear me out. The reason isn't because there's a flaw in Mr. Silverman’s character, nor is it because of some shady backroom deal. Not that such things are forbidden—everyone does it, after all. No, the reason is much simpler than that."

Teiro paused, letting the silence hang to build the tension.

"It’s simple because your interests and our interests are exactly the same. Therefore, by acting in your best interest, Mr. Silverman is, by definition, prioritizing ours. It’s a perfect alignment."

Teiro shrugged as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. He felt a wave of relief as he saw Mayor Silverman settle back with a satisfied, knowing smile.

"I... or rather, Rising Sun... wants a long-term relationship with Katsushika. Not just five or ten years. I’m talking fifty, a hundred. Hell, if possible, I want us to be together for a thousand years."

Teiro looked upward with the dreamy eyes of a visionary. Then he snapped his gaze back to the crowd.

"And when you look at the math, a funny thing happens. No matter how you crunch the numbers, the final profit is much higher if every company in the system grows together rather than Rising Sun growing alone. In that scenario, the profit increases exponentially, and the break-even point is just around the corner. This isn't some starry-eyed ideal or a corporate platitude."

Teiro’s right hand shot up, rapidly overtaking his slowly rising left hand to mimic a graph. A thousand eyes followed the gesture. He lowered his hands and tucked them behind his back again.

"Everyone, the current situation in Katsushika isn't exactly sunshine and rainbows. New-type WIND units have appeared, our networks are being shredded, and our way of life is under threat. We’ve also got the Enzio Alliance being a general pain in the neck. But this is also an opportunity. Katsushika is the projected New Main Trade Route, and there’s a massive demand for defense contractors. At a time like this, policies that sap the system’s momentum or exploit the people benefit absolutely no one."

He unclasped his hands and spread them wide in an inviting gesture. Every move was exactly as he’d rehearsed with Alan.

"Everyone, let’s do this freely. Not 'do whatever you want,' but freedom within a framework of order and mutual respect. Let those who work hard be rewarded, and let those who don't face the consequences. We will decide our own future. Let’s protect our liberty and our duties with our own two hands! It’ll be hard, sure. But there’s nothing we can’t handle if we try!"

He ramped up the modulation, his voice rising in power.

"We have no intention of dividing this station into 'rulers' and 'the ruled.' Let’s take each other's hands and give it our all! I’m not going to ask you to trust us today. Trust is something you earn after years of results. But don't worry—you all know that merchants are honest about one thing: greed. If there’s a profit to be made, you can bet your lives we’ll give it 110%!"

He threw both hands into the air, shouting his final line at the top of his lungs.

"Freedom and prosperity to Katsushika! Let’s walk this path together!"

Teiro closed his eyes, signaling the end of the speech. He braced himself, a smile ready for the expected reaction, but within seconds, his expression crumbled into pure confusion.

The silence was deafening. It was eerie.

...Wait, what? Did I blow it?

He hadn’t expected a standing ovation, but he’d at least hoped for some polite, "we-have-to-do-this" applause. Instead, the total lack of sound made cold sweat prickle down his spine. The people in the hall were looking around anxiously, their brows furrowed as if they were terrified of how they were supposed to react.

"President Teiro. If I may?"

Marl stepped up from behind him, looking completely unruffled. Teiro nodded frantically like a drowning man grabbing a life preserver and moved aside. As they passed, Marl gave him a smirk that clearly said, Nice try, rookie, before raising her hand to the crowd.

"In place of our President, I, Vice President Marl, will provide a brief clarification. The President is on extremely close terms with high-ranking officials of the Imperial Military. Furthermore, his sister, President Riza, is a high-level executive within the TRB Union. Our formal declaration of intent has already been sent to the Empire and has received official sanction."

A split second of total silence followed.

Then, the hall exploded. The roar of cheers and the thunder of applause were so loud they threatened to bring the ceiling down.

"Haha... I see," Teiro muttered with a wry, pained smile amidst the fanatical ovation. "When I said 'freedom,' they were just terrified the Empire was gonna come kill them..."
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The Katsushika Station Public Hall had pulled a quick-change act, transitioning from a formal speech venue into a full-blown party. Teiro stood with Marl, clutching a metal glass that had been—strangely enough—diamond-coated. They wandered the perimeter with a relative amount of freedom.

"Well, I guess real glass is a liability in a place like this," Teiro muttered.

When he thought of "standing buffet parties," his brain immediately went to fancy cocktail glasses. He flicked his fingernail against the blue cup in his hand, letting out a dull ting.

"Glass isn't exactly popular on space stations," Marl replied, looking quite pleased with herself. "If the Gravity Generation Device hits a snag, you’d have razor-sharp shards zip-zooming through the air. If you’re dying for a transparent look, I can find you an acrylic one?"

"No, this is fine," Teiro said, hoisting the metal cup before draining it in one go. A service robot immediately swooped in. "How about another?" it asked. He swapped the empty for a fresh one and began drifting toward the wall. The crowd was dense, but not suffocating. More importantly, people practically parted like the Red Sea whenever he approached.

To be honest, he’d expected to be tackled by a literal horde of reporters and sycophants, but it seemed the attendees were actually being considerate. If their eyes met, they’d offer a polite nod, but only a brave few actually dared to initiate a conversation.

"Seriously though, Marl-tan, you’re a lifesaver. Back there on stage, I thought for sure I was dead meat. That silence was so heavy it’s gonna give me PTSD."

Teiro shivered at the memory of the dead air during his speech. Marl gave him a look that was equal parts smug and maternal.

"If you thought you could do everything by yourself, you were dead wrong. I’ll admit you’ve leveled up since we met, but your basic foundation is 'Backwater Planet,' not 'Imperial Elite.' There are some things you just can't fake."

Teiro scratched his head. "Yeah, fair point."

"I could have just pinged you via BISHOP, but you looked like you were about to have a total meltdown, so I stepped in... By the way, who wrote that script? Did you actually come up with those lines?"

"Nah, it was a collab with Alan. Bella-san did the final polish. Though, I ended up ad-libbing about half of it anyway. Tehe!"

Marl looked genuinely impressed. "Huh." She plucked a piece of unrecognizable fruit from a nearby table and popped it into her mouth. "To think that when we met, you were just a bumbling mess who didn't even know how to walk in zero-G... you’ve really come a long way. Honestly? I think it’s amazing."

She leaned in, a soft, genuine smile playing on her lips. Teiro found himself staring, captivated by her expression for a heartbeat too long, before his internal "Awkward Alarm" blared. He jerked his head away, blushing furiously.

"H-hmph! I can be a real stud when the situation calls for it, you know."

What am I even saying? he screamed internally. It was a pathetic, tough-guy line, but Marl just chuckled.

"I know," she said simply.

Teiro was left speechless. He wasn't built to handle sincere praise; it was his one true weakness.

[MR. TEIRO, I HAVE A REPORT. A GUEST HAS ARRIVED. COULD YOU PLEASE REPORT TO THE WAITING ROOM?]

Koume’s voice echoed through the BISHOP link. Teiro, who had been frantically trying to formulate a smooth follow-up line for Marl, clicked his tongue and decided to cut his losses by heading to the waiting room.

"Congratulations on your appointment, Lord Teiro. That was a magnificent performance... although, I don’t appreciate you using me as a prop to flaunt your Imperial connections. I’d prefer you didn’t take such liberties."

Waiting in the room was Dean, looking sharp in his white Imperial Military formal-wear. He dropped that icy opening line and then immediately followed up with, "May I sit?"

"Whoa, hey, we’re practically best buds, aren’t we, Dean-san? It’s been a while! Please, take a load off. So... uh, what brings you to my neck of the woods today?"

Teiro ushered Dean toward a plush sofa and plopped down across from him. Koume and Marl flanked Teiro like elite bodyguards, while a woman he didn't recognize stood perfectly still behind Dean.

"Um, your friend can sit too, if she wants?" Teiro pointed to a round stool meant for attendants.

The woman looked like a Cyborg; her pupils were dilated to an unnatural degree as she stared through Teiro. Dean dismissed the offer with a cold wave of his hand. 

"She’s fine. It’s a mechanical body anyway; she doesn’t know the meaning of 'tired.' She’s just a guard. Ignore her. More importantly, Lord Teiro, it seems your career hasn't lost any momentum. Lyza’s letters are filled with nothing but glowing reports about your exploits."

Dean’s face was surprisingly gentle, a far cry from his usual "hard-boiled soldier" persona. Teiro stayed on guard, refusing to be charmed, but he couldn't help wondering if the guy was just a massive pushover for his little sister.

"Yeah, well, between the war and everything else, it’s been pretty chaotic. How about your side? Not that you look like you're hurting for work, but I doubt spying on us is very entertaining."

"On the contrary, I’ve never had a more entertaining assignment. Oops, did I let that slip? Perhaps I’ve had one too many drinks. Then again, if I keep drinking, I might let even more secrets slide."

Dean gave a deliberate shrug, his eyes narrowing playfully. Teiro hesitated, then decided to play along with the "clueless friend" routine.

"Koume, grab 'the thing' for me... Thanks. Dean-san, do you have a thing for booze? This is a pretty rare vintage, so please, accept it as a gift."

Teiro handed over a package Koume had produced, watching Dean’s face for the slightest twitch of disapproval. If the man looked even slightly offended, Teiro was ready to pivot to a backup bribe—er, gift.

"I assume I’m accepting this as a friend?" Dean asked, his voice probing. His expression was a stone wall. Teiro’s brain started spinning at overclocked speeds, searching for the hidden trap.

"...Yeah, exactly. As a friend. It’s definitely not a bri—"

Before Teiro could finish the word, Dean’s hand shot out, palm flat in front of Teiro’s face.

"Do not finish that sentence. At least not right now. The network’s AUTOMATIC VOICE ACCUMULATION PROGRAM would flag that keyword, and then both of us would be under surveillance by a completely different agency."

Dean looked down, gesturing to a device on his belt. Teiro swallowed hard, eyeing the gadget that was clearly a SOUND COLLECTION DEVICE. Dean lowered his hand.

"Besides, I’m not looking for that. I was just testing your character. I’m glad it wasn't cash... I’d hate to have to throw you in prison. Still, I’ll take the drink."

Dean smirked. Teiro shuddered, wondering where the jokes ended and the threats began. He might not have made the "perfect" move, but he felt like giving himself a gold star for avoiding the "get thrown in a black site" option.

"Now, let's stop playing and get down to business. I didn't come here just for the party; I have a business proposal for you."

Play? Was that all play? Teiro was exasperated—the line between "friendly banter" and "interrogator" was way too thin with this guy. But at the word "business," his brain snapped back into professional mode.

"A proposal? From the Imperial Military!!?"

Teiro’s voice was way too loud. Dean winced.

"Keep it down... You aren't technically wrong, but it’s not what you’re imagining. For starters, your company is way too small to handle our actual logistics. Come back and talk to me when your employee count has another two or three zeros at the end."

Teiro gave a weak laugh. He’s not wrong.

If I had to supply, say, metal eyelets for shoelaces to a billion soldiers... if they replaced them every two years and each shoe had twenty holes... I’d have to crank out 15 billion rings a year. That’s 40 million a day. Rising Sun couldn't even handle the 'tiny metal bits' contract. That was, of course, assuming shoelaces were even still a thing in the future.

"Haha, yeah. But come on, if someone says they have a deal with the Imperial Military, anybody would get their hopes up."

"I suppose I can't blame you... Anyway, the details. The client is a specific department within the Military, led by one of my subordinates. I don't want to do a direct transaction, so you’ll need to run this through a dummy company. Are you familiar with those kinds of 'creative' arrangements?"

"Not a clue."

"Your honesty is refreshing. A bit shocking, but refreshing... No matter, it's just a paperwork headache. Tell Alan; he’s clever enough to handle the red tape. What I want is that 'interesting weapon' you’ve got mounted on your ship. Interested?"

Dean’s eyes glinted with a "gotcha" look.

"Oh, the Railgun? Sure. I mean, go for it... but our production capacity is pretty pathetic, you know?"

Teiro’s casual response caught Dean off guard. His pupils flickered for a fraction of a second.

"You’re being awfully open about it... Hmm. So there’s nothing top-secret about the projectile itself?"

Dean rubbed his chin, deep in thought. Teiro just shrugged.

"Nah, nothing to hide. It’s just that my Gift happens to have great synergy with that kind of attack. If you were looking for some kind of miracle super-weapon, you’re barking up the wrong tree."

Teiro tried to look apologetic. It was a bit of an act, but also the truth. He’d really wanted this deal to work out; you couldn't find a more stable client than the Empire.

"I see. Perhaps it’s because I spend too much time in intelligence, but your transparency is baffling... Regardless, I still want to place a standard order for Railguns. As many as you can possibly manufacture."

Teiro’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. "Wait, really?"

Dean had likely mentioned the intelligence agency bit on purpose, which meant he definitely knew the factory’s exact output. He was prepared to buy every single unit they could squeeze out.

Up until now, the Railgun had been a niche project developed specifically for the Plum. It hadn't made a cent of profit, and Teiro never thought it would. For a normal pilot, the benefits compared to a Beam Weapon were basically zero.

"I mean, we’ll sell 'em to you until the cows come home, but... can I ask why?"

This sounds too good to be true. Where’s the catch? Teiro wondered. Dean just arched an eyebrow.

"It’s simple math. We’re running out of everything. Cannons, ships, modules—the supply chain is screaming. Specifically, anything involving Beam Weapons and Razor Metal is in a state of total collapse. Railguns are a decent stopgap since they don't require those specific strategic resources. Demand is about to skyrocket."

Teiro nodded. He’d seen it in his own fleet; the cost of conventional cannons was getting ridiculous, making it impossible to scale up.

"I get that. But are they actually going to help? They’ll just get melted by Beams, right?"

Teiro knew there was a tactical workaround, but he wanted to hear the "official" version. Dean gave him a response that was pure, terrifying Imperial logic.

"You simply fire more slugs than the enemy’s Debris Incineration Beam can track. You saturate the sector. If you throw a few thousand rounds at them all at once, there isn't a computer in the galaxy that can intercept them all. It’s not rocket science; it's just math."
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The meeting with Dean finally wound down, and Teiro watched him depart with a weary wave. His relief was short-lived, however; Dean’s adjutants swarmed in immediately to begin the grueling, practical side of the negotiations.

Recalling the railgun production costs he’d crammed into his brain, Teiro fought a desperate battle for every last credit of profit. Marl stepped in whenever his common sense failed him—which was often—while Koume provided bursts of data with mechanical precision. Alan was nowhere to be seen, but they kept him on speed dial via BISHOP. Whenever a question about military protocol or red tape cropped up, he was there to provide an answer.

“We’ll proceed in this direction, then. We’ll be in touch if anything else arises.”

The three adjutants offered a crisp, two-finger salute. Teiro and the others returned the gesture with the hollow eyes of the damned. As soon as the door hissed shut, they collapsed into the sofa like a pile of discarded laundry.

“Uuugh, I’m dying... What time is it?”

“It is currently 3:00 AM, Mr. Teiro,” Koume replied, sounding entirely too refreshed. “A marathon session. Well done.”

“Those guys didn’t look tired at all...” Marl groaned, her voice a mere raspy whisper. “So that’s the power of the Imperial Military. Monsters.”

Teiro and Marl were practically melting into the cushions, drained by five hours of high-stakes haggling. Koume, meanwhile, remained as poised as ever. Teiro watched her with pure envy as he rotated his arms to crack his stiff shoulders.

“But man... that was something else, wasn’t it? Hehe.”

Teiro shot a sideways glance at Marl.

“Yeah,” she replied, a mischievous glint returning to her eyes. “It really was. Hehe.”

Koume joined in with a serene, “Yes, quite something.” The laughter they’d been stifling finally exploded.

“Wahaha! We did it! A massive contract!”

“Ahaha, we’re rich! Five thousand units, Teiro! Five thousand! What do we even do? Our factory can’t handle that kind of volume!”

“This is merely the beginning, Miss Marl,” Koume added. “Once the utility is proven, additional orders are inevitable. Given that they are paying almost exactly what we asked for, the projected profit margins are... astronomical.”

The three of them celebrated like they’d just won the galactic lottery, clutching hands and cheering. Once the initial high wore off, however, the cold, hard reality of logistics set in.

“The factory, though... Renting is a waste of money. We’ll have to buy a plant somewhere. Or do we license the production out?”

“Absolutely not!” Marl snapped. “If we do that, they’ll steal our tech before the first check clears!”

“However, Miss Marl,” Koume interjected, “if knock-offs are inevitable, it may be wiser to saturate the market ourselves at an early stage.”

“True, the structure is pretty basic... Wait, but wouldn't the civilian sector have no use for it? It’s not like they’re doing saturation attacks, right?”

Koume wagged a finger in front of his nose.

“Technology waits for no man, Mr. Teiro. I recall that BB Makina is currently developing a very intriguing New-type Railgun. If that project succeeds, I believe we can satisfy civilian demand quite handily.”

Teiro broke into a cold sweat. Wait, did a report like that actually cross my desk? To hide his sudden lapse in memory, he leapt to his feet with forced enthusiasm and declared they were heading to the development labs immediately.

The Katsushika Industrial Station was a testament to the power of Teiro’s wallet.

Built as an extension of Katsushika Station 1, the two were linked by a single, massive, pipe-like corridor. From a distance, the whole thing looked like an iron dumbbell with a terrifyingly thin handle. To anyone unfamiliar with the absurd tensile strength of [STRENGTH FIBER], it looked like it was one sneeze away from snapping in half.

True to its name, the Industrial Station was designed to house various manufacturing modules. Even though it was still a construction site, modules were already docking in a constant stream. Teiro had footed the bill to move the original factories from Station 1 over to the new hub via Rising Sun. As the station bloated in size, keeping the 'work' and 'home' areas separate was vital.

“Sectors four through nine are officially online,” Marl said, tapping away at her handheld terminal. “Eleven through sixteen won’t be ready until next month, but the leases are already signed. Business is booming.”

Teiro watched her work with a mix of admiration and nausea as he clung for dear life to the railing of the High-speed Moving Lane. No matter how many times he rode it, he could never get used to the stomach-flipping sensation of the lane switching from high-speed acceleration to a dead-stop deceleration.

“I don’t know, calling this a ‘station’ feels generous. To me, it just looks like an ugly heap of scrap metal.”

To Teiro’s eyes, the station was a chaotic thicket of struts protruding like a metallic hedgehog. Eventually, it would grow into a massive, organized megastructure like other modular stations, but for now, it looked like a Dadaist sculpture gone horribly wrong.

“Every station starts out as an eyesore, Teiro. I’ve never built one before, but we’re following the blueprints to the letter. Look, there’s another one.”

Marl pointed. A Work Ship was currently towing a Block-type Module toward a waiting strut. A private spacecraft—presumably belonging to the company that owned the module—hovered nearby like an anxious parent. Its cargo hold was wide open and completely empty.

“So my room is basically just a LEGO brick like that? No wonder moving was so fast. But what happens if you need to pull out a block from the middle? Is it like a giant game of Jenga?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. There are dedicated heavy-load lanes for removals. Everything, even the massive warehouses, is designed to be broken down into these minimum units. Size doesn't matter; they can pull anything out.”

“Got it. So what if I want to expand the interior? Do I have to go all mob-boss and buy out the neighbors?”

“We don’t use 'yakuza' tactics, Mr. Teiro,” Koume said. “The solution is simple: you just add more struts to the core. Every module in the sector gets pushed further out from the center. It costs a bit more in structural engineering, but it’s much cheaper than a hostile takeover.”

“Well, someone thought this through,” Teiro muttered. As the lane decelerated, the G-force flipped, and he skillfully rotated his body to lead with his feet. Marl and Koume followed suit with effortless grace.

“But if that’s how it works, can a station just grow forever?”

Koume shook her head. “Think of it like a skyscraper on Earth, Mr. Teiro. The more people and things you have, the more elevators you need. The High-speed Moving Lanes are our elevators. As the station grows, the transportation systems consume more and more space until the efficiency bottoms out.”

“At that point, it’s easier to just build a second station,” Marl added. “Unless you’re a core Imperial hub like Delta. Those places are designed from the ground up for massive scale... Anyway, we’re here. Watch your step.”

Teiro let go of the railing, his legs still feeling like jelly, and followed them into a side corridor. They stopped before a door labeled: RISING SUN MECHANICAL DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT - BB MAKINA.

“Ah, President! Welcome, welcome! Everything is ready for you. Step right this way.”

Makina greeted them in the pristine new office, looking suspiciously giddy. Teiro assumed Koume had tipped her off and followed her into the testing area.

“So, this New-type Railgun,” Teiro whispered to Koume. “Is it actually a big deal, or are we just here for the optics?”

“I wouldn't waste your time on minor upgrades, Mr. Teiro,” Koume replied, her eyes fixed forward. “See for yourself.”

Through a thick window of reinforced acrylic, the firing range erupted. Every few seconds, a blinding flash was followed by a gout of screaming plasma. It wasn't the clean, focused discharge of a beam weapon; it was the raw, violent signature of a railgun. Teiro immediately pinged the lab’s Integrated Data Bank via BISHOP.

“Whoa, are you kidding me?!”

The live test data was insane. The railgun shells weren't just flying straight; they were performing erratic, high-G evasive maneuvers that rivaled Teiro’s own manual piloting.

“This is going to change the face of war... Wait, no it isn’t.”

Teiro’s excitement died the moment he looked at the actual machine.

The apparatus was gargantuan. It was so big he suspected it was hogging an entire station block just to function. A team of eight technicians stood around it, frantically tapping at terminals to keep the thing from exploding. They were wearing crisp, wrinkle-free deep green uniforms—fresh recruits from the Security Department.

“Man... if one gun is this big, you can’t fit it on a ship. Maybe you could cram two onto a battleship if you stripped everything else out?”

“It’s a logistical nightmare,” Marl agreed. “You couldn't even fit a shield generator on a cruiser with that thing taking up space. Why is it so bloated?”

“The BISHOP control interface,” Koume explained. “Coordinating eight people using BISHOP in real-time requires a processing core equivalent to a ship’s main computer. Unless you have someone like Mr. Teiro who can handle Distributed Processing solo, the input-output lag creates a massive bottleneck.”

“Exactly,” Makina said, stepping up beside them. “The gun itself is standard size, but the support hardware is... well, you see it. It’s not exactly 'plug-and-play' yet. However, we don’t think it’s a failure. In fact, we think this could be our flagship product.”

Teiro stared at the massive machine, his brain churning through the tactical possibilities. Then, the realization hit him like a freight train. He practically bounced off the floor.

“Oh! I get it! I take it back! This is brilliant! It’s insanely useful!”
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Taro suddenly started bellowing at the top of his lungs. Marl clapped her hands over her ears, shooting him a look that suggested she was questioning his sanity. Taro noticed her reproachful glare, but he didn't care—his brain was currently a mosh pit of new product ideas.

"That's it! There’s no law saying we have to bolt this thing onto a ship. We just mount it on space stations or fortresses! If you ask which is easier to use—this or a Large-caliber Beam Cannon—it’s a toss-up, but with the current cannon shortage, this thing is a gold mine!"

Marl finally seemed to catch the drift of Taro’s frantic monologue. Her expression shifted to one of "Oh, I see," and she gave a slow nod.

"I get it now... The firepower is definitely there, so it might actually work. Though, unlike a beam, the fact that it needs constant refills of warheads and rails is a bit of a snag, isn't it?"

"Yeah. Plus, there’s the price of the unit itself... Looking at it, this thing is gonna be stupidly expensive."

Taro looked up at the towering, gargantuan apparatus once more. When he glanced back down, the BB Makina development team was awkwardly whistling and looking at their shoes.

"I mean, look, the demand is so high that it’s bound to sell. We want to stop being 'The Electric Kokeshi Company' as soon as possible, so let’s just go for it!"

With the President’s seal of approval, the development team’s gloom vanished instantly. "Yes!" "We did it!" they cheered, pumping their fists in the air.

Marl, however, walked toward them with a silence that screamed danger.

"By the way... how much does this actually cost?"

A short, simple question. It was enough to flash-freeze the air. Makina swallowed hard, took a single, trembling step forward, and squeaked it out.

"...Approximately four times the price of a Standard Fortress Cannon."

"Rejected."

The denial was instantaneous. Makina hit the floor on his knees, defeated.

Four times, huh... even with the wartime price hikes, it’s still triple the cost of the competition. That’s a bit... okay, that’s a massive problem.

Taro felt a pang of pity for the despondent Makina, who was currently trying to merge with the floor tiles, but the numbers just didn't add up. If a buyer was willing to pay four times the market rate, they could just bribe their way to the front of the line for a standard cannon, even with the shortages.

"And that’s not the only issue," Marl pointed out. "Even if we mass-produce this, where is the factory? Are you planning to just ghost the Imperial Military on our 5,000-unit contract?"

"Oh, right... forgot about that," Taro muttered, rubbing his temples. The development team visibly winced at the words "Imperial Military." The weight of government contracts started to settle back over them like a lead blanket.

"Doing both at once is... probably impossible. We’d just screw up both jobs. Besides, I have no idea how many factories we can even get our hands on right now."

"In this economy? Good luck finding any," Marl sighed. "If we used the production lines for those... uh, 'toys,' we might make a dent, but those are still flying off the shelves, right?"

"Selling like absolute crazy."

"Then we can't stop those lines either. If we suddenly halted production, we’d have a riot on our hands from the wholesalers all the way down to the lonely end-users."

"Is it really a dead end? Isn't there anything we can do? You guys worked your asses off on this, didn't you?" Taro asked.

The development team nodded in unison, their smiles looking more like grimaces. Their faces were a roadmap of every all-nighter they’d pulled.

"Is the price just a matter of the part count? It’s so big that shipping alone must be a nightmare... Tell me, does this use any rare resources?" Marl asked, looking up at the machine.

"No, only the bare minimum," Makina answered. "We couldn't do anything about the BISHOP, so we used an excessive amount of Drive Detection Elements instead. The mechanism to suppress the repulsion between the elements just wouldn’t shrink, which is why it ended up this big."

It was clearly his masterpiece, and the realization that it might never see the light of day was crushing him. Makina gazed up at the Prototype Large-scale Railgun with the eyes of a man watching his child get rejected from preschool.

A heavy silence fell. Taro crossed his arms, his brain gears grinding as he desperately searched for a loophole.

Suddenly, a voice chimed in from behind. "Excuse me."

Everyone turned to see Koume with one hand raised to face height.

"Mr. Teiro. Printer ink cartridges. Mobile phones. Do you recall the specific sales model common to these items?"

Confused looks were exchanged across the room. But Taro? Taro’s eyes lit up like a supernova.

"I see... the rails and the ammo... the maintenance..." Taro began mumbling to himself, a grin slowly spreading across his face. "It’ll work... it’ll totally work! We can fix the price issue. Now it’s just the factory problem. Honestly, I want to prioritize this thing. But I know that snubbing the Empire would be... bad."

Taro looked up, addressing the group.

"Can I ask why?" Marl cut in. "Even if you can make it cheap, I don't get why you’d pick this over the Imperial contract. They’re both products of the same team, but for the company's future, the Empire is the obvious choice."

"Hmm. Yeah, you're right," Taro admitted. He walked over to the massive device and peered into its exposed guts. It was a labyrinth of complex structures and densely packed wiring. He understood what most of it did, but some parts were total mysteries.

"Look at this thing. Just at a glance, it uses hundreds of times more types of parts than the ship-mounted Railgun."

Taro reached out and poked a tiny, rubbery buffer sitting on a joint. It was a cheap part, probably worth a few Credits, but it was something Rising Sun couldn't manufacture on its own. Metal was easy to manipulate, but organic materials and precision-molded parts were a different beast.

"That means hundreds of different companies and factories can get a piece of the action. With the ship railguns, a handful of big corporations just get richer."

Taro tilted his head as if to say, See? Marl opened her mouth to argue, hesitated, and then closed it. After a long moment, she sighed.

"So, you're saying you can't go back on your word."

"Yeah. I just promised that if we make money, everyone makes money. I want to contribute to the star system’s economy if I can, you know?"

"Well, if that's your reason, I guess I can't stop you... It’s a shame, but let's find another way. Realistically, we could just license out the blueprints? Though finding someone to take the risk would be tough."

"No. We’re keeping the blueprints. I don't care how far away the factories are—we’ll have them manufacture the parts, and we’ll do the final assembly here. Fortress orders won't come in all at once, so we’ll just mass-produce these railguns as fast as we can in the meantime."

Taro’s tone was firm, but Marl still looked skeptical.

"If you expand the search to distant star systems, sure, you'll find factories. But the shipping costs alone will be astronomical. We might actually lose money."

"That’s fine. I mean, losing money sucks, but if we have to, we have to. I’m hoping we can at least break even."

"Wait, are you serious?!"

"Dead serious. Look, doing both at once is the dream, but we can't pull that off right now. So, instead of half-assing two things, I’m whole-assing one. Even if we’re in the red, this is going to buy us something way more valuable than Credits. Right, Koume?"

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. Establishing a network of connections—whether they be tiny manufacturers or intermediary firms—within the Empire is a massive strategic gain. Furthermore, Mr. Dean’s behavior at the previous meeting was... uncharacteristically forward. Military intelligence officers do not typically reveal their identities so casually."

Marl went quiet, processing Koume’s analysis.

"So you're saying... he's decided to build a real connection with us? Or specifically with Taro? Like, a 'deep state' kind of connection?"

Koume nodded. "It is the most logical conclusion, Miss Marl. Even the 'souvenir' he requested was likely a way to create a bond of mutual complicity. It may not be public, but you can be certain it was recorded. A man who plays power games for a living does not risk his career for a few petty bribes unless there is a secondary purpose."

Marl groaned, crossing her arms. "Ugh, now that you mention it, that sounds like him. He doesn't seem like the type to throw away his future for a quick buck. He’s an arrogant prick, but he’s smart... Wait. Does that mean the current contract was also...?"

Marl looked at Taro, eyes wide.

"I can't be 100% sure, but it was probably a 'nice to meet you' gift," Taro said. "The guys we negotiated with were too professional to be that sloppy with the budget. Giving us whatever price we wanted was a message."

A professional negotiation team doesn't just throw money around by accident. They were ironclad on the details but loose on the purse strings—a classic move by someone who wanted to be liked.

"I hate that he’s playing 4D chess behind our backs... but fine, if that's the play, we can make it work," Marl said with an exasperated laugh.

The development team breathed a collective sigh of relief, which turned into a series of pained smiles when Marl added, "But even if we’re just doing assembly for one of them, we’re still doing two massive jobs. You guys are going to be exhausted."

"Doesn't matter! Our own product is finally seeing the light of day! We’ll make it happen even if we have to puke blood!" Makina declared, looking more like a wide-eyed scientist than a CEO. "This is our chance to show the world we’re more than just 'The Dildo People'!"

The rest of the team nodded fervently.

"Alright! Time to find some factories!" Taro shouted, clapping his hands together to psych himself up.

"Easier said than done," Marl teased. "That's the most annoying part of the job."

Taro just gave her a confident thumbs-up.

"I just have to scrape the network for factory capacity and cross-reference it with shipping costs, right? It’s no harder than mapping an info-net. I don't care if there are 100,000 parts or 200,000—once I have the list and the prices, I’ll have the whole thing solved in five minutes."
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Consort ships, enemy vessels, and various structures danced across the radar screen in tiny, precise movements. Taro watched them with lazy indifference before glancing at the countdown timer on BISHOP.

"I mean, it’s alright, I guess?" he muttered. "Hard to tell without a baseline for comparison."

Vaguely unimpressed by the enemy fleet's maneuvers, Taro decided it was time to play around a bit and keyed his turrets to life.

"⟦Teiro, a detachment just broke off toward your position. Can you handle them?⟧"

Alan’s voice crackled over the radio. Taro gave a wordless grunt of affirmation and began feeding target coordinates into his turret control program.

"Good grief. Look at them. They’re totally isolated because they aren't matching their cruising speeds... Amateurs. Let’s hit the lead ship with four turrets. And let's toss some jamming at the guys following him for good measure."

The Plum II’s turrets whirled with predatory grace, locking onto the approaching vessels with mechanical perfection.

"[MODERATE DAMAGE ASSESSMENT] for enemy ship four... Correction. [MAJOR DAMAGE ASSESSMENT]. It appears ship three just delivered the finishing blow to ship four."

Koume’s report came in a voice as clear as crystal. Her face remained a mask of deadpan neutrality, though her tone held a distinct note of "I can't believe I'm watching this."

"Did they just blast their own teammate?" Taro chuckled. "Well, let that be a lesson: if you’re being jammed, don't pull the trigger until you’ve finished the math."

Having received a [MAJOR DAMAGE ASSESSMENT], the opposing ship was forced into an emergency stop by the Mock Ship Program. While the actual vacuum of space remained serene and silent, the radar screen was a chaotic mess of crisscrossing beam fire.

"Mr. Teiro, ally ship two is at [MODERATE DAMAGE], and ship eight has been [SUNK]. The right wing has folded."

"Whaaat!? No, no, no—the right wing is Alan’s unit, isn't it?"

"⟦Sorry, Teiro. They got me. Run for it, or you’ll be—⟧"

The transmission from Alan’s ship was forcibly severed. The training program—famed for its brutal realism—cheerfully informed Taro that Alan’s ship had just been reduced to a cloud of expanding plasma.

"But why is the right side getting shredded? Wait, did they just get reinforcements? An ambush?"

Several new blips appeared on the radar screen that hadn't been there a second ago. Taro spotted a massive field of debris nearby and realized they’d been lurking in the shadows.

"So, it’s Mr. Phantom... wait, this is actually bad! First Frontline Unit, fall back!! Second Frontline Unit, scatter and take the center!"

The fleet on the right was closing the gap at high speed. Taro slammed the Plum’s throttle to the stops, desperately trying to put some distance between himself and the slaughter.

"They're fast... a frigate-heavy wolf pack? Dammit, if I could just use the railguns, I’d wipe them out in a heartbeat."

"⟦That would be cheating, surely,⟧" Phantom’s calm, cultured voice echoed over the comms. "⟦The virtual enemy doesn't possess such weaponry, so it wouldn't be much of a practice session. Have mercy on us, please.⟧"

Fair point, Taro thought, nodding to himself. He glanced at his retro-style wristwatch. He’d found the piece in a Katsushika market; it was the old-fashioned kind you actually strapped to your wrist, a style that felt comfortably familiar.

"And that's time. Technically, we win on points, but let’s be real—if this were a real battle, I’d be space-dust, wouldn't I?"

On the terminal screen, Phantom gave a graceful shrug.

"⟦Who can say? In a real engagement, you would have had your live-ammunition weapons, which would have changed the tactical landscape entirely. Regardless, this was excellent training. My apologies for dragging the President himself into the fray.⟧"

As the principal of the Rising Sun Battle School, Phantom offered a salute. It wasn't the Imperial Military’s hand-to-chest style, but the one where the fingers are aligned and touch the forehead—the style Taro knew well from Earth's military and police.

Man, that salute just feels right... "Yeah, no worries. I'll be your sparring partner anytime. Simulators are fine, but they lack that 'oh crap, I'm going to die' tension, you know?"

The war games between the Battle School students and the Rising Sun First Fleet had lasted four hours. Naturally, if the First Fleet had gone all out, it wouldn't have been a contest, so Taro had let the deputies and standby crews take the reins. Even then, the gap in skill was massive, though the students had managed a few impressive pushes.

"⟦I appreciate that. Fighting a 'real' enemy helps them understand the level of the Security Department. It gives them a goal to strive for.⟧"

"A goal, huh?" Taro muttered. Feeling a bit bashful, he rubbed his nose and shut down the recorder. Every bit of comms chatter had been logged for the students to obsess over later.

"Alright, that’s that. They seem to be coming along. They can handle the basic maneuvers, and the fleet we’ve scraped together isn't half bad."

Taro scrolled through the ship list on his terminal. They had enough to form a decent defense line. It was a motley collection of old used ships, donations from Katsushika volunteers, and a handful of brand-new vessels Rising Sun had purchased. They hadn't been able to secure as many ships as they'd liked—not because of a lack of funds, but because the number of applicants had been an absolute landslide.

"The maintenance costs are astronomical, but as a forward investment, it is acceptable," Koume noted frankly. "Increasing the number of warship pilots in this star system is a vital asset. They will eventually drive the local economy."

Taro gave her a slightly pained, wry smile. "I mean, you're not wrong. For now, let’s just say we’ve got the muscle needed for the First Defense Plan. The economy is great and all, but we have to provide security first."

The plan, drafted by Mayor Silverman and the rest of the Katsushika bigwigs, was a classic: BB Makina would provide the massive railguns for static defense, the Battle School fleet would act as the shield, and the Rising Sun First Fleet would be the sword, jumping in to intercept and destroy threats. The Second Fleet, meanwhile, would keep patrolling the Katsushika-Delta Line and occasionally slap the Enzio Alliance whenever they got too rowdy.

If the railguns and the school fleet proved their worth in a real fight, it would be a massive PR win. The railguns didn't have enough field data to be marketable yet, and the Battle School was still in its infancy. In the business of war, reputation was everything.

"Alright, let's head back and check on the campus."

Taro swung the Plum around and engaged the [OVERDRIVE] toward the glowing speck of Katsushika.



"School." It was a nice, academic-sounding word, but the Rising Sun Battle School was, in every practical sense, a soldier factory.

The campus was a sprawling mess of facilities—lecture halls, auditoriums, athletic fields, labs, cafeterias, and dormitories—built largely on a whim to accommodate the flood of students from Katsushika and beyond.

These facilities were open to both students and Rising Sun employees. In fact, the company was already starting to merge its own cafeterias and gyms with the school's. It was just more efficient to run one giant facility than two medium ones.

"Oh, hey, Teiro-san! Good morning!"

As Taro walked across the campus, a burly student spotted him and came jogging over with a wave.

"Oh, hey there—"

Taro started to raise his hand, but his greeting was cut short by Phantom, who appeared out of nowhere like a vengeful shadow. Phantom lunged forward, grabbed the massive student by the collar and waist, hoisted him into the air, and spun him like a pizza crust. The student, seeing the floor rushing toward his skull, shrieked. At the absolute last second, Phantom caught him by the ankle, dangling him upside down like a prize fish.

"You," Phantom said. His voice was terrifyingly low, every syllable sharp enough to draw blood. "Who the hell do you think you are?"

The student gritted his teeth, his face turning red with fury, and swung a kick at Phantom’s head.

"A feisty one. Spirit is good, I suppose."

Phantom caught the flying foot with his free hand as if he were catching a slow-pitch ball, then casually slammed the student against the wall. Despite the effortless, balloon-animal lightness of Phantom’s movements, the CLANG of the student hitting the steel bulkhead was heavy enough to make Taro’s teeth ache.

"I will ask again. Who are you?"

Phantom stood there, holding the student aloft by one ankle. The boy wheezed, gasping for air.

"Whoa, whoa, Phantom! I don't know what’s going on, but you don't need to—wait, hang on!"

SLAM.

The student hit the wall again. The dull thud echoed down the hall, drawing a crowd of curious, terrified onlookers.

"I will ask again. Who are you?"

"P-Pilot Training Course... Zero-Zero-One-Two-One... Ein, sir!!" the student blubbered, his voice cracking with tears.

Phantom dropped the boy onto the floor like a piece of trash, then planted a boot on his back and yanked his head up by the hair.

"This man standing before you. Who is he?"

The student’s eyes darted toward Taro, his jaw trembling as he searched for the "correct" answer that wouldn't involve more wall-slamming.

"Tei... Mr. Teiro... President. He is Mr. Teiro, the President... sir! I mean, de-arimasu!"

"Correct," Phantom hissed. He gestured toward Taro. "Now. Who is the Supreme Commander of this Battle School?"

"It is... Commander Teiro, sir!"

"Who is the man providing you a home for free, feeding you for free, teaching you skills for free, and offering you the chance to become a hero?"

"IT IS COMMANDER TEIRO, SIR!!"

"Exactly. If you understand that, then you will never use the name 'Teiro-san' again. At least not while you are enrolled here. Personally, I think trash like you should be expelled immediately, but Commander Teiro is merciful. He likely won't do it. Be grateful you still have a job."

"YES!! THANK YOU, SIR!! THANK YOU, COMMANDER, SIR!!"

The student looked at Taro with tear-filled eyes, shouting at the top of his lungs. Taro gave a series of frantic, pained nods, gesturing for the poor kid to just go away.

"...Seriously, Phantom. That was way too much. I don't care what they call me."

Taro whispered this as the student was dragged away by his peers. Phantom turned to him, his voice returning to its usual tone.

"It doesn't work that way, President. There must be an order. Students must learn to follow superiors unconditionally. A soldier who questions his orders or doubts his instructions is a liability. They are worse than useless."

Taro frowned, wondering if that was really how it had to be. Phantom saw his expression and pressed on.

"In the heat of battle, do you have time to explain the strategic nuances and the philosophical necessity of every order to every subordinate? Of course not. And even if you did, it’s a waste of time. Their job is to act, not to vote. And furthermore—"

Phantom looked Taro straight in the eye.

"—One failure to follow orders can compromise an entire operation. That means comrades die. If a man wants to die alone, that’s his business, but dragging his teammates down with him is unforgivable. It looks like petty bullying, but it’s the foundation of survival. You’re the man at the top now. You need to harden your heart."

Phantom offered a sharp, wolfish grin. Taro wanted to argue, but he couldn't find the words. He knew Phantom was right, or at least right in a way that Taro’s own emotional response couldn't refute.

"Fine... I get it. But try not to go overboard. The company has a relaxed vibe, and these kids have families who might get the wrong idea."

"Understood," Phantom replied smoothly. "But don't worry. After a few months of this, they’ll go home for a visit, and their families will be thrilled. They’ll say, 'My lazy, good-for-nothing son came back a disciplined man!'"

Phantom shrugged, a small smirk playing on his lips. 

Taro couldn't tell if he was joking or not. All he could do was offer a weak, non-committal smile.
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It had been a few days since Taro’s inspection of the Rising Sun Battle School. He was currently tearing across the planet Katsushika, desperately hunting for corporate partners to handle the mass production and deployment of the massive Railguns. The project was finally moving, but Taro was feeling the burn.

While he’d managed to sign a few factories, the numbers were pathetic. They had enough juice to churn out defenses for the Katsushika Star System, but if he wanted to look toward the future, the current output just wasn't going to cut it.

"The place we just left is a total bust. Their neighbors think they’re scum," Taro grumbled.

His portable terminal was currently a scrolling list of nasty rumors and workplace grievances regarding the last factory. It wasn't quite a Dickensian nightmare, but the company clearly didn't give a damn about its workers.

"Looks like they have a regular rhythm of 'accidents,'" Marl added, glancing over his shoulder. "They had a big one just two months ago. Several employees were seriously injured... but they settled out of court to keep the inspectors away."

"Oof. Where’d you dig that up? Wait—don't tell me, was it Alan?"

"Who else?"

"Then it’s the gospel truth. Forget them. Into the trash they go." 

When it came to digging up dirt, nobody in the Rising Sun could touch Alan. Taro promptly dragged the factory's name from his "Candidates" list to his "Semi-Blacklist."

"That leaves us with Yoshida Heavy Industries and Silverman Material Corp," Taro mused, nodding to himself as he visualized his short-list. "S Narrow Publishing is handling the PR blitz, so all we have to do is actually deliver the goods."

Silverman Material Corp was, as the name implied, the long-standing baby of Mayor Silverman. Its reputation in Katsushika was gold-plated. Yoshida Heavy Industries, on the other hand, was a corporate titan that spanned multiple star systems. 

Crucially, both companies leaned heavily on outsourcing. Taro wasn't interested in a corporate vacuum that sucked up all the work; his philosophy was "let’s all get rich together." If he went with the big guys who played nice with subcontractors, the wealth would actually trickle down to the smaller shops.

"It would be nice to see the little guys get a piece of the pie for once," Marl said. She paused, her expression shifting to something more mischievous. "By the way, Teiro, did you hear the news? You’ve officially become a Bounty. Two hundred thousand Credits."

"Whoa, it finally happened! My big break!" Taro’s face lit up for a split second before it soured. "Wait... only two hundred thousand? That’s it? My life is that cheap!?"

To a normal citizen, two hundred thousand was a fortune. To Taro—who was currently raking in hundreds of millions—it felt like a personal insult. Sure, a lower bounty meant fewer professional assassins breathing down his neck, but his ego was taking a massive hit. He felt undervalued.

"Dead or alive, or kidnapped—they aren't picky," Marl said, shrugging with an exasperated sigh. "Alan and Phantom think you’ll be fine as long as you stop being a total space-cadet and watch your back. Just like before, don't go out without a bodyguard. Fortunately, we have plenty of 'violent types' on the payroll."

Taro did a mental roll call. He had the military duo, Alan and Phantom. He had the four hunters of the Cats. He even had the Mafia connections through Bella and Squall, even if he hadn't seen them lately. Heck, even Dean was basically part of the inner circle now.

"...I didn't really think about it until now, but my social circle is terrifying," Taro muttered. If I were a normal guy, I wouldn't come within ten light-years of this group.

"Don't worry," Marl deadpanned. "The general public feels the same way. About all of you. Including you."

"Yeah, I guess... Wait, what? Me too? No way! I’m the nice guy! I’m the protagonist!"

Marl just sighed, looking at him like he was a particularly slow child. 

"Teiro, look at the facts. You’re the boss of a heavily armed private fleet and a weapons development conglomerate. You’re backed by legendary hunters and ex-military spooks. You’re in bed with a notorious Mafian Corp. You fund your empire with, among other things, adult goods. Oh, and you have a high-ranking Imperial Military relative in your Union, and they call you 'Commander' at your private Warship training facility. If you heard that description, what would you think?"

Taro went pale. "I... I sound like the leader of an evil secret society."

The image Marl painted was practically a checklist for a late-night anime villain or a classic movie antagonist.

"Damn it! I’m not suspicious, I’m incriminating!" Taro wailed. "Where did I go wrong? I was aiming for that 'refreshing, cool-guy hero' vibe. You know, like the guy with the gun for an arm, or the guys who use the Force!"

"A gun for an arm? Is that some kind of Cyborg thing?"

"No, no! You’re supposed to whistle and say 'Hyu!' like a space pirate! Ugh, Koume would’ve gotten the reference... oh, here’s our ride."

Taro checked his terminal as the High-speed Vehicle arrived. The electromagnetic car glided soundlessly into the station through its metal tube, and the duo hopped in.

The ancient layout of Katsushika Station was a mess of sharp curves, meaning the cars couldn't hit top speed, but it beat walking. In ten minutes, you could be anywhere. The cars lacked windows, but the interior walls were plastered with monitors screaming advertisements. Every company in the system was engaged in a desperate arms race to see who could make the least annoying commercial to keep the passengers from losing their minds.

"Still no big moves in the war, huh? I don't get it. What is the Enzio Alliance even playing at?" 

Taro scrolled through a report from Clark. The front lines were stagnant.

"Who knows?" Marl looked bored. "But given their original motive, maybe they’ve just lost their mojo."

"I mean, it was basically just a giant economic stimulus package for them, right?" Taro said. "Maybe they’re just camping out until their new toys are finished."

The war between Enzio and the EAP had devolved into a series of pathetic skirmishes. The EAP had zero interest in an offensive, but the fact that the Enzio Alliance—the ones who actually declared the war—were sitting on their hands felt incredibly eerie.

"I’ve got a bad feeling about this. I wish we could get some eyes on the other side, but the communications blackout is a nightmare."

The collapse of the Old Neural Network had left the EAP and the Enzio Alliance Territory in total digital isolation. With the war on, the only people crossing the border were the occasional desperate defector or a merchant with a death wish. And neither group was talking. One side was hiding for their lives; the other was keeping their mouth shut to protect their profit margins.

"Maybe you should lean on Lin," Marl suggested. "She’s bound to have some intel, and she’s not going to just ignore you. Besides, the WIND situation is getting weirder by the day. It’s bothering me."

Taro nodded. The TRB Union hadn't officially folded into the EAP, so they were technically on equal footing—on paper, anyway. Even if the EAP was a galactic titan compared to Taro’s group, Lin wouldn't keep him in the dark about something critical.

"I’ll call her when I can. It’s not like we’re drowning in work today. And yeah, the WINDs... it’s too quiet. It’s creepy."

"Exactly," Marl said. "Only three sightings this entire month. Last month, it was one every three days. I’m worried they’re massing somewhere."

"I don't think so. We’re scanning every Overdrive-capable zone in range. If they were grouping up, we’d see the heat signature."

Space looked like a wide-open highway, but that was a lie. The concentration of Drive Particles was patchy, creating specific "lanes" for jumping. You could try to fly the long way for a few thousand—or million—years, but nobody was that patient.

[INCOMING CALL / SENDER: SECRET (ENCRYPTED)]

Taro’s BISHOP flashed a notification. He blinked, decoded the message, and scanned the text.

"It’s from Dr. Arshimov... Whoa. Seriously? No way, Doc. You can't be serious." Taro started muttering to himself, staring into the middle distance with a look of pure exasperation.

"What? Tell me!" Marl demanded, leaning in.

"It’s Earth. You know how the Doctor was crunching the observation data? He got a hit."

"Wait, really!? That’s incredible! Where is it? ...Actually, looking at your face, it’s in a terrible spot, isn't it?"

"Bingo. He’s ninety percent sure it’s deep in Enzio territory. Somewhere within a five-hundred-light-year radius of Star B424. The area is massive... and apparently, the Doctor tried to hijack a ship to go there himself. His assistants had to tackle him before he could launch. God, I love that man."

Marl sighed, clearly able to visualize the elderly scientist being dragged away from a cockpit by his lab coats. "He never changes. But that’s a huge lead. We’ve gone from searching ten thousand light-years to just five hundred. That’s massive progress. Then again, we spent ninety million Credits on those six terminals, so he’d better produce results."

Taro let out a weak, nervous laugh. He’d been the one to back the Doctor on that absurdly expensive purchase. If it had been a dud, Marl would have had his head.

"Still... Earth, man. I’ve been so busy I almost forgot, but now that I know where it is... I really want to go home. I want to just lay in the grass and look at a blue sky. And man, I would kill for some miso soup."

His mouth practically watered as he thought of home. The Empire had plenty of food, but it all felt... corporate. Uniform. It lacked the soul of Earth’s messy, vibrant culinary cultures.

"Miso soup?" Marl asked, tilting her head. "Is it actually good?"

"Good? It’s life-changing," Taro said wistfully.

Marl looked at him for a moment, then offered a solution so simple Taro felt like an idiot for not thinking of it.

"Well, if you miss it that much, why don't you just make it?"
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BB Makina’s Chemical Facilities Room was a chaotic mess of terminals and machinery. In the center of the clutter, Taro was currently on his knees before a petri dish about twenty centimeters wide.

Forget miso soup. That’s a pipe dream, he thought. "I’m not even at that stage yet. I mean, have I really been eating this crap...?"

Inside the dish sat a blob of chemically cultured artificial meat. It was a perfectly round, featureless lump that bore a haunting resemblance to the plastic-wrapped chicken breasts sold in supermarkets back on Earth. It was dead now, but until it had been fished out of the nutrient vat moments ago, it had definitely been "alive."

This was the standard protein source for the entire Galactic Empire. Without exception, every bit of meat Taro had consumed since arriving in this godforsaken future had been this artificial sludge.

"You guys don't even know what the original animal looked like... what on Earth are you people eating?"

Taro muttered the question to the room at large. Koume, who was busy peering into a beaker of chemicals with disturbing intensity, didn't miss a beat.

"Sadly, Koume does not require sustenance, so I do not fall into your 'you people' demographic, Mr. Teiro. Is there a problem?"

"I mean, yeah, there’s a problem... okay, I get that this is 'normal' here, but seriously? What is this? Is it actually unidentified, or is that just some creepy urban legend?"

"It is a fact, Mr. Teiro. While we assume it originated from some species of animal, its true identity has been lost to time. Today, it is simply marketed as 'edible meat' across the galaxy. It has been so heavily genetically modified that tracing its ancestry is nearly impossible. Though, it is almost certainly a mammal."

Taro let out a long, hollow sigh. He reached out and poked the meat-lump. It felt exactly like real flesh, a sensation that sent a violent shiver up his spine.

"So they just kept culturing the parts they needed until the original animal didn't matter anymore? Great. So, wait—those 'dairy farms' people mention... they aren't pastures, are they? They’re factories?"

Koume tilted her head at him, looking genuinely puzzled.

"Given the current definitions, the distinction is academic. If you are imagining a room filled with rows of cases containing culture Capsules, then yes, that is precisely what they are."

"Gross... I know it’s a bit late to complain after flying around in a damn starship, but this is some peak sci-fi dystopia. What about the greens? What happened to vegetables and grain?"

"The same, Mr. Teiro. We take digestive auxiliary fibers and mold them into the shape of vegetables. Add some carbohydrates or gelatin-based shaping agents, and you have grain or any other foodstuff you desire. Naturally, the base product tastes like nothing but sugar, but you can achieve any flavor profile through a rigorous application of synthetic fragrances and seasonings."

"Gah, it’s just one giant chemistry set! No wonder everything tastes so flat... I thought it was just a shipping issue or something!"

Taro recalled the flavor of his recent meals. The nagging sense of dissatisfaction he felt every time he ate finally had a name.

"You can’t just synthesize everything! That’s like saying you can paint a masterpiece with only three colors just because red, green, and blue make up the spectrum. No way. Absolutely not. Taste isn't that simple!"

"Is that so? However, Mr. Teiro, I must remind you that I possess only the bare minimum required sensory data. I cannot comprehend 'flavor.' Incidentally, the data banks suggest a group known as the Natural Food Faction exists, though the public generally views them as wealthy eccentrics with too much time on their hands."

"Eccentrics... right. But I guess if you're calculating costs and calories, efficiency is king."

Even a massive space station was a pinprick compared to the surface of a planet. Space was finite, and expanding it cost a fortune in resources. Taro could finally see the logistical nightmare.

"To supply the total caloric intake required by the Galactic Empire, the number of traditional farms needed would be astronomical. We have the luxury of peace now, but during the Galactic Frontier Era, that was not the case. Artificial food may be bland, but it is safe, sterile, and mass-producible."

"So, the pioneers, huh? I guess that makes sense... if you're struggling to survive, you put your resources into not dying, not gourmet cooking. If people are starving, you don't care what the meat used to look like."

Taro tried to imagine the first wave of humans who had set out to colonize this galaxy. A few seconds of picturing the sheer scale of their hardships was enough to make him feel a pang of sympathy for the poor bastards.

"Sigh... but come on, the Empire is huge now! We’re building stations like they’re LEGO sets. If there’s a demand, there’s money to be made, right? Why not just build an Agricultural Station and grow the real deal?"

"I am afraid that is unlikely, Mr. Teiro."

"Huh? Why?"

"Because no one knows how to grow grain or raise animals."

"............What?"

"As I said, Mr. Teiro, the technology you call 'agriculture' is a LOST TECHNOLOGY. Have you forgotten that even basic weaponry like the Railgun is considered a relic that we are currently struggling to reverse-engineer? Agriculture has even less documentation. While it is possible that corporations owning habitable planets have rediscovered some fragments of the craft, it is highly improbable. And even if they did, they would never share such a lucrative secret."

"You’ve got to be kidding me... Okay, what about those Natural Food Faction people? Where do they get their fix?"

"They import it. It consists of 'food' sparingly scavenged from the wilderness of habitable planets. However, there are no records in the data bank suggesting that any of it actually tastes good."

"Wait, why wouldn't it? It’s natural! It’s gotta be better than—wait. No. I have a bad feeling about this. Koume, exactly what are they eating?"

Taro gave Koume a dead-eyed stare. The AI remained expressionless as she walked to a nearby terminal and plugged a cable from her fingertip into the port. A list of images flickered onto the screen.

"...Yeah, I really shouldn't have looked."

The list featured plants and animals Taro had never seen in his life. There were things that looked like giant multi-legged insects and slimy, translucent fish. They were all labeled as "Organism hypothesized to be edible." Taro had forgotten the most basic rule of xenobiology: this wasn't Earth. The ecosystems were completely alien.

"At this rate, I’ll be lucky if they even have yeast or lactic acid bacteria. Making miso isn't just hard; it’s a total impossibility..."

He had entertained Marl’s suggestion of making his own food as a fun little side project, but this was looking like a nightmare. Anything involving fermentation was completely off the table.

"Mr. Teiro. Would it not be simpler to use modern chemical seasonings to approximate the flavors you desire?"

"I mean, I could, but it’s just... off. It’s a knockoff. It’s not the real thing. How do I explain this? It’s like the difference between prime rib and a textured soy patty. Or coffee and 'herbal' coffee substitutes."

Taro tried to articulate the deep sense of wrongness, but he quickly realized the futility of explaining culinary nuance to an AI with no tongue.

"Forget it. It’s a lost cause. But man, this makes me want to find Earth even more. If I can get my hands on actual livestock and seeds, I could single-handedly revolutionize the Empire’s entire food industry."

"Is that so? Koume remains skeptical. There is no guarantee that Earth’s products would suit the palates of modern humans."

Koume tilted her head. Taro, however, just smirked and puffed out his chest with unearned confidence.

"Oh, they’ll love it. Think about it: the stuff people here call 'tasty' is stuff I think is tasty too. The baseline hasn't changed."

He glanced back at the meat-blob in the petri dish.

"I don't know how many millennia humans have been out here, but we evolved on Earth for millions of years. Our taste buds are hard-coded for Earth-grown stuff. Unless we’ve evolved into a new species—which doesn't look like the case—we’re still optimized for the home planet. I'm gonna go talk to Alan. Maybe there’s some Earth stuff tucked away somewhere, just like Phantom’s gun."



"Of course those things exist, but do you have any idea what an original would cost? We’re talking a staggering sum," Phantom said, his face a mask of disbelief. 

They were in a room at the Battle School, which had been merged with the Rising Sun’s office space. Taro looked back at him, undeterred. "So, is it impossible?"

"I didn't say impossible. But in some cases, no amount of credits will convince a collector to part with their prizes. Grains and seeds aren't exactly 'trendy' collectibles, but their rarity makes them priceless."

"Are you serious...? Look, it doesn't have to be an original. A replica, a close match, a clone—anything! Do they actually exist?"

Taro leaned over the desk, invading Phantom’s personal space. Marl, sitting beside him, sighed and moved her tea cup out of the splash zone. Alan just watched the exchange with a grin.

"I can't speak for animals, but for plants? There are seeds. I’ve heard rumors of a collector in the Takio Star System who actually managed to get some seeds to sprout. He was making quite a noise about it, but everyone ignored him. You can’t exactly verify the authenticity of something from a 'mythical' planet, after all. For all we know, it’s a weed from some backwater moon."

Like those ancient lotus seeds they found back home... those lasted two thousand years. And if they were in cryo-stasis, time doesn't even matter. Plus, I’m living proof the planet exists. "Uh, sorry. Don't worry about the authenticity. Honestly, even if it’s a fake, as long as it tastes good, I'm sold."

The group collectively tilted their heads. "Taste?"

"Okay, so I got this idea from something Marl said," Taro began. He then launched into a passionate, high-speed pitch for his grand vision: the Katsushika Agricultural Plant.
Episode 90

[DOCKING COMPLETE. WELCOME TO THE BIOLOGICAL RESOURCE GARDEN.]

The standard docking report chimed on BISHOP. Taro and Marl were absolutely dragging after their eight-hour slog through space, but the sight of the station finally brought a spark of life back to their weary faces.

"God, it’s been forever since I’ve been to Takio’s zoo. Not since I was a little squirt," Marl said, sounding uncharacteristically nostalgic as they walked through the Plum’s corridor.

The Takio Biological Resource Garden was a massive orbital menagerie where a dizzying array of lifeforms from across the galaxy were put on display. The "zoo" occupied an entire large-scale station, housing dozens of individual biological gardens that each offered their own bizarre brand of spectacle.

"So you’ve been here before? Is it actually any fun?" Taro asked.

"Are you kidding? If you take it slow, you can’t see everything in a week. It’s a massive tourist trap—tickets are a nightmare to get. Actually, how did you manage to snag enough for all of us?"

Marl seemed to be in high spirits. In response, Taro reached into his pocket and flourished a set of card tickets like a stage magician.

"Duh-duh-duh-daaaa! Shareholder benefit tiiiickets! I mentioned it to the President of one of our business partners and he just handed them over for free. It pays to have rich friends."

"What’s with that gravelly voice? And while I can’t agree with that sentiment as a person, as a director... yeah, okay, you’re right."

"Personally, I wanted tickets for the dazzling world of the senses next door—the Rondal Star System."

"Oh, shut it. Go ahead and go; see how fast they pluck you clean. You should ask Koume how many people have ruined their lives in that pit before you get any ideas."

The Rondal Star System sat right next to Takio, specializing in the twin pillars of gambling and the sex industry. The surrounding area was a cluster of entertainment stations, ranging from amusement parks to even weirder distractions, all linked by free shuttle services.

More importantly, the area was under the Empire's direct thumb. It was a designated "No-Bounty Zone," meaning all hunting was strictly prohibited. As long as you could reach the system, it didn't matter if you were a high-value Bounty or a heinous war criminal—you could kick back and relax without looking over your shoulder. Of course, this didn't apply to Bounties specifically blacklisted by the Empire; those poor souls weren't even allowed through the Stargates.

"C'mon, let's move! We’re burning daylight here!"

"Hey! Wait a second! The station isn’t going anywhere!"

Taro and the others hurried to the pier and boarded a tube shuttle that shot directly into the park. There was a general-use High-speed Moving Lane available, but when Taro flashed the benefit tickets to the gatekeeper, the staff had scrambled to prep a private shuttle for them.

"Whoa, look at that. It’s huge. No, wait, that’s just stupid. How big is this place?"

From the window of the shuttle as it zipped through the air, they had a panoramic view of the gardens stretching out below. Essentially, it was an endless sea of boxy megastructures divided by genre, but the scale was staggering. The most distant facilities were lost in a literal atmospheric haze.

"There are 2,550 exhibition booths housing approximately 74 million species, Mr. Teiro. Specimens have been collected from every famous biological hub in the galaxy, from Planet Almos to R5251 in the Isdaria Star System."

Koume, who had plugged a cable into the shuttle’s data port, rattled off the stats with clinical precision.

"Seventy-four million? Are there even that many kinds of bugs in the world?"

"What a silly question, Mr. Teiro. On a single natural planet, the insect population alone can range from tens of millions to hundreds of millions of species. What you see here are merely the ones that are easy to keep in cages and deemed 'worth seeing.' Compared to the biodiversity of the entire galaxy, this is a drop in the bucket."

Taro and Marl both let out a sigh of pure awe. Taro felt a fresh wave of anxiety about whether he’d actually find what he was looking for in this biological haystack, but for now, he decided to just enjoy the view.

"Man, I wish we were just here for sightseeing. Just looking at the directory gets me hyped. Look at this thing—it’s an animal with twenty legs. How does it even walk? It’s gotta be tripping over itself constantly. Why would nature even do that?"

"I want to go to the amphibian pavilion," Marl chimed in. "The Agaro-types are so cute."

"Agaro-type? What’s—ugh, gross! You like these things, Marl? Honestly, I’m a little judged right now."

"Calling them 'gross' is rude! Mascot characters based on them are super popular with girls these days."

"No way. Not a chance. Look at it! I can’t even tell which end is the head!"

"Hmm. Personally, Koume finds these aquatic animals fascinating," the AI added. "The Mezarairo Family is particularly erotic. I would love to ask them what they are thinking about."

"Are you for real?! Meza... Meza... No, that’s not erotic! The thing is completely transparent! That’s not 'I'll show you everything,' that’s 'here are my internal organs for the world to see!' Wait, what? Is this thing an intelligent lifeform?"

The three of them continued their noisy bickering until the shuttle arrived at the Lario Biological Garden General Management Office, where it came to a silent, graceful stop.

They stepped off the shuttle and were met by the manager, Lario himself. He led them deep into the "basement" of the facility—which felt like a bit of a misnomer on a space station—and through a series of long, austere corridors before arriving at a reception room.

"Well then, let me introduce myself properly. I am Lario, the manager of this biological garden. My specialty is Ancient Lifeforms. But I’m sure you knew that already."

Lario offered a business card chip with a cheerful grin. He looked to be in his forties, with a messy mop of hair and clothes that looked like they’d been dragged through a hedge. He didn’t look like a man living the high life, but in reality, he was likely a multi-millionaire. Every single exhibit in this area was his personal property.

He was the collector Phantom had mentioned—the man with an obsessive interest in ancient biological resources. Looking around, Taro finally understood why. This wasn't just a hobby; it was his empire.

"Nice to meet you. I’m Teiro from Rising Sun. This is Marl, our director, and Koume, our Chief Secretary. Thanks for taking the time to see us today. This place is incredible. It’s my first time here, and I’m honestly blown away."

"Hahaha, I’m sure! Everyone is surprised their first time. Though, sadly, not many people actually bother to visit this specific area."

"Really? Why? It’s fascinating. Ancient Lifeforms are basically the peak of scientific romance," Marl said.

"Well, it’s nice to hear you say that. But due to budget and space, the exhibits here tend to be a bit... plain. Unlike the other pavilions, the value here isn't based on how flashy or pretty a creature is."

"Right, I guess species preservation is the main goal here," Taro added. "And just because something is rare doesn't mean it’s fun to look at."

"Exactly. We try to spice things up, and I think I’ve curated some truly fascinating specimens, but still... Regardless, I heard you wanted to browse our paleobiological archives? May I ask why?"

"Right, well, the thing is..."

Taro launched into his cover story, carefully omitting any mention of Earth.

"I see," Lario said, looking thoughtful. "You want to recreate the cuisine and ingredients from the Empire’s founding era. An intriguing prospect. However, if I recall, artificial food technology was already quite advanced back then."

"Well, sure, but the 'various species' out there were eating natural food on their home planets, right? During the early days of space colonization, I figure they probably made preserved rations out of those original ingredients."

Taro made sure to emphasize "various species" to avoid implying a single-planet origin for humanity. Lario nodded.

"So, we are talking about the founding era. The very dawn of humanity... That is quite the ambitious undertaking. Fascinating, yes, but an immense challenge."

Lario wore a complicated expression—somewhere between impressed and skeptical. He gazed into the middle distance for a moment, likely checking BISHOP. After a long pause, he looked back at them.

"I’ve granted you access to the public data bank. I’ve restricted the search parameters to organisms from planets currently claiming to be the cradle of humanity. Please, browse to your heart's content."

Lario looked quite pleased with himself, but Taro held up a hand. "Ah, actually..."

"If possible, it would be a huge help if you could limit the search to organisms of unknown origin instead. You know how it is—anything with a confirmed source has already been picked over by the big labs. It’s hard for a small company like ours to secure a monopoly on something everyone already knows about."

Lario blinked, then nodded as if it all made sense.

"Ah, looking for the gaps in the market, are we? Well, I shouldn't be rude, but you certainly live up to the rumors. Just be warned: there are easily several hundred million unclassified species in the backlog. Are you sure about this?"

I wonder what kind of rumors are flying around about me? Taro thought with a wry smile. He scratched his head. "We'll take our time with it."



"So, how's it looking? Any luck?" Marl whispered as Taro tapped away at the terminal in the reference room.

Taro gave her a cocky grin and a thumbs-up.

"Heh. Who do you think you’re talking to, Cutie-pie? I’ve got that... what do you call it? That thing where you do a million things at once."

"Ugh, if you’re going to act cool, at least get the word right. It’s 'multitasking.' But seriously, can you actually find them?"

Honestly, it feels like I’m playing on easy mode since I already know the answers, Taro thought. I’m just looking for stuff I recognize and tossing out anything that lives in an environment that isn't Earth-like.

"I think I’ll be fine in two or three days," Taro said aloud.

"That's good. Honestly, even if an Imperial tried to do this, they’d never find anything. They don't know what Earth’s environment was like—they don't even know it existed. Without your Gift, we’d be wandering in the dark forever. Though, I doubt anyone else would even think to try this."

"Oho, keep the compliments coming, Marl-tan! But, there is a bit of a problem..." Taro sighed, staring at the long list of flora and fauna on the screen. "For the ones that look nearly identical, I’m basically guessing. I’m not a biologist; I can’t tell two weeds apart. I didn't realize there were so many plants that look exactly like rice... From here on out, it’s going to be a total brute-force search."

Taro felt good about the start they’d made, but his soul withered a little at the work ahead.

Based on the initial search results, it looked like he was going to have to manually vet at least several thousand candidates.
Episode 91: The Great Grocery Gamble

The first time the President opened his mouth about the idea, every single person in the room surely thought the exact same thing: Oh god, not again.

Heinlein, currently in his sixth month at Rising Sun, sat with his mouth agape. He was one of thirty employees who had been summoned to the conference room of their industrial station office in the Katsushika Star System. The office was brand new—the kind of pristine, clinical space that hadn't yet been graced by a single smudge or coffee stain.

"——And that’s the long and short of it," Taro announced cheerfully. "I want us to find a way to get natural foods onto the market. Now, 'Sergeant,' if I recall correctly, you’ve got a Ph.D. in biochemistry, right?"

At the sound of his old Imperial Military rank, Heinlein snapped to attention, the air hitching in his throat.

"Sir! That is correct, Commander! I conducted biological research at the Beta Star System Imperial Academy. During my time in the service, however, I specialized in the Land Combat Education Course!"

Taro blinked, looking slightly overwhelmed by Heinlein’s sharp, military-grade enthusiasm. He hesitated for a second, then gave a firm, "pulling-myself-together" nod.

"Right. Well, in that case, I’m putting you in charge of the development team. I mean, if you absolutely loathe the idea, you can back out, but I’d really prefer it if you took the lead."

Taro’s voice had grown uncharacteristically reserved, likely having noticed the "deer in the headlights" expression plastered across Heinlein’s face.

"No, sir! If it is an order, I shall obey! However, my expertise lies in the theater of war, not the laboratory. I must question whether I can truly be of use in this endeavor."

"Yeah, look, I get that. But frankly, Sergeant, there’s nobody else. You’re the most qualified guy in the room. All you really need to do is lead the team. As for the actual science... well, I’m currently scrambling because I don’t have any actual experts, but you can delegate the heavy lifting to the nearest equivalents. Dr. Aljimov is pulling some strings to find me a few biochemists as we speak."

"I see... If that is the case, will you be sharing the specifics with us today?"

"Of course," Taro chirped. He gestured for the standing employees to sit before flopping unceremoniously into a high-end, ergonomic system chair. 

"The gist of it is exactly what I just said: we’re researching and commercializing natural food ingredients. I’ve got zero clue how any of this works, so if you have any ideas, feel free to blurt 'em out."

The room fell into a silence so heavy it could have had its own gravity well. Heinlein watched the silence stretch, thinking, Well, of course they’re quiet. Who wouldn't be after a bombshell like that? It took him a full five seconds to realize the silence was lingering because he was the one supposed to speak. Panicked, he scrambled to organize his thoughts. If the President said it was so, he was already the team lead.

"Very well... You mentioned natural foods, sir, but have any specific targets been identified? In terms of variety, we are talking about a selection as vast as the stars themselves."

It was a basic question, but Heinlein figured they had to start somewhere. Taro just gave him a mischievous smirk.

"These are our targets. Everyone, feast your eyes on the lists I just sent to your terminals."

Taro reached down, hoisted a twenty-centimeter-wide box from the floor, and slid it carelessly across the conference table. Heinlein caught it with practiced ease, though his eyebrows shot up at the biting cold radiating from the surface.

"A cooler box? May I?"

Taro nodded, grinning. Heinlein double-checked that the latch was a simple mechanical one and slowly lifted the lid. A thick plume of frost rolled out, dancing across his face.

Inside were ampoules, each about five centimeters long, nestled in a neat grid. The sight sparked a wave of nostalgia; he hadn't seen samples like these since his university days. Then he looked at the labels.

"Biological genetic samples... and quite a lot of them. These... are read as 'Cow,' 'Chicken,' and 'Pig,' I assume? I’ve never heard of these species. What planet do they hail from?"

Heinlein stared at the list on his terminal with a look of utter bafflement. 

"That’s a trade secret," Taro said, waving a hand dismissively. "And honestly? I don't even know if they're actually chickens, pigs, and cows. Genetically, they’re supposed to be close, but you could say that about half the lifeforms in the galaxy if you squint hard enough. I'm guessing the final sizes will be roughly two kilos, a hundred kilos, and five hundred kilos. One bird, two mammals. Probably."

"Five hundred kilograms?" Heinlein gasped. "That is a massive organism."

"Tell me about it. They might grow horns, so you’ll want to watch out for that. I think it was okay even if they snapped off, but don't quote me on that. I’ve included some 'best guess' rearing methods in the list, but if they don't work, just wing it and try something else. Like I said, there’s a solid chance these turn out to be completely different animals anyway."

"Horns? Rearing?" Heinlein sputtered. "Wait just a moment. Are you suggesting we raise them? As in, live livestock? Rather than simply vat-growing the protein?"

"Well, yeah. If we just churn out artificial meat, where's the 'natural' in that? It’d be pointless. Though... I wonder how genetic cloning factors in? I mean, twins are basically clones, so that’s still 'natural' enough, right?"

Taro’s logic hit the room like a physical shock, bringing the flow of time to a grinding halt. Heinlein fought to maintain his composure, took a long, stabilizing breath, and returned to the data.

"Expected environment for 'Cow'... diet consists of anything from fodder to grain to fruit. Ambient temperature: twenty-four degrees Celsius. Respiration: within standard human range. Gravity and survival requirements: identical to humans... President, what on earth are these things? Logically speaking, a natural animal this 'convenient' simply cannot exist."

He spoke with the conviction of a man backed by a university degree and common sense. His expression soured, as if he were being told a particularly bad joke.

"Are you telling me they require no temperature regulation? No respiratory assistance? You’re making it sound as if we could just dump them in any spare room and they’ll grow as long as they have water and food! Please, sir, be serious. These must have been subjected to extreme genetic terraforming."

"Actually, no. I don't think they have. I’m pretty sure they just grow like that."

"...That’s absurd."

The words escaped before he could stop them. Heinlein looked around for backup, but he found only a sea of equally bewildered faces.

"As for the plants, I’ve got some seedlings, seeds, and genetic sequences. About two thousand species in total. Check the lists for those, too."

Heinlein’s eyes flicked back to his terminal. Sure enough, there was an exhaustive list labeled 'Grains.'

"These also match the human survival environment... I cannot fathom the existence of flora and fauna this perfectly suited to us..."

His face twitched. Like most Imperial citizens, he lived in a world where "nature" was something you survived with high-tech gear and atmospheric stabilizers. 

But, much to his chagrin, Taro turned out to be right.

Granted, the first month was an absolute train wreck. They spent thirty days flailing in the dark, having no clue how to actually start. They were biochemists and soldiers trying to be farmers in a galaxy that had forgotten what dirt was for.

The turning point came when Taro went to Dean for a "little favor."

"Very well," the high-ranking officer had said. "I’ll see who I can rattle. The weapons you provided me are likely to earn me another star on my shoulder, after all. This is a small price to pay."

With that, the "Natural Food Project" exploded. It became the largest endeavor in Rising Sun's history, dragging in everyone from the Imperial Planet Development Organization’s [TERRAFORM CENTER] to the Imperial Genetic Manipulation Research Institute.

Heinlein panicked as the project spiraled into a galactic-scale operation, but he threw himself into the chaos with a desperate sort of courage. When the first biological "mother" was successfully born, the entire team—hardened researchers and ex-soldiers alike—wept tears of pure joy.

Of course, "success" was a relative term. The failures were far more spectacular.

"I-IT'S COMING THIS WAY! RUN FOR YOUR LIVES!"

One of the "chickens," which was supposed to weigh two kilos, somehow became a two-hundred-kilo feathered monstrosity that treated its high-security cage like wet tissue paper.

"EVACUATE THE FLOOR! JETTISON THE DOCKING MODULE!"

A certain species of plant began venting toxic spores and pathogens, nearly triggering a station-wide biohazard alert. The contaminated floors had to be sterilized with extreme prejudice; the ones that couldn't be saved were incinerated and dumped into the local sun.

Out of 3,552 test samples, only five species made it to practical application: two animals and three plants.

Heinlein was certain he’d be fired. He had spent an astronomical amount of company credit for a return of five species. He was ready to fall on his sword, but to his shock, the President was ecstatic. It was a "roaring success," apparently. Heinlein’s salary was tripled, and he was officially named the Head of the Food Department.

You really never can tell which way the wind will blow, Heinlein thought, reflecting on his strange journey.

He used to hate himself for choosing the Land Combat Education Course. In the modern era of orbital strikes and ship-to-ship boarding, "ground pounding" was a dead-end career. His classmates had all gone into the Space Fleet Education Course, becoming the glamorous pilots and officers who zipped across the galaxy. They got the girls, the glory, and the fat bonuses. Nobody cared about the infantry. Even the girl he’d been dating since college had eventually dumped him to chase after some hotshot spaceship pilot.

He’d quit the military out of sheer bitterness, only to find that nobody wanted to hire a man whose primary skill was "fighting on a planet's surface." He’d been rotting away in his apartment until the day the President of Rising Sun had practically kicked his door down.

"Mr. Heinlein! Is it true you’re an army vet? Come work for me! We love soldiers! Wait, Land Combat? Even better! We might need that eventually! Man, infantry is so cool. It’s like, once we find a mystery planet, that’s when the 'Boots on the Ground' guy gets his big hero moment, right?"

Looking back, Taro was probably just so short-staffed he would have hired a trained monkey, but Heinlein was still grateful. Taro had taught him how to fly a ship and given him a respectable spot in the Security Department’s VIP Protection Detail.

And now, here he was: The Director of Food Development.

"Chicken, pig, sesame, potato, and rice," Heinlein muttered, plucking a single stalk of rice from his desk. One of his subordinates walked over.

"Do you really think these will sell, Director? I mean, they’re delicious—outstanding, even, if you eat them right after they're cooked. But they’re a nightmare to preserve, and most households don't even own basic cooking utensils."

"That’s a fair point. I’ve never even seen a modern apartment with a kitchen. But the President doesn't intend to sell these to the masses."

The subordinate blinked, confused. Heinlein continued, staring out into the void of space.

"The general food market is a battlefield. The big corporations have it locked down. If we tried to compete there, our prices would be a joke, and the conglomerates would declare war on us before we sold a single potato. No, we aren't fighting them."

He smiled, remembering Taro’s explanation.

"These are for the Natural Food Faction. Yes, I know—they only make up about one in every fifty thousand citizens. I told the President the same thing. I told him the market was too small."

Heinlein let out a short, dry laugh.

"And do you know what he told me? He said, 'If there’s one in fifty thousand, that means there are 1.2 billion of them in the galaxy. That’s not a niche, Sergeant—that’s a gold mine.'"
Chapter 92: The Funny War and the Half-Signal

The Enzio-EAP War.

It was a bizarre conflict where neither side seemed to have the slightest intention of actually fighting. People had taken to calling it the "Funny War." Taro personally felt "Cold War" was a more fitting label, but honestly, he couldn't be bothered to argue the point.

Since the opening bell, there had been a grand total of twenty-seven skirmishes and a measly fifty fatalities. In terms of ship-on-ship violence, plenty of vessels had traded blows and suffered various degrees of "structural oopsies," but almost none had actually been sent to the scrap heap. Both sides were so busy backing away from each other during combat that no one ever bothered to give chase and deliver a finishing blow.

"It’s been nearly three months and I still don’t get it. This isn't a war anymore; it’s just a glorified staring contest," Taro grumbled, slumping in his chair.

He was currently aboard the bridge of the Plum II, running a patrol loop through the Katsushika system alongside two consort ships. Technically, as the big boss, Taro had absolutely no business pulling patrol duty. Clark and the other higher-ups had tried to talk him out of it, but Taro insisted on taking to the stars whenever he had a spare second. It kept his piloting skills from rusting, sure, but more importantly, it let the rank-and-file see the CEO getting his hands dirty. If he had to choose, Taro wanted to be a "Leader," not a "Boss."

"The Enzio Alliance? Honestly, the less happens, the better," Marl replied, glancing back from her station with total indifference. "The company and the station are running like clockwork. I’d be perfectly happy if the war ended exactly like this."

She wasn't wrong. Rising Sun’s operations were going so well it was almost spooky. The only real headache was the Food Development Department, which was currently vacuuming up cash at a terrifying rate. Taro tried to tell himself it was just "forward-looking investment," but the sheer scale of the bills made him want to vomit if he thought about the project failing.

"I guess. Peace is great and all. Though as a guy getting rich off selling weapons, I’m probably a huge hypocrite for saying that."

On the flip side, the experimental deployment of the large Railguns around the Katsushika Star System was moving right along. Several stations had already started racking up confirmed kills against pirates and raiders. They didn't have enough of a track record to start exporting them to other systems yet, but Taro figured that was only a matter of time.

"Is Rin still saying the same thing?" Marl asked.

Taro nodded, crossing his arms and leaning back so far he was practically horizontal in his seat.

"Yeah. Even over there, nobody knows what the hell is going on. Apparently, every request for a summit has been kicked back. Rin says it’s like a thick, invisible curtain has been pulled over the whole alliance. But she did mention some big movements lately. Prices are skyrocketing over there even faster than here, so something is definitely brewing. Since we ignored Enzio right up until the war started, we don't have a single spy in their inner circle. Wait, do we actually have spies? That’s a thing?"

"Do we have spies? Of course we do, you idiot," Marl huffed. "Our own company is being poked and prodded constantly. If it weren't for Alan’s security and your encryption, we’d be in deep trouble by now."

"Ugh, for real? Wait, is my treasure collection safe?!"

"Treasure?" Marl’s eyes narrowed.

"Miss Marl," Koume’s synthesized voice chimed in. "For specific details, please search Mr. Teiro’s private quarters. Second drawer from the top in the storage box to the right of the entrance. You will find a nauseating horror residing within."

"How do you even know about that?!" Taro shrieked. "And it’s not horror! It’s art!"

"Koume, incinerate it later," Marl said flatly.

"Have mercy!"

[OVERDRIVE: TERMINATED]

The Plum II arrived at its next patrol waypoint, mercifully drowning out Taro’s pathetic wailing.

"There’s the beacon," Taro muttered, steering the ship toward the encrypted marker to download the data from its passive scanners. These Wide-area Scan arrays were peppered all throughout the Katsushika periphery. 

"Looks clear. No anomalies for the last two hours..." Marl paused, shaking an empty bag in her hand. "Hey, Teiro. Is there any more of this?"

The bag had previously been full of Taro’s handmade sesame dumplings. The dough was synthetic, but the sesame seeds were 100% "natural" food grown by the Food Development Department.

"Wait, you polished off the whole bag already? Those are still high-tier luxury goods, you know!"

"You said 'still,' which means we’ll have plenty soon, right?" Marl asked, licking her fingers. "What kind of yield are we looking at?"

"Honestly? No clue," Taro admitted, looking up at the ceiling. "Moving from a lab to a full-scale farm is a total wildcard. This is where actual agricultural expertise is supposed to kick in, but I’m basically winging it. We’ve got the High-speed Growth Gene baked in, so once we nail the template, it should be fast, but..."

Taro sighed, thinking back on the last three months of development hell. In the world of natural food, three months was a miracle—a blink of an eye. But they had only managed to reproduce the organisms; the list of remaining problems was still a mile long.

"The Terraform Center is backing us, so I’m sure they’ll figure it out," Marl said. "Besides, this whole project just confirms your theory about Earth. You found plants and animals perfectly evolved for human-optimal environments, and you hit the bullseye on the first try."

"It wasn't exactly a bullseye. The second half of the search was just me slamming my head against the keyboard until I found something. 99% of those samples were weird alien junk. Limiting the search to Earth-like environments was the only thing that saved me."

Planets with stable, Earth-like atmospheres were rare. Plenty of worlds used to be stable before hitting an ice age, turning into a desert, or getting blasted by stellar flares. And every single planet that even vaguely resembled Earth claimed to be the "Birthplace of Humanity."

"Excluding the self-proclaimed 'Cradle of Life' planets was likely the deciding factor," Koume added. "Had those been included, the search results would have gained approximately six additional zeros. However, Mr. Teiro, I must ask: did you act with any actual expectation of success?"

Taro tilted his head. "I mean, a little. I’m a human from Earth and I’m here, so it stands to reason other Earth stuff made the trip, right? Data, seeds, whatever. I figured it hadn't vanished—the galaxy is just too damn big to find anything."

He reached out and flicked the Galactic Star Chart on the holographic display, spinning the countless points of light into a dizzying blur.

"I suppose you're right," Marl said, her eyes drifting across the starscape. "Fields of study have become so specialized that everyone ignores the stuff they aren't interested in. I bet there’s a mountain of ancient knowledge and tech buried out there, just waiting for someone to trip over it."

She looked back down at her empty bag of dumplings.

"You said you ate mostly natural food on Earth, right? A kitchen in every house... eating delicious meals every single day. I’m so jealous."

"Eh, I didn't realize how good I had it back then," Taro said. "People were so picky about food that selling GMO grain was a huge political scandal. Wait, what did the Natural Food Faction say about the new samples?"

"The research results? Oh, they loved it," Koume replied. "It seems that as long as it is a biological species and not a chemical slurry, they are satisfied. There is no strict definition, as each sub-faction has its own peculiar dogmas."

"Sounds like Earth. We had vegetarians, religious restrictions... people love making food complicated."

"So the 'Natural' people are happy," Marl said. "Are you going to put the growth genes in the animals next?"

"No, that’s a hard pass. The bio-techs said it’s impossible for now. We have no idea what it would do to a complex organism in the long run. They’d probably just grow into 'meat-piles' that couldn't breathe."

The High-speed Growth Gene was the only reason they had rice and sesame ready in three months. Thanks to the Imperial Genetic Manipulation Research Institute, they could harvest crops in a few weeks. The downside was that the plants were fragile as glass and sucked the soil dry of nutrients, but on a space station, they could just pump in more chemicals and keep the weather perfect.

"I see. So for the cows and pigs, we just have to wait for them to breed the old-fashioned way?" Marl sighed. "The calorie efficiency is going to be terrible. They'll be incredibly expensive. Still... you complained so much, but everything is going surprisingly well."

"Not exactly, Marl-tan. The thing about natural food is that the taste changes based on everything. The air, the water, how you treat them. If we produce tons of it but it tastes like cardboard, nobody will buy it. Like I said: the real work starts now."

"I guess... I mean, even tea tastes different depending on where it’s from."

"Negative, Miss Marl," Koume interjected. "In this era, tea flavor profiles are a result of factory processing and chemical ratios. They are not organic variations like the ones Mr. Teiro is describing."

"Oh. Right. Now I feel stupid," Marl muttered, her face turning pink. "Anyway, just hurry up and mass-produce these. They’ll sell like crazy."

She ran a finger along the inside of the bag to catch the last few sesame seeds. The roasted, nutty aroma wafted over to Taro, making him wish he’d packed a second bag for himself.

"And to think, you used to say: 'I can't eat these gross little bumps!'" Taro teased. "Look at you now. Hooked."

"Shut up! I didn't think they'd be this good fresh! And I never said it like that!" Marl snapped, her face flushing even redder. Suddenly, she froze, her eyes snapping to the sensor array. "Wait. I’ve got a hit."

The slapstick vibe vanished instantly. Taro tapped into the ship’s sensor feed through his BISHOP link, only to find a report that made his brain stall.

[WIDE-AREA SCAN: 12.5 REACTIONS DETECTED]

"...Wait," Taro muttered, squinting at the screen. "What the hell is a 'half' reaction?"



Author’s Note: I previously reported that the biological reproduction took six months, but after considering the advanced state of technology in this setting, I have revised it to three months. At this stage, they are still just "reproducing" the samples, not mass-producing them. Sorry for any confusion!
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[WIDE-AREA SCAN: 12.5 REACTIONS DETECTED]

[IDENTIFICATION SIGNAL: NO RESPONSE]

"Hmm, no response? So it’s just the usual WIND mob again?" Taro scratched his head. "What’s the distance? We gonna be trading paint anytime soon?"

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. They are at a considerable distance. If you wish to seize the initiative, I recommend an Overdrive jump. As for the 0.5... that remains a mystery," Koume replied with her usual clinical politeness.

"Roger that. All ships, battle stations! We’ve got twelve unidentified bogies, likely WIND. I'm sending the data now. Prep for Overdrive. Give me the link, ladies."

[SCAN DATA TRANSMISSION: COMPLETE]

[DATA LINK: ESTABLISHED]

[LINKAGE OVERDRIVE: STANDBY]

"Let’s keep our distance and see what they're up to first. Might as well put in a call for backup while we're at it."

Taro fired off a request for reinforcements along with a standard warning to the nearest station. Once the paperwork—or the digital equivalent—was out of the way, he kicked the Overdrive into gear.

"At this range, we’re looking at what, ten seconds? Wait... what the hell!?"

The moment Taro initiated the jump, several blips on his HUD simply vanished. He frantically checked for Drive Particle signatures, but there wasn't a single trace of a warp.

"Whoa, are they shooting each other? Did the WIND actually evolve a sense of friendly fire?"

"I’d love to think they’re that stupid, but it looks like something else," Marl said, her voice tight. "Look at this, Teiro. I’m putting the Optical Scan on the main screen."

Taro stared at the monitor. "...Are those Enzio ships? What the hell are they doing out here? This isn't just 'off the front lines,' this is practically the middle of nowhere!"

A literal cloud of question marks seemed to materialize over Taro’s head as he stared at the chain-link emblem of the Enzio Alliance. 

"Seriously, what gives? Is it a domestic spat? They’re split into two groups."

"Mr. Teiro, two more target reactions have vanished," Koume reported.

"Ugh, again? I don’t follow the logic, but what a waste of perfectly good hardware."

"It’s not a waste, it's a slaughter!" Marl shouted. "Look closer at the Optical Scan! There’s a blurred smudge in the footage!"

"A smudge? Wait... gah! Is that an Electronic Warfare Craft!?" Taro’s eyes went wide. "Dammit, so that’s what the 'point-five' was! This is bad news! All ships, prep for a Continuous Drive, now!"

If we don't move the second we drop out of warp, we're toast. 

Taro’s fingers flew across the console, cramming a lifetime of navigation math into the few seconds he had left. The enemy had numbers, and a fair fight was for people who didn't like living. Plus, any ship that could hide from a high-grade sensor but still show up as a "blur" on a camera was almost certainly a specialized stealth boat. A high-spec Electronic Warfare nightmare.

[INCOMING: DISTRESS SIGNAL]

"A distress signal? Seriously, can this get any more chaotic?"

The warp ended, and the Plum II and its companions dropped into real-space within spitting distance of the mystery fleet. Taro hesitated for a heartbeat, but his instincts told him to stay mobile. He finished the prep for the Continuous Drive just in case.

"Recalculating... alright, we can bug out whenever we want. We’ve got Warp Stabilizers packed in like sardines, so they shouldn't be able to pin us down easily. I hope."

"Don't 'hope,' be sure!" Marl snapped. "Wait, look. They really are shooting at each other. Between that and the distress signal, it’s definitely infighting."

"Mr. Teiro, we have an incoming External Line," Koume interrupted. "It’s from the lead ship. Connecting now."

Before Taro could even nod, Koume patched it through. The cockpit was immediately filled with static and the frantic screaming of a man who sounded like he was having the worst Tuesday of his life.

"THIS IS THE SPACESHIP MARY ANN!! WE’RE UNDER ATTACK!! PLEASE, FOR THE LOVE OF EVERYTHING, HELP US!! WE’RE JUST A CIVILIAN SHIP!!"

Taro let out a non-committal grunt. He weighed the options in his head for about half a second before picking the one that seemed the least likely to end in a fiery explosion.

"...This is the Plum II of Rising Sun, TRB Union, EAP-affiliated. We’re guessing you’re from Alliance space, but... actually, forget the formalities. We can help, but you’re gonna have to play by my rules."

Marl shot him a look that clearly asked if he’d finally lost his remaining marbles. Taro ignored her and turned back to the comms.

"If you want to live, I need you to open a backdoor for BISHOP’s external input. Drop all your firewalls and security. Everything. You’ve got thirty seconds."

"THIS IS THE MARY ANN! I DON'T SEE HOW COMPROMISING OUR SECURITY HELPS US! OUR LOCKS ARE PHYSICAL, IT’LL TAKE THREE MINUTES!"

"Five... six... seven..." Taro started counting.

"ALRIGHT! FINE! WE’LL DO IT IN ONE MINUTE! JUST DON'T LEAVE US!"

Taro nodded, satisfied. He kept a predatory eye on the Enzio fleet as they continued to hammer the civilian ship. If they so much as breathed in his direction, he was going to blast them. If they tried to jam him, things were going to get loud.

"Teiro, are you crazy? It’s a total trap!" Marl hissed.

"Eleven... twelve... that’s why I’m making them drop their security. It’s hard to pull a fast one when I’ve got my hand on your throat."

"Pardon me, Mr. Teiro," Koume interjected. "If you intend to keep a count, wouldn't it be more efficient to use BISHOP’s internal Timer Function?"

"Fifteen... sixteen... Koume, you are a literal genius."

Taro sheepishly activated the digital countdown and began rerouting the ship's power. He shoved every spare watt toward the Overdrive generators. The one thing he couldn't afford was getting stuck in a localized jammer field. He thought he saw Koume puff her chest out with pride in his peripheral vision, but he decided that acknowledging it would only encourage her.

"Marl, finish the function assembly. I’ve locked the coordinates."

"Got it. Linking all three ships now."

"Koume, shields up. Just in case."

"Already ahead of you, Mr. Teiro. We are fully polarized."

Taro let out a long breath as his crew worked with clockwork precision. The silence in the cockpit grew heavy as the timer ticked down toward the one-minute mark. The floor began to hum with the raw, violent vibration of the Overdrive generator spooling up.

"Should we transmit a distress signal to our main force?" Koume asked.

"Nah, don't. The Enzio guys will see it as a hostile act and start shooting. Best to keep 'em guessing."

"So they're hesitating?" Marl asked.

"They haven't shot at us yet, so they're at least confused. But hey," Taro muttered toward the comms, "hurry it up, or we’re leaving without you."

I’ve saved civilians from WIND before, but I’ve also seen people die because I was a second too slow. I’ve had to leave people behind. I hated it every time, but out here, there aren't always happy endings. Sometimes you just pick the least-shitty option and pray.

"Time’s up. All ships—"

"IT’S OPEN! THE BACKDOOR IS OPEN! WHAT NOW!?" the man on the comms screamed.

Taro pumped a fist. "Perfect. You don't have to do a damn thing. Just sit back and enjoy the ride."

[EXTERNAL FORCED COMMUNICATION: INTRUDING...]

[DATA BANK ACCESS: DENIED]

Taro ignored the denials and began overriding the Mary Ann’s systems. He watched BISHOP’s display as it executed twenty-four parallel tasks, shredding the civilian ship's encryption like wet tissue paper.

[ACCESS CODE: FORCED OVERRIDE]

[DATA LINK: FORCED CONNECTION]

[DRIVE SYSTEM: HACKED]

"Teiro! Their turrets are turning! They’re locking on!" Marl yelled.

"Right on time! Let’s get out of this neighborhood!"

[LINKAGE OVERDRIVE: ACTIVATED]

Just as the first high-energy beam erupted from the pursuing Enzio ships, a flash of brilliant blue light consumed the Plum II, its escorts, and the Mary Ann. In a heartbeat, the space was empty.



"Dammit! Trace them! Find out where they jumped!"

Gowen, commander of the Enzio Alliance Border Guard Unit, slammed his fist onto his desk. His arms were spindly and lacked any real muscle, but he managed to make enough noise to make his subordinates jump.

"We can't, sir! There are several beacons in the area, but we’ve lost all visual and sensor contact with the vessels!"

"They didn't just evaporate! What, did they hop into another dimension!?"

"No, sir, but..."

"The Empire is right on our doorstep!" Gowen shrieked, spray flying from his mouth. "If they make it to the core and talk, our entire plan is dead! Find them or I’ll have your heads!"

Gowen collapsed into his chair, his hands shaking. He tried to hide the tremors by gripping his armrests. The Empire was terrifying, but the people waiting for him back home if he failed were much, much worse.

"Where did they go... think... think..." he muttered like a lunatic. "Any debris?"

"None, sir. Only the wreckage from the ships we already hit. This is just a standard anti-WIND intercept point. It’s got beacons, that’s all."

"I know it has beacons, you idiot! Dammit... if there’s no debris, they must be using stealth. Or a Self-Jammer. I didn't have any intel about that civilian ship having stealth tech, but those three newcomers are a complete mystery."

Gowen stood up and marched over to the BISHOP terminal.

"All ships! Fire the Active Sonar at maximum output! If they’re hiding behind a jammer, I want to blast the paint right off their hulls!"

If the enemy was tricking his eyes, he’d just overwhelm them with so much raw data they couldn't hide. His ship was a state-of-the-art electronic warfare platform. The "Sonar" was a polite name for what was essentially a massive ATTACK ELECTRONIC COUNTERMEASURE (ECM) WEAPON.

"Captain, won't that give away our exact position?"

"Who cares!? If they escape, we’re finished anyway! Now FIRE!"

"Preparations complete! Firing Active Sonar!"

Gowen gritted his teeth as a high-pitched whine filled the bridge. A massive pulse of electromagnetic energy erupted from the ship, making the entire hull groan and shudder.

"The pulse has knocked out several of our own unprotected systems, sir. Switching to Solar Wind Shielding mode."

"I don't care about the toaster! Did we find them!?"

The technician stared at his screen, sweating. "...No. Nothing. There’s no one out there, sir."

"............DAMMIT! SEARCH AGAIN! SEARCH EVERYTHING! CHECK EVERY SPECK OF DUST!"

Gowen’s voice cracked as the abyss of despair opened up beneath him. 

If I don't kill those traitors, I'm the one who gets purged.
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Gowen stood there, paralyzed and gaping like a stunned fish. He gnashed his teeth to snap his brain back into gear and roared at the poor lackey who’d brought the news.

"Something?! What the hell is ‘something’?! Be specific, man!"

"I don't know, sir! The sensors... they’re picking up some kind of flying objects!"

"Flying objects? Hold on!"

Gowen scrambled to access the ship’s data, pulling up the logs for the debris avoidance system. The high-end sensors on his Electronic Warfare Craft were top-of-the-line; they could sniff out the kind of minute details that would leave an ordinary ship blind.

"It’s debris... no, wait. The incineration beams aren't even touching them. Are they some kind of guided weapons? Hey! What’s the status on the Lock-on Jammer?!"

"I’m on it! I’ve been jamming them non-stop!" the subordinate bellowed back, matching his boss’s frantic energy.

Gowen flinched at the man's intensity. "Then why the hell are we still being locked on to?"

"Every time I break the lock, they’re back on us instantly! And it's every ship in the fleet, all at once!"

"What... are we up against a Spotter Ship? Keep breaking it. If we push to full power—"

"We are at full power! We’re cycling through interruptions and re-locks every single second! Every second, sir!"

The subordinate’s voice had climbed to a pitch nearing a literal scream. Gowen finally realized this wasn't just a bad day—it was a catastrophe. He didn't know who was on that other ship, but they were clearly some kind of monster.

Thirteen ships locked every second... and against stealth targets, no less... 

Gowen’s mind raced, desperately trying to calculate a way out that didn't involve him ending up as space dust. The options were looking depressingly slim.

"Active Sonar is fully charged. Shall we fire?" the subordinate asked, looking up at him expectantly.

Gowen let out a low groan. He was the kind of commander who liked to toy with his prey through a meticulously pre-planned script. He was absolutely rubbish at improvising when the script got set on fire.

"...Captain?" someone else asked, their voice dripping with anxiety.

The various bridge officers were drowning in combat data, but the lack of orders was starting to freak them out. A heavy, awkward silence descended over the bridge.

"Activate the Stealth Generator," Gowen muttered.

"...Pardon?"

"Did I stutter?! Activate the Stealth Generator! We’re getting the hell out of here!"

Gowen was half-screaming now, fueled by pure desperation. Combat strategy had been tossed out the window; his brain was now 90% occupied with figuring out what kind of lies he’d have to tell his superiors to keep his job.



Over on the bridge of the Cruiser Plum II, Taro sat amidst the four members of the Cats. He stared blankly at the radar as the enemy signals began to blink out. His eyes were glazed over, his face a total mask of emptiness.

"Oi, President! We should probably skedaddle, yeah?" Taiki shouted. His brown fur was standing on end as he hovered over a combat console that was usually unmanned. The cats were currently strapped to their stations with belts and heavy-duty magnets, allowing them to keep working even while the ship pulled high-G maneuvers. "If they pop that thing off on the way out, we're toast!"

"Hey! President! You in there?!"

Taro jumped, finally snapping back to reality at Taiki’s roar. His consciousness had been buried so deep inside BISHOP that the sudden return to his own physical body made him twitch violently.

"A-Ah. Right. Yeah, good call... Looks like they’re tucking tail, so let's beat it."

Taro clutched his head, his skull throbbing with a localized earthquake of a headache. A high-pitched ringing echoed in his ears, bringing a wave of nausea with it.

"I gotta say, that was mental," Cha chirped from Taro’s feet. She looked quite pleased with herself. "Seriously, Boss, what is your brain made of? And this Central BISHOP Control System is something else. Even a dedicated Spotter Ship couldn't pull off locks that fast."

"Ahaha... honestly? I have no idea," Taro muttered. He gave her back a gentle stroke before scooping her up into his lap to brace for the jump. He sent a quick Identification Signal to his Consort Ships and got an immediate ping back from a nearby station. They were safe.

[OVERDRIVE SYSTEM: ACTIVATED]

The Plum II swung its nose toward the pre-calculated coordinates. Once Taro confirmed the Overdrive was engaging properly, he set Cha down and sprinted toward the Facilities Room.

"Marl! Is Koume—oof!"

The moment he burst into the room, Taro tripped over something and performed a spectacular face-plant. He scrambled to get up, but when he realized what he’d tripped over, he just stayed on the floor and pulled it into his arms.

"Koume! Are you okay?! Are you still alive?!"

He hoisted the familiar sphere with both hands, inspecting it from every angle like he was looking for a scratch on a diamond.

"I am quite alright, Mr. Teiro. However, I must say, staring so intensely at a lady's body is rather unbecoming."

Koume’s lamp flickered and she vibrated aggressively in his hands, clearly offended.

"Oh... whew... thank god..."

Taro slumped back, resting Koume on his chest and sprawling out on the floor like a starfish. Marl walked over, a small smirk playing on her lips.

"Good thing it wasn't one of the bargain-bin models. The multi-stage fuse did its job, so the internal AI circuits are fine. Only the Android Body is fried. She wasn't even knocked out."

"Indeed. I was fully conscious while being carried," Koume added. "My output systems were slagged, so I couldn't respond. But fufu... Mr. Teiro, your panicked state was truly a sight to behold."

"Stop! This is embarrassing!"

"Nonsense, Mr. Teiro. While it may be improper of me to say, I was quite touched. I have never regretted my lack of a recording function more than in this moment."

"She’s right, Teiro," Marl said. "No need to be ashamed of being worried. Though..."

Marl turned her gaze toward the Android Body leaning against the wall. From the left hand—where the ship’s interface cord had been plugged in—all the way to the shoulder, the synthetic skin was charred black. Her cute outfit was little more than scorched rags.

"I’m afraid the body is a total loss. The overvoltage cooked the components from the inside out. It’s beyond repair."

"Could we perhaps manage an overhaul, Miss Marl?" Koume asked. "Or at least salvage some of the more... modular parts?"

"Mm, by the time we replaced everything, it’d cost the same as a brand-new unit."

"I see... how unfortunate."

Koume turned her camera toward the blackened husk, her lamp flickering dimly. Taro lifted the sphere—which looked strangely lonely—and gave her a grin.

"Hey, don't sweat it. You're safe, and that's what matters. I'll buy you a new body and all the clothes you want."

Taro gave the sphere a gentle pat and a thumbs-up.

"Next time, we’re getting you a body with drill equipment."

"Oh? Drills? I like the sound of that."

"No! Why are you encouraging him?!" Marl snapped, giving Koume a light smack. The room filled with the sound of three voices laughing together.



Later, after Taro had returned to the bridge to handle the flight maneuvers, Marl picked Koume up off the cold floor and set her gently on the workbench.

"Alright, give it to me straight. Is it fixable?"

"Whatever do you mean, Miss Marl? As you can see, I am functioning within normal parameters."

Marl put her hands on her hips and sighed. "Koume, I’m a mechanic. I know exactly how much current can surge through a system in the split second before a fuse blows."

Her expression was a messy blur of anger and worry.

"...My apologies, Miss Marl. You caught me. A portion of the hardware control circuits have indeed been incinerated. I can roll around, but operating an Android Body will be impossible for the foreseeable future. The drive particle radiation caused a direct over-electrification. ECM is a terrifying thing, isn't it?"

"Hardware control... that was a close one. Can you fix it?"

"Yes. It may take a month or so, but it is manageable. However, I have a problem. I need a plausible excuse for remaining in this spherical form for so long."

"Yeah, after the way he lost it earlier, telling him the truth might not be the best move. Let’s give him some time to cool down. We’ll just tell him the surge left a few 'minor' glitches in a harmless area. A partial truth is always better than a flat-out lie."

"Understood. I shall take that under advisement... By the way, Miss Marl? Are you quite alright?"

Marl had leaned over the workbench, wrapping her arms around the sphere in a tight hug.

"I'm sorry, Koume. Ships are built to keep humans safe, but they don't give a damn about the AI. I should have seen this coming. I should have protected you better."

"Please, do not trouble yourself, Miss Marl. It is only logical to prioritize biological life. It is not your fault. Unlike a replaceable AI, humans are terribly fragile things."

"Don't be a dummy," Marl muttered, giving the sphere another light smack. "There is no 'replacement' for you. Koume is Koume."

"Fufu. What a curious thing to say. 'Koume is Koume'?"

"That’s right. You’re our foul-mouthed, precious family. Don't you forget it."
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After Taro finished towing the ship he’d rescued from the Enzio Alliance back to Katsushika, he decided to ping the EAP for orders. Deciding what to do with defectors wasn’t exactly within his pay grade, and simply cutting them loose was a total non-starter.

"Since the Katsushika Star System is under your jurisdiction, Teiro-san, we’re happy to leave the final call to you. However, if you happen to dig up any juicy intel, we’d appreciate it if you could pass it our way."

Lin’s voice crackled through the comms.

"I mean, you say it’s my call, but... I took a peek at their hull registry, and nothing stood out as particularly shady. They look like run-of-the-mill defectors. Well, except for the part where they claimed it was a 'civilian ship.' That was a fat lie. It’s a straight-up military vessel."

Taro recalled the data he’d scraped when he seized the ship, looking up at the ceiling as he spoke. On the screen, Lin’s youthful face tightened as she let out a heavy sigh.

"To be honest, we’ve had a sudden surge of defectors over the last few days. Including your case, there have been seven reports already. It feels like something big is brewing."

"Yeah, well, I guess I’ll keep my guard up just in case. Right, got it. I'll handle things on this end."

"Thank you, and sorry for the trouble. If they become too much of a handful, feel free to dump them on us. Until next time—good luck out there."

Lin touched a finger to her forehead in a sharp salute. Taro waved back with a casual "Gotcha" before cutting the feed. He stood there for a moment, wondering what his next move should be.

Hmm, I guess I’ll have to consult Alan and Phantom. Digging for info and interrogating people? Yeah, that’s a hard pass for me.

He had the military theory shoved into his head, sure, but unlike piloting a ship, dealing with people was messy. He didn't think he could pull it off just by fumbling through a manual.

"Well, that’s probably for the best. The defectors seem cooperative enough, so I doubt anything too terrible will happen," Marl said with a shrug. 

Taro was idly daydreaming about the defectors' eventual fate when a notification flashed across his BISHOP interface, snapping him back to reality.

[EMERGENCY INCOMING CALL]

"What now? Alan? What’s up?"

Taro shouted toward the comms. A moment later, Alan’s face appeared on the screen. Behind him, the company office was a hive of chaotic activity.

"Teiro, those bastards finally moved. The border with the Enzio Alliance Territory is a complete mess. We’re expecting a massive hit any minute now."

As he spoke, various data packets flooded the ship’s computer. The reports showed the Alliance Forces pushing into star systems they’d never even sniffed at before, ratcheting up the pressure with aggressive maneuvers.

"Looks like the long vacation is officially over. President, we need a sit-down with the Union’s heavy hitters ASAP. If this turns into a Hot War, the company needs to pivot to a Wartime Stance."

"Long vacation, huh? Everyone loves their time off; I was hoping this peace would last forever... Actually, now that I think about it, I can’t remember the last time I had a proper day off."

"Haha, my condolences. But hey, other people always get to decide when your break ends. Whether you’re the President or the low man on the totem pole, that never changes. Let’s just hope things get peaceful again soon."

Taro shrugged at Alan’s grim humor and let out an exhausted sigh.



"Sister! Oh, Sister, look! It’s the Rising Sun’s Teiro! We’re going to be subjected to a degrading interrogation too scandalous for words! What are we going to do?!"

The girl huddled in the corner, clutching her arms and shaking her head frantically. Her curly, pale orange hair bounced with every tremor.

"No, no, we’re not. Taro-chan is a total chicken when it comes to that stuff," Taro muttered.

"Then what are you going to do, you scoundrel?! You pervert!! Or what, is 'neglect' your thing?! If you’re going to do this, do it properly!!"

"Whoa, hey! Scary! Also, if I neglect you, that kind of defeats the purpose of an interrogation, doesn't it? ...By the way, who are you talking to? Are you... one of those people?"

Taro glanced around the high-security private room in the Katsushika Station Office, turning his gaze toward the other defector—the captain of the Mary Ann.

"Uh, she’s... well... she’s a bit 'special.' Hahaha..."

The captain let out a dry, rattling laugh. His smile was twitching, and beads of cold sweat were forming on his brow.

"I am not demanding your life story. If there are facts you wish to keep private, so be it. There is no need for clumsy pretenses. This is a questioning, not an interrogation," Phantom said pleasantly, standing with his back to the door.

The captain let out a shaky sigh of relief, but the words that followed made him break out in a fresh layer of sweat.

"However, I will not tolerate lies. If you do not wish to speak, simply say so. I consider a lie to be a hostile act, and if you push me, the scenario you’re currently imagining will become the best-case version of your day. You don't have an Imperial Census Registration, do you?"

Phantom’s voice dropped to a low, menacing rumble. Mentioning the census was his way of saying, I can do whatever I want to you and nobody will care. Three iron balls, each about five centimeters wide, rolled slitheringly between his fingers, reflecting the overhead lights with a dull, oily sheen.

"Let’s confirm one more time. To summarize: the Alliance intends to establish a sovereign nation within those territories and throw off the yoke of the Empire. You’re claiming the decades of internal warfare within the Alliance were nothing more than a giant smokescreen?"

The captain nodded frantically at Phantom’s question.

"Yes! Enzio didn't lose anything in that war! If anything, the military strength they were pooling in the central systems has been skyrocketing. The civilians don't know, of course—they think the war was real. Only the top brass knows the truth."

Phantom went quiet, looking thoughtful. Taro looked over at him.

"Does it hold water? I always wondered why two sides that had been at each other's throats for years would suddenly play nice."

"It does," Phantom agreed, glancing at Taro. "But there’s a catch. This plan only became viable because of the collapse of the Old Neural Network. It should have been impossible to predict that back when the 'war' started, right?"

Taro nodded. Good point. Now that the galaxy-spanning Neural Network was gone, the Empire’s reach was crippled. Imperial access was now restricted to the network nodes around the Alpha Star System. Star systems that used to be easy transit routes had essentially become invisible walls.

"I... I don't know that much! The top brass might, but I was just a non-commissioned officer... But everything else I said is true! All the officers were briefed on the general plan, and anyone who had a problem with it was purged!"

Taro winced at the word 'purged.'

"That’s nasty... Is that just the outlaw way? Dingo was the same, but you guys really love killing your own, don't you?"

"Depends on the person," Phantom replied smoothly. "For better or worse, the Outer Space is shaped by the individual."

Phantom stood up and walked slowly toward the captain. He leaned in close, though his eyes remained fixed on the girl in the corner.

"That girl. She’s been tampered with, hasn’t she?"

His voice was like a resonance from the bottom of a grave, dripping with pure disgust. Taro felt a chill race up his spine and silently thanked whatever gods were listening that he wasn't the one being stared down.

"I don't know what you’re—AAAGH!!"

The captain screamed, clutching his palm. Taro looked over and saw that one of the iron balls Phantom had been holding was now deeply embedded in the man’s hand.

"You lied," Phantom said.

His voice was a total void, devoid of any human emotion. Distorted by pain and swallowed by sheer terror, the captain finally cracked.

"O-Okay! I’ll talk! She’s a Biological Weapon... an Experimental Subject! I thought she might be a useful tool for our escape!"

The captain’s voice was thick with tears. Phantom retrieved the iron ball from the man’s hand with a wet pop, snorted, and sat back down.

"As I said: no lies. Next time, I use two balls. Now, you said you were using her. What’s her specialty?"

"Y-Yes! She’s been optimized as an Electromagnetic Receptor. She can analyze sensor scans with terrifying precision."

"A Sonarman? How retro," Phantom spat, suddenly standing up again. "I’m an Enhanced Human too. A Cyborg, specifically. Alan, take over. I’m not the right fit for the girl’s questioning. I’ve gone and felt a spark of sympathy for her."

Phantom glanced at Taro and moved to the door. Alan stepped in immediately, wearing a wry, knowing smile.

"I feel a spark of sympathy for the poor bastard you just 'questioned.' I’ll take over, but Teiro, what’s the plan? Anything else you want out of them?"

Taro shook his head. "No, that’s plenty." He called for an employee to take the captain to the med-bay. "I honestly don't know if I should be telling you that was 'too much.' I mean, one piece of info we squeeze out of them might save a thousand of our people, right?"

Phantom looked at Taro with a hint of surprise.

"Hoh? It seems our commander is more of an adult than I gave him credit for. I fully expected a lecture on morality."

Taro let out a dry laugh. "Hey, I still have limits, okay?"

"Naturally. I know where they are. Still... what are we going to do with the girl?"

Phantom rubbed his chin, looking down at the girl still curled up on the floor.

"You said 'Enhanced Human.' What exactly does that entail?" Taro asked.

"Exactly what it sounds like. They tinker with the brain to boost BISHOP control or enhance specific senses. Usually, it’s software-based, but sometimes they install hardware. For example, in my case..."

Phantom tapped his forehead.

"I have a thermal sensor and a BISHOP auxiliary node optimized for ballistic calculations inside my skull. That’s why I can track every single bullet if someone sprays a machine gun at me. Combined with BISHOP’s future-sight, dodging them isn’t actually that hard. In her case..."

Phantom’s eyes drifted back to the girl.

"...it’s likely her skull, or maybe even her hair. They’ve turned them into receptors for electromagnetic waves and Drive Particles. There’s a chance it’s her whole body, but nobody outside the Imperial Military has the tech to pull that off. Either way, the success rate for the procedure is abysmal, so it’s rarely done these days. Both she and I are, essentially, rare specimens."
Chapter 97

After the captain retreated for medical treatment, Teiro, Alan, and Phantom continued their meeting in a room that was—to put it mildly—not built for four people.

The "extra" person was the female defector. She had developed a violent allergy to the idea of being moved anywhere else, so they’d been forced to leave her be. Teiro had some reservations about the safety of the arrangement, but Phantom had assured him everything was fine. Apparently, as long as Phantom was in the room, Teiro was technically "safe" even if someone was currently pressing a loaded gun to his forehead. 

"But seriously, shouldn't we tell the Empire? No matter how you slice it, this is way beyond a corporate spat—ha-fi-fu-ho-ho-ho-fun-wah."

From behind, the girl reached out and grabbed Teiro’s face. She yanked the corners of his mouth outward, forcibly converting his speech into a series of breathy "H" sounds.

"Well, you’re not wrong," Alan said, ignoring the slapstick display. "The problem is whether the Empire will actually believe us. I wish the captain of the Mary Ann had possessed the foresight to bring a shred of evidence with him."

"Even if they did know, do you honestly think the Empire would move?" Phantom countered. "We're talking about a situation the likes of which haven't been seen in centuries. I don't trust the current brass to make a quick decision to save their own lives."

"Heho-haa, hyu-hafu-heho... Okay, okay, I’m trying to talk about something important here! But look, during the Neural Network Collapse, they were actually pretty snappy about things, hihe-haha-aaan?"

"That was only because His Majesty the Emperor issued a direct imperial decree," Phantom said. "Without that, we’d probably still be knee-deep in the middle of that chaos. Honestly, I wouldn't pin my hopes on the military. What about you, Alan?"

"The military? Sorry, I can't give you an objective opinion. My unit was a bit... specialized. I wasn't exactly in a position to see the big picture like you were."

"...What are you talking about?"

"Nothing. Forget it. Regardless, we should probably toss a report toward the central hub. It'll be a pain in the ass later if they ask why we kept them in the dark."

"Hiha, heh? Hanhe... Yes, yes, I'll be a good boy and stay quiet. Seriously, why wouldn't the Empire move? Isn't this a massive deal for them too?"

Alan and Phantom exchanged a look and fell into a heavy silence. Finally, Phantom broke it. "Why don't you just show them?"

"I suppose that’s the only way," Alan replied.

"Big Sister Yotta. These people are talking about such boring, difficult things. Etta is getting sleepy."

The girl slumped her entire body weight against Teiro’s back. Teiro debated how to handle the situation, but since she didn't seem to have a murderous bone in her body, he decided to just let her hang there like a backpack.

"Little lady, you’ve certainly taken a shine to Teiro, haven't you? Is your name Etta?"

Phantom spoke in a voice so saccharine and gentle that Teiro did a double-take. It was impossible to reconcile this man with the demon who had just been "disciplining" the captain. Teiro could only offer a wry, helpless smile.

"Mhm. That's right. Etta is Yotta's little sister. I like Teiro. He smells the same as us."

"And what is that supposed to mean!?" Teiro barked back reflexively.

Etta giggled at his reaction and did a playful little spin on the spot. 

"You really are a funny man. Hey, Teiro. Since I like you, I'll tell you a secret. I smell those black ships. They've been peeking at us this whole time. It's a muddy, gross, boring picture. They're tiny, but there are lots of them."

Etta rested her chin on Teiro’s shoulder and whispered directly into his ear. Teiro was ready to let it go as a weird kid being a weird kid, but Phantom suddenly bolted upright.

"Teiro, prep for launch. Now. If we ignore them, they might leave, but there’s no reason to give them more data than necessary."

Teiro blinked up at the standing Phantom, his brain stalling. 

"She’s a Sonarman," Phantom explained rapidly. "Her analysis is more accurate than any high-end scanner on the market. Didn't you say you were dealing with a Stealth Ship? They probably followed you. They’re right on top of us."

Teiro and his crew scrambled for an emergency launch, pulling the station's defense ships along with them. Just as Phantom predicted, an Enzio Stealth Ship was sitting right there in the not-so-distant void. However, the enemy must have realized the jig was up the moment the fleet moved; as soon as Teiro’s ships cleared the bay, the intruder vanished into the black.

"A cautious bunch," Phantom mused, watching the scanners. "Or maybe just cowards. Either way, they're going to be a nuisance."

Teiro nodded, his previous encounter with them flashing through his mind. He realized with a sinking feeling that his fleet was severely lacking.

"Honestly, their actual combat power felt like a joke. Their armor was paper-thin and they weren't even that fast. But that ECM and jamming? That was legitimate magic. My Beams were bending like they were in a funhouse mirror."

Alan nodded in agreement. They had tried sweeping the area with the station's directional scanners, but with no enemy ships left in the sector, they had retreated back to the Katsushika office. Currently, the Battle School ships were handling the patrol, manned by students whose eyes were turning bloodshot from the sheer stress of the situation.

"They’re Electronic Warfare Battleships," Alan said. "If you didn't have that Railgun, you'd have been dead in the water. Still, Enzio having an Electronic Warfare Craft is a nasty surprise."

"Indeed," Phantom added. "Those things require high-end tech to produce and cost an absolute fortune. It’s a bit... disproportionate for them. If they’re willing to use one just for scouting or as a watchdog, we have to assume they have a whole lot more where that came from."

"If we run into a swarm of those, aren't we screwed?" Teiro asked. "Even just having one of those mixed into a standard fleet would be a nightmare."

"Quite. And when you factor in the amplification from Linked Radiation, they won't just bring one. It's going to be a headache and a half."

"Linked... what now?" 

Teiro cupped his ear, looking lost. The floating orb known as Koume chimed in to save him.

"Linked Radiation, Mr. Teiro! Because of the way Drive Particles behave, it is most efficient to use multiple ECM Generators simultaneously at specific distances."

"A-ha," Teiro said. "So it’s like a 'combo move.' If everyone does the move together, the power level goes over nine thousand?"

"I don't know about 'nine thousand,' but sure," Marl said, looking at Teiro with an expression that sat somewhere between pity and exhaustion. "Think of it like that. Drive Particles like to clump together. They aren't supposed to have mass, but they have a property that mimics gravity."

Teiro let the science lecture slide right out of his brain and focused on the problem at hand. If things stayed the way they were, they were going to get shredded.

"Man, I guess we need an electronic warfare ship of our own... but how? Those things are stupidly expensive to run, right?"

"The dedicated crafts? Yes," Alan admitted. "Honestly, they're probably out of our league. But if we just focus on anti-electronic warfare gear, we might be able to scrap something together."

"Like stabilizers? Ugh, we're basically out of room as it is. Our whole strategy is 'Safety First,' right? So the Overdrive stabilizers already eat up almost all our free internal space."

"Speaking for the staff, I'd prefer you didn't change that," Marl interjected. "The employees joined on the premise of not dying. A sudden shift in policy will cause a mutiny."

"Yeah, true... there’s gotta be a better way."

Teiro crossed his arms and let out a long, low groan. The room went silent as everyone fell into their own private brainstorm.

"Hey, Mr. President. Can we head out now? I don't mind talking tactics, but 'strategy' makes my head hurt. I'll leave the big thinking to you lot."

Gon, who had been curled up in a chair looking like he was about to die of boredom, finally spoke up. Teiro gave a distracted "Yeah, sure," before his eyes suddenly lit up. He slapped his palm.

"Wait! I’ve got it!"

The room froze. Teiro lunged over to Gon—who was in the middle of trying to leave—and scooped the creature up by his armpits, hoisting him to chest height. Gon’s lower body dangled like an overcooked noodle, his face contorting into a mask of feline annoyance.

"Ship-borne Craft! We’ll do what the Imperial Military does! We'll make the Ship-borne Craft the electronic warfare units!"

Alan rubbed his chin. "Ship-borne Craft, huh...?"

"You mean creating Carrier-based Craft for the other fleets besides the First Fleet?" Alan asked, sounding a bit skeptical.

"Exactly!" Teiro chirped. "We've already got the know-how from running Plum, right? Might as well lean into it. The only problem is finding pilots..."

Teiro spun the dangling Gon around to face him. 

"Gon, buddy! Do you know any ace pilots?"

Gon let out a strangled gufh sound.

"I do, and I'll introduce you... but put me down first. You're choking me. I’m not proud of it, but I’m fat. I've got a lot of neck."

Gon struggled as his excess skin and fur bunched up around his throat. Teiro panicked and set him back on the floor, hurriedly smoothing out the creature's ruffled coat.

"Good grief. Being fat is only good for looking dignified in a chair... Listen, Mr. President. I’m an outsider here, but let me give you a tip. A tiny radar on a Ship-borne Craft isn't going to catch a Stealth Ship. Anti-electronic gear is fine and dandy, but you need to actually see the bastards first."

Teiro nodded. Gon was right. He started thinking about how to cram massive scanners onto tiny ships, but Gon wasn't finished.

"The other fleets might need fancy gadgets, but you’ve got a little lady right here with a very interesting power. And she just proved she can do the job better than your computers. I don't know how you feel about using her, but shouldn't she be an option?"

Gon gave a "well, what do you think?" shrug. Every pair of eyes in the room slowly turned to lock onto a single young girl.
Chapter 98: Fortress-Sized Headaches and Pre-Teen Scalpers

"Teiro! Over there, next to the fleet. It’s one of those black ones!"

Teiro snapped his attention toward where Etta was pointing, squinting at the clusters of vessels represented on the Radar Screen. He quickly logged the coordinates of the void she’d indicated and opened a channel to the fleet's shuttle.

"RS1 to Alex Fleet. Heads up—you’ve likely got a Stealth Ship creeping in your vicinity. Keep your eyes peeled."

"[...THIS IS ALEX 4. MESSAGE RECEIVED. THANKS FOR THE CATCH. BUT SERIOUSLY, HOW THE HELL ARE YOU SPOTTING THEM? YOU’RE SPILLING THE BEANS OVER DRINKS WHEN WE GET BACK, RIGHT?]"

Teiro flashed a cheeky grin at the communicator and offered a wink. "Sorry, pal. That’s a trade secret." 

The operator on the other end stuck out his tongue with an exaggerated "Bleh," gave a mock salute, and terminated the link.

"The operators in Little Tokyo are a hoot... Hey, Marl, how’s the main force looking? Is everything moving according to the script?"

"Hold your horses," Marl muttered. She fished out an ancient-looking mobile terminal and began aggressively tapping at the touchscreen.

This specific terminal, which contained the high-level operational details, was physically air-gapped from BISHOP and every other network in existence. It was the ultimate "low-tech" security measure; no hacker could touch what wasn't connected. Plus, if it were moved too far from the ship, the data would self-destruct. No thieves, no leaks, just pure paranoia.

"Let’s see... yeah. They’re sticking to Plan B," Marl reported. "They’re cutting through the OR727 Star System to loop around behind BA33. Current projected losses are within the margin of error, so no changes for now."

Teiro nodded, looking satisfied. So far, so good. Just as long as no one decides to blow us up in the next five minutes.

"Got it. Smooth sailing, then... hopefully."

He turned his gaze back to the Radar Screen, watching the chaotic swarm of ships drifting alongside the fleet led by the Rising Sun. It was the EAP’s main force, surrounded by a protective shell of over fifty different private security companies—Rising Sun included—all acting as a massive, paranoid bodyguard.

"Is that toothpick the flagship? Which makes those big lumps the Battleships... Huh. That’s a pretty questionable formation. People said the EAP wasn't used to actual warfare, but man, it really shows."

The main body, designated EAP 1, was a massive parade of nearly two hundred vessels. It boasted everything from Battleships to shiny new Light Carriers and a handful of Electronic Warfare Craft. The problem with such a massive, bloated fleet was that it turned with the grace of a beached whale, making it a prime target for a Surprise Attack. That was exactly why they had the patrol groups out front, acting as the galaxy's most heavily armed crossing guards.

"EAP is centered in Little Tokyo; their whole philosophy has basically been 'peace at any price,'" Koume explained, her internal systems humming. "Whether it’s because they’re filthy rich or just polite is a mystery, but they usually just pay people off or make concessions instead of actually fighting."

Teiro let out a dry snort. "How the hell did they survive this long in Outer Space? I hadn't been here five minutes before someone declared war on me."

"The Dingo incident? That was just spectacular bad luck on your part," Marl countered.

"True," Koume added. "But EAP is an anomaly. Geopolitically speaking, they are the Alliance closest to the Empire. That gives them a certain kind of leverage."

"I guess. Rin... or well, Rin’s old man, probably. He must’ve been a wizard at diplomacy. Sure, they ended up with liabilities like Dingo, but look at how much the EAP has grown. It’s insane."

In the Alpha Sector, everyone knew the EAP was one of the big two, right alongside Enzio. For a group with only about a hundred years of history, their rise to power was nothing short of a miracle.

As the three of them chatted on the bridge, Etta hopped down from her operator seat and scurried over to Teiro, grabbing his arm and shaking it.

"Teiro, Teiro! Am I being a good help? Am I saving everyone?"

Teiro looked down at the girl’s wide, seeking eyes and gave a helpless, wry smile. He gave her a big, enthusiastic thumbs-up.

"The best! Seriously, everyone’s super grateful. We’ve made it this far with zero scratches, which is basically a miracle given the number of ambushes we've dodged. You're our MVP, kid."

It had been three days since they left the Shinjuku Star System. They had already run into six different ambushes, but they’d come through unscathed because Etta had sensed every single one of them before the enemy could even power up their guns. 

Teiro had been torn about bringing a kid to a war zone, but now he was just thankful she was there. She was the best "radar" he could ask for. Besides, she didn't have anywhere else to go, and she’d practically glued herself to the crew.

"Hehe! Then you have to give me a reward when we get home! Yotta-neesama said if I’m a good girl, I get a reward!"

Etta started tracing little circles on Teiro’s arm with her finger, looking up at him with a mischievous glint. Is she... trying to be seductive? Where did she even learn that? Yotta, I’m going to have words with you. 

"Right, a reward," Teiro said, completely unfazed by the attempt at 'allure' because, well, she was a child. "How about this: when we get back, you can eat your weight in ice cream. I’ll even whip up my world-famous special sesame ice cream for you."

He patted her head affectionately. Etta pouted, her cheeks puffing out.

"Nooo! I’m not a baby! A reward means like... a dazzling night of— Oh, wait, sesame ice cream? That does sound yummy."

"Yeah, yeah, save the 'dazzling nights' for when you're older. We’re hitting the drive point. Get back to your seat before you get tossed across the room," Marl interrupted.

Etta made a face but scurried back to her seat with a "Fine, okaay!" Teiro shot Marl a quick "Thanks" and began the final checks for Overdrive.



"Whoa... look at that. It’s practically a finished product. This might actually work."

Once the Overdrive ended, a massive Floating Fortress filled the main screen. It was their Anti-Enzio Defense Base. From a distance, it looked like a colossal, jagged ball of iron, but a closer look revealed a labyrinth of docks, factories, and enough turrets to core a planet. Twenty percent of those guns were Rising Sun-brand Railguns, and Teiro had already sent a small army of technicians to keep them humming.

"It is approximately seventy-five percent complete, Mr. Teiro," Koume reported. "The primary delay involves the installation of the Mobile Armored Facilities."

"The Mobile Armor? You mean those giant iron bricks with engines glued to them?" Teiro asked. "They look stupid, but I guess they make pretty good shields. Maybe we should park a few around our station?"

"Don't even think about it," Marl snapped. "They’d block traffic. Plus, someone would steal them immediately. They’re made of high-grade alloys and they’re literally designed to be towed away. They’re catnip for thieves."

Teiro conceded the point with a nod. The Mobile Armor blocks were thirty-meter cubes of plating equipped with basic Shield Generation Devices. Usually, they were slaved to the fortress's computer, but you could remote-control them from a ship if you had the codes. Marl’s right. A pirate with a decent cargo hold could just snatch one and vanish.

"Wait, is the fortress glowing?"

Teiro leaned in, squinting at the monitor. Koume’s lights flickered in confirmation.

"[SCHEDULED: OVERDRIVE ACTIVATION IN 80 HOURS.] It is moving toward the current front lines. Due to its extreme mass, the spool-up time is significant. Our mission is to secure the destination and ensure the fortress doesn't warp into a face-full of mines."

"Wait... we can warp the entire fortress?" Teiro gaped.

"Well, yeah," Marl said, sounding bored. "There’s a limit, obviously, but anything up to a small station can jump if you have enough juice. Though it’ll suck every Drive Particle out of the surrounding space for a while."

"Space is weird," Teiro muttered, shaking his head. Just when he thought he was getting the hang of this universe, it threw a warping continent at him. 

He hopped out of his seat to double-check the mission parameters on Marl's terminal.

"So, we secure Space Superiority and prep the zone for the follow-on units? Does 'prepping' mean we’re on space-garbage duty?"

"Probably. Debris, mines, the works," Marl said.

"Ugh, what a drag... Oh wait, we have a princess who’s a pro at finding 'treasure.' Maybe I should’ve brought more Minesweepers. Or can we just blast the mines with a Beam?"

"Mmm, maybe. But if we disarm them properly, we can reuse them. Or sell them."

"Sell them? Who's buying used space mines?"

"Everyone! Right now, EAP is paying top dollar for hardware."

Teiro sighed and slumped his shoulders. "I love this capitalist hellscape. I just checked the Star System Auction, and it’s flooded with mines. Wait—is this for real? There’s an eight-year-old on here buying a Beam Mine. What is he going to do with that? Is he blowing up his school? That's a bit much for a playground grudge."

"He's not going to use it, Teiro," Marl sighed. "He’s probably a Reseller. They buy low on one market and sell high on another without ever actually touching the physical item. They live on the market boards."

Teiro stared at her. "So you're telling me there's an eight-year-old day trader out there flipping weapons of mass destruction? That is terrifying. Don't we have regulations against scalping? I mean, I know we're traders, but still..."

"Regulation? Heavens, no!" Marl looked at him like he was crazy. "Resellers keep the market stable! Small companies like us thrive because of them. If they weren't around to arbitrage the prices, the mega-corps would just dump their stock and crush us all."

Teiro shrugged. On Earth, "scalper" was a dirty word involving guys in trench coats outside a stadium. Here, apparently, they were the backbone of the economy. 

"I've been a President for a while now, and I still don't understand half of how this galaxy works... Oh, hey, looks like Bella and the crew have arrived. That’s Lyza’s transport ship trailing them."

He pointed to the new signatures warping into the sector. 

"It’s been a while since the whole gang was in one place," Marl noted with a small smile.

"Yeah," Teiro replied, his grin returning. "The company’s getting so big that everyone’s always off on their own missions. It’s nice to have an excuse to get together."

He thought about how busy they’d all been, and his smile turned a bit wry. He tapped the console to execute the incoming Beacon Program and settled in to prepare for the meeting.

[BEACON PROGRAM: SYNCED]

Alright, time to see if we can actually survive this mess.
Chapter 99: The Grand Merger

A giant, spherical mass of iron. Aside from the fact that it was built specifically for murder and mayhem, this Floating Fortress wasn’t all that different from your average, everyday space station. Teiro let the [BEACON PROGRAM] take the wheel, surrenderring his flight path to the whims of the [AUTOMATIC LANDING PROGRAM]. The space around them was a chaotic mess of heavy traffic and protruding structural obstacles.

"Ooh, look, Marl! They’re using our stuff!"

A ring-shaped structure, looking very much like the rings of Saturn, circled the sphere. Mounted upon it were massive turrets—unmistakably the stationary Railguns produced by their very own Development Department. The Railguns slid slowly along the ring’s track, proving they could rain lead down on anyone approaching from any angle.

"Wow, you’re right! Seeing them actually put to use like this... it’s a little moving, honestly." Marl peered into the monitor with a bright, proud smile.

Following the [BEACON PROGRAM]'s cold dictates, the Plum II passed through a series of opening bulkheads and touched down in the Floating Fortress's Internal Dock. Teiro navigated the zero-gravity dock with his trademark lack of grace before finally stepping into the pressurized internal facilities where gravity actually functioned the way nature intended.

"Oh, there she is! Hey—Liza! How’s it hanging!?"

Teiro waved frantically, calling out to Liza as she stood there staring at a portable terminal with a look of terminal boredom. She looked up, caught Teiro’s voice, and approached with a flicker of embarrassment dancing on her face.

"It has been a long time, Teiro-san. But perhaps, in a place this crowded, you could manage to turn the volume down a notch or two?"

The lobby was crawling with EAP personnel, everyone buzzing about their various duties. The place was a temple to utilitarianism—iron walls, iron floors, iron everything. The only concession to comfort was a few sad-looking chairs and sofas lined up against the walls. A few workers glanced up at Teiro’s shouting, but they quickly realized he wasn't important and went back to their business.

"My bad, my bad. But you know how it is—I see a beautiful woman and I just can't help getting fired up." Teiro flashed a thumbs-up and followed it with a wink that absolutely did not suit his face.

"My, I wonder how many women have had to suffer through that exact line, Teiro-san? Good day to you, Marl-san, Koume-san. I trust you’re all doing well? How’s the mood?"

Liza gently pushed Teiro’s thumb out of her personal space and turned to greet the others. Marl was currently hauling Koume, while Alan, Phantom, and Etta trailed behind.

"Can't complain, Liza," Marl said. "Actually, don't you already know everything from the Security Squad? They’re basically our shadows at this point."

"It’s unfortunate, but your employees are far too competent, Marl-san. I’ve tried to pry some gossip out of them, but they’re a tight-lipped bunch. Especially lately."

Alan chimed in, pointing a finger toward Liza with a smirk. "That’s because the head of the Security Department turned into a literal monster. Everyone’s terrified of him. Good to see you, Liza."

Phantom shot Alan a look of pure professional protest. "If you’re referring to me, I’m just doing my job. Besides, monitoring for info-leaks falls under your Intelligence Department, doesn't it? I think you’re the one everyone’s actually scared of... Ah, Miss Liza. A pleasure. Thank you for looking after my subordinates."

Phantom delivered a crisp, perfectly executed Earth Style salute. Liza returned the gesture with a refined Imperial-style bow.

"The pleasure is mine. Now, let’s hurry to the meeting room. Miss Bella should already be there. Once we arrive, the gang’s all here."

The TRB Union Supreme Executive Meeting. Teiro had spent the last few days prepping a mountain of agenda items for this. He had ideas for the war against Enzio, the future direction of the Union, how to redistribute the spoils from Katsushika, and fleet logistics. He’d sacrificed a significant amount of sleep to cook these plans up and honestly thought he’d hit a home run.

However, all of his hard work was vaporized the moment Liza made her first proposal.

"Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait! Hang on! Huh? For real? Are you actually serious right now?" 

Teiro bolted upright from his chair at the round table, his face a mask of panicked disbelief. Beside him, Marl gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. Alan looked genuinely intrigued. The only one currently maintaining a soul-crushing lack of emotion was Phantom.

"Quite serious. We’ve already crunched the numbers for the profit-loss projections, and I’ve already cleared it with Bella-san," Liza said, her expression as calm as a still pond.

Teiro whipped his head toward Bella, his eyes begging for a Just kidding! The blue-haired woman had her locks tied back and wore a faint, knowing smirk. Her eyes said: No joke, kid.

"Are you for real...? But why? I thought we were doing great! Better than great! We’re crushing it! Did I do something? Is this because of me? Am I the problem here?"

The proposal Liza had dropped was nothing less than the total dissolution of the TRB Union. Caught completely off-guard, Teiro didn’t even try to play it cool; he just devolved into a puddle of anxiety.

"Look, look! It’s such a waste to kill the Union when everything is working! I’ll work harder, I swear! The company is growing like crazy! It’s way too soon to throw in the towel!" Teiro flailed his arms, desperately trying to keep the ship from sinking.

"Teiro, breathe. Look at the smirks on their faces," Marl whispered, her eyes deadpan. "They aren't joking, but they definitely aren't telling you the whole story yet."

Teiro looked back at Bella with a glimmer of hope. She gave a theatrically dramatic shrug.

"Based on the kid’s level of panic, I think we could’ve squeezed him for much harsher terms, don't you?" Bella let out a hearty, booming laugh.

Alan finally threw Teiro a lifeline. "Maybe stop teasing him? As for me... well, if my theory is right, a simple dissolution would actually be the least surprising outcome here. What do you think?"

Alan glanced at Phantom. Phantom nodded. "Indeed. Staying as a 'Union' has lost its utility. Transport, security, production, and management—our three companies are already functioning as a single organism. There’s no longer any tactical advantage to keeping the paperwork separate."

Teiro’s head tilted so far to the side he nearly tipped over. "Uh... what are we talking about exactly?"

"A merger," Bella said plainly. "We’re going to fold everything into one pile and stop wasting money on redundant overhead. If you really want to stay separate, I guess we could reconsider, but we’d much rather you just sign the damn papers."

"A merger? Between who?"

"My outfit, your outfit, and Liza's."

"You want us to be... one company?"

"I feel like I’m repeating myself, kid. We dissolve the Union and become a single entity. We could come up with some fancy new name, but honestly, your brand has the most street cred. I want to use your company’s name."

Teiro stood there, mouth agape, literally forgetting how to move oxygen in and out of his lungs. He stared into space with wide eyes until Marl nudged him.

"Hey. What’s the plan, boss?"

"No, I mean... seriously? A merger? I mean, yeah, it’s logically sound, but are you guys sure? Bella, your company has been around forever. And Liza, don't you have a board of directors to worry about?"

Liza smiled. "The only major shareholders left at Speed Carrier are myself and my brother, Teiro-san. We’ve been quietly buying back shares for months. As of last month, we hit eighty percent ownership."

Bella raised a finger. "And as for my place? Yeah, we’re old. But 'old' isn't a business model. Any company that can't adapt to the times is just a corpse waiting for a funeral. I think it’s time for a change."

Liza nodded in firm agreement. Bella asked for permission to smoke, then bit into a cigar and lit it with the ease of a woman who had seen everything.

"The TRB Union is doing great, just like you said, kid. But that’s the trap. It’s going so well that we’re getting stiff. You make the guns, we shoot them, and we protect Liza’s cargo. To put it bluntly: Guns and Speed Carrier have forgotten how to walk on their own."

Bella exhaled a cloud of smoke. "And at this rate, your place is going to outgrow us both."

Teiro crossed his arms, his brain finally catching up to the speed of the conversation. 

"There is another factor," Liza added. "Rising Sun, Guns & Rule, and Speed Carrier... Teiro-san, have you actually looked at the scale of our companies lately?"

Teiro nodded. "If we ignore the Union’s shared assets, I figured we finally caught up to you guys. Liza’s revenue is still way higher, but in terms of headcount and infrastructure, we’re about even."

"Exactly. But do you really think we’ll stay even?"

"What do you mean?"

"It’s simple math. Rising Sun caught up to Speed Carrier in a single year. There is no reason to believe your growth is going to magically stop now. We love seeing our allies succeed, but at this rate, we are going to be left behind."

Liza didn't mince words. Teiro finally grasped the heart of the issue and slumped back into his chair with a grimace. 

"Starting to see the picture?" Bella asked. "If we stay separate, our value is just going to rot away over time. But if we move now, we can still claim a seat at the big table. I know you wouldn't just dump us, kid, but if we ever became dead weight and got cut loose, we’d be finished."

Bella grinned through the purple haze of smoke. "Don't look so miserable. This is just business. It’s not a bad move for us, either. We get to stand on a much bigger stage, and the perks are way better. Sure, it’s a little sad to lose the old name, but the potential here is too good to pass up."

Liza waved away the smoke with an annoyed huff. "Exactly. Everyone is on board. Some of my employees are actually thrilled about the prospect. Like I said, you have the power to veto this. But we’re asking you to say yes."

Silence descended on the room. Teiro felt like his heart was being put through a blender—half overwhelming guilt, half incredible gratitude. He tried to speak, but the words kept getting stuck in his throat.

"...I... look forward to working with you."

Teiro squeezed the words out, bowing his head so low it practically hit the table. He didn't know how else to respond. An apology felt like the natural reaction, but he knew that saying "sorry" for their success would be an insult to everything they had built together.

The next day, as the fleet officially transitioned to a [WARTIME STANCE], the merger was finalized. Liza took command of the Transport Department, while Bella became the head of the Security Department. Bella had initially tried to decline out of respect for Phantom, but Phantom had actually looked relieved. He hadn't joined Rising Sun for the title or the paycheck, so he didn't care who sat in the big chair as long as the job got done.

And just like that, Rising Sun was reborn—a mid-sized corporate juggernaut with over 5,000 employees and influence spanning two star systems. The restructuring caused a bit of temporary chaos, but that was it. To any outside observer, the three companies had been acting so much like a single unit for so long that the merger just felt like someone finally got around to filing the paperwork.
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Stealth-spec frigates were worth double their weight in gold—literally. They usually traded for at least twice the price of a standard model. Gowen had just presided over a total disaster: two of them sunk, one scuttled to keep the tech out of enemy hands, and a final one limping home with half its hull missing. He had returned to Allied territory fully expecting a firing squad; instead, he was met with a standing ovation. It was, to put it mildly, a bit of a shock.

"We lost a lot of hardware, but the intel you dragged back is worth its weight in platinum," his superior chirped, practically humming a tune. The man was in an uncharacteristically festive mood. "The brass is already talking about giving you a shiny new fleet to play with."

"Is that so? Well... that’s certainly heartening," Gowen stammered, still trying to process the lack of a noose around his neck. "Er, if I may ask, what exactly caught the headquarters' eye? Was it the enemy’s electronic warfare capabilities?"

His superior nodded solemnly.

"Naturally, that's part of it. But the real issue is their new weapon. Intelligence has been hearing whispers about a new guided weapon for a while now. Most people thought it was a bunch of tall tales, but apparently not. We knew they’d been installing them in fixed facilities, but the fact that they’ve managed to cram them onto mobile vessels is a game-changer."

The superior’s face flipped from jovial to dead-serious in an instant. Since Gowen hadn’t even been told the enemy had new weapons before he was sent out to get shot at by them, he could only nod along and pretend this was all very enlightening.

"I see... They were certainly a nightmare to deal with. Unlike beams, you can’t just jam them out of the sky."

Gowen felt a literal shiver run down his spine as he recalled those hopeless few minutes. "What do you think the chances are of them deploying those things en masse?"

His superior shook his head dismissively.

"Slim to none. We don’t have all the specs yet, but they’re clearly using live ammunition. That means they have a massive overhead. They’re likely expensive as hell, and the warheads need a constant supply chain. If the enemy actually built a logistics system to support them, they’d be a threat, but I don't see the EAP being that competent."

The man snorted, his face twisting into a mask of pure contempt. Gowen realized his boss was catastrophically underestimating the enemy, but pointing that out didn't seem like the best way to keep his new fleet.

"Do you think we can actually win this war?"

It was a short, stupid question. His superior didn't bother answering, but Gowen hadn't expected him to. Victory was the only authorized premise; losing wasn't something you thought about. If they lost, there was nothing left but a one-way trip to oblivion.

"Now then, your new fleet is waiting, Mr. Gowen. Scuttle off to the docks. I expect great things from you as we continue the struggle to liberate the people from the Empire’s tyranny."

Recognizing the "get out of my office" cue, Gowen snapped a salute. As he walked down the corridors of the Border Management Command, a stray thought nagged at him.

Is the Empire actually being tyrannical?

Given his job in border security, he heard a lot of outside gossip. He talked to merchants trying to smuggle goods and interrogated people suspected of being EAP spies. But no matter who he grilled, not a single soul ever mentioned the Empire changing for the worse. The official line from the top was that the Empire had turned into a dystopian nightmare after the network went down, but Gowen had yet to see a shred of evidence. He wasn't about to start a coup over it, but the lack of conviction was starting to itch.

"Well, not like my opinion matters," Gowen muttered to himself, picking up his pace toward the docks. He had a job to do, and he was going to do it.



"I see, I see! This is incredibly fascinating. Thank you so much for this priceless contribution."

The Imperial Military officer bowed with an almost aggressive amount of politeness. Taro, Alan, and Phantom were currently standing in the Delta Star System Imperial Military Garrison. The place was a massive, hollowed-out station that had been turned into a literal fortress. It had taken them eight hours to get here on an EAP high-speed ship, and they’d spent a small fortune in credits to jump the queue at the Stargate, but time was a luxury they didn't have.

"Uh, yeah. Right. You’re for real, right? Like, you're actually gonna do something?" Taro asked, feeling deeply unconvinced. 

The man at the reception desk nodded with a face so solemn it felt like a parody. To Taro, the guy looked like he was about five seconds away from bursting into laughter.

"Is the Empire actually gonna move on this? Man, I have a really bad feeling about this," Taro grumbled as they walked away from the desk toward the docks. 

Alan glanced at him, then came to a dead stop, looking like he’d just had a realization. "Phantom’s right. I should probably show you how things actually work around here."

Alan pivoted on his heel and started heading back the way they’d come. Taro, confused but curious, trotted along behind him.

"Teiro, can you get me some cash? About ten thousand credits should do it."

Alan stopped in front of a massive, featureless door with no signage. Taro raised an eyebrow. "Cash?" he asked, but he figured Alan had a plan, so he didn't argue.

"Hold on a sec... There, exactly ten thousand."

Taro used BISHOP to tap into the station's local network and dumped the credits onto a physical chip. Alan took it with a nod and pushed through the door.

"Hey! No unauthorized personnel beyond this point. Turn around now," a soldier barked as they entered a second set of double doors. 

The soldier was encased in a metallic Armed Suit that looked like a walking tank. With the full-face helmet, Taro couldn't see a hint of a human expression. 

Whoa, that suit is actually pretty badass... Taro thought, momentarily distracted by the shiny hardware.

"Easy there. I’m former military myself," Alan said, sounding like he was greeting an old drinking buddy. "Just wanted to show a friend around the old workplace. For old times' sake, right? Surely you can let us take a quick peek."

Alan took a few steps forward. The soldier didn't miss a beat—he leveled his rifle right at Alan’s chest.

"Move another inch and I’ll put a hole in you. This is the First Classified Area. You want a tour? Go sign up for the museum at the front desk."

Alan held up his hands in a mock gesture of surrender and slowly crouched down. He slid the credit chip across the floor like a puck.

"...Hmph. Well. Now that I look closer, I suppose I can make an exception. Just don't go wandering off," the soldier said, his tone suddenly light and airy.

Alan looked back at Taro. "Let's go."

Taro stood there, jaw practically hitting the floor at the blatant bribery he’d just witnessed. Phantom gave him a little shove to get his legs moving again.

"Wait, wait, wait! Are you kidding me? Is that it? That's the secret sauce?" Taro hissed in a panicked whisper. "This is a 'First Classified Area'! Isn't that supposed to be, like, the most important place in the universe?"

"Pretty much," Alan replied curtly, his face a mask of indifference as he kept walking.

"Uh... Firing Range?" Taro read the sign as they arrived at their destination.

Inside was a gargantuan, hollow floor lined with long tables. Hundreds of meters away, holographic targets flickered in the air. The place was a ghost town; the lights didn't even flicker on until they were halfway inside.

"On paper, yes. In reality, it’s where people come to screw around when they’re bored. Let's see if they’ve got anything new in stock."

Ignoring Taro’s mounting bewilderment, Alan started digging through a storage case filled with high-end ordinance. He pulled out a rifle that caught his eye.

"A BDP332. Nice piece, but not my style. You see a CC26 in there?"

Phantom didn't answer; she just reached into the case and pulled out a rifle that was twice as big as the one Alan was holding. She balanced the massive thing with one hand like it was a toy.

"Typical humans can't handle the kick on that one anyway. This’ll do for me," Alan said, casually aiming his rifle at a target. 

A thin blue beam lanced out with a sharp crack, hitting the target instantly. Taro jumped at the noise, though it wasn't deafening.

"Okay, but seriously, Alan. Why are we here? If we're just killing time because the Empire is—GAH!?"

An absolute thunderclap erupted right next to Taro’s ear, sending him scurrying backward. While Alan’s rifle sounded like a firecracker, Phantom’s sounded like someone had detonated a stick of dynamite inside a metal trash can.

"Good gun," Phantom noted with a dry grin. "It punches through cover like paper. Want a turn?"

"I’ll pass!" Taro yelled, still clutching his ringing ears. Phantom hadn't moved a millimeter despite the recoil that would have probably dislocated a normal person’s shoulder. 

"Look, seriously, what is the point of this? I know you're not just playing around, but little old Teiro isn't exactly a genius. Just give it to me straight."

Alan snorted at Taro’s mock-innocence. He walked back to the case and pulled out a third rifle. Unlike the boxy, industrial designs of the others, this one was sleek and streamlined.

"This is the AR212. It’s a prototype from the Imperial Weaponry Arsenal. Top secret."

He grabbed another.

"This is the BB49. Classified. This is the BB50. Also classified. L&DI experimental model, classified. This, this, and that? All classified."

Alan tossed the guns onto the table one by one. Taro stared at the pile of "top secret" hardware like it was radioactive.

"So... this is like a secret testing ground? But—I mean—it’s classified, right? Are we actually allowed to just walk in here and play with the stuff?"

Alan gave him a grim, self-deprecating smile. He tossed the rifle back into the case with a careless clatter and shrugged.

"That’s exactly the point. Don’t go expecting anything from the Imperial Military, Teiro."

Alan looked at the pile of weapons with pure resignation.

"The Imperial Military is rotten to the core. If those bastards have a single interest in this world that doesn't involve a fat stack of credits, I’ll do a naked handstand in the middle of the hangar. Not that anyone would take that bet—it's a guaranteed loss."
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Taro just shook his head as Alan prattled on about the Empire’s bottomless pit of corruption. He didn't get it.

"Is it possible it’s just a few bad apples? Like that guard?" Taro asked. "I’ve dealt with Dean’s subordinates before, and those guys were as sharp as they come."

He thought back to when he’d delivered the Railguns. Those soldiers had been the picture of military discipline. They hadn’t looked corrupt at all. In fact, they’d flat-out refused to accept any money or gifts beyond the tea and snacks provided in the meeting room. They wouldn't even take a small tip offered as a thank-you after the deal was done.

"Dean’s unit is... well, an outlier," Alan admitted. "You could say it’s one of the few decent military organizations left. That’s mostly because they’re a fairly independent branch, and more importantly, because Dean himself is a massive clean-freak."

With a dismissive wave, Alan added, "Let's move." 

Taro shot a look at Phantom, practically begging for a second opinion, but the man just gave a helpless shrug.

"Are you for real? No, wait. If the whole system is that rotten, then a lot of things don't add up. Dingo was one thing, but wasn't Enzio messing with the EAP and Alpha specifically because they wanted to keep the Empire from intervening?"

Alan gave a knowing nod. "A bit of ambition here, a whim there. Any motive will do, really. There’s always someone looking to play the hero and 'resolve the situation.' What looks like a trivial skirmish to the Imperial Military can be a death sentence for anyone on the receiving end. Enzio and Dingo are terrified of that. If the current Enzio military actually had the spine for a real fight, they might hold their ground for a while, but that’s purely academic. If the Empire actually moved its forces in earnest, the Alliance would vanish overnight. There wouldn’t even be enough battles to count on one hand."

Alan spoke as if he were stating the most obvious fact in the universe. Phantom chimed in from behind him.

"And that is exactly why the Empire avoids large-scale deployments. The ripple effects are too great. Though, looking at the state of the military today, that’s clearly only part of the reason. The truth is, they’ve simply spent a thousand years stuck in their own ways and don't know how to stop. If this were happening inside Imperial Territory, it might be a different story. But unfortunately, we’re out here in the middle of deep space."

Phantom wore a cynical, twisted little smile. Taro chewed on that for a second before letting out a long, heavy sigh. 

"For real...?" Taro muttered. "So you’re saying it’s like this: they get money and prestige just for sitting on their asses, so they figure, 'Why bother trekking out to the sticks to get shot at?' They’re basically high-level NEETs with god-tier weapons. That’s the ultimate form of being a total deadbeat! Use it! Use that power for something!"

Taro sounded genuinely appalled. Alan let out a booming laugh. Even Phantom joined in, their laughter echoing loudly against the cold iron walls of the corridor.

"You have a way with words, Teiro! Yeah, that’s exactly it. Aside from the few poor souls trapped in a routine, there isn't a single decent person left in the service. That’s the same reason I quit. I got sick of being surrounded by a bunch of over-armed NEETs."

Alan spat the words out even as he laughed. Taro responded with what felt like his hundredth sigh of the day. He decided right then and there that the military was a lost cause. Taro had plenty of technical military knowledge stored in his head, but it didn't give him a window into the current state of their morale or discipline. In that regard, Alan and Phantom were the experts.

Technically, he still had the option of asking Dean for help, but the man had said he was in Intelligence. When it came to actual front-line firepower, Taro wasn't going to hold his breath.

"Let’s just go back... what a total waste of time. Well, maybe not total. At least we know the military is trash now. That’s worth something, I guess."

Trying to console himself, Taro began a slow, dejected trudge back toward the High-speed Ship docked in the bay.



"I see... how... disappointing," Marl said, her voice dropping into a dark, somber tone after hearing the report. "Things are getting so serious out here, I was actually starting to get my hopes up."

"Tell me about it," Taro agreed. "I get that the network being down is a pain, but failing to act just because it’s a 'bother'? That’s just pathetic. Oh—found another one. That makes it 8 to 15, right? Man, this is a tough match."

Taro pointed to a new anomaly buried in the wall of data on his scan results.

The Plum II was currently working with a fleet of other vessels, performing Minesweeping Operations at the boundary between EAP and Enzio—the projected warp destination for the Floating Fortress. The mines were built with Stealth Processing, making them nearly invisible to standard scans and almost impossible to distinguish from space debris. But unlike debris, if you accidentally hit one with an Incineration Beam, the results were explosive. In the vacuum of space, a simple explosion wasn't a huge threat, but these things were packed with submunitions—which also exploded!!—that would come screaming toward the ship like shrapnel.

"Actually, it’s 8 to 18, Teiro! Etta found three more!"

Etta held up three fingers, beaming with pride at her own brilliance. Taro threw his hands up in mock defeat and made a face.

"Wow, what a haul. You’ve gotta tell 'Teiro-chan' how you keep finding them like that."

Etta puffed out her tiny chest. "Ehehe! It’s easy, Teiro! You just look for where the colors are wrong. Space is blue, but those trash bits are black. If you have black dots on a giant canvas, they stand out right away, see?"

Etta explained with wide, sweeping gestures as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. Taro just gave her a puzzled, wry smile. Is this what they call a genius?

No... that’s not it, Taro thought to himself. It’s not talent. She was designed this way.

The captain of the Mary Ann had called her a Biological Weapon. If she’d had this much natural talent to begin with, they wouldn’t have needed to experiment on her. It was only logical to assume her abilities were artificial. Phantom didn't like talking about the process, but he’d mentioned a low success rate—which meant there were countless "failures" left in the wake of her creation. Taro didn't want to imagine what happened to a person when a brain-tampering experiment went south. There was no way to spin that into a happy ending.

Science—or maybe just humanity in general—really screws things up sometimes, Taro mused. But 'space is blue'? How am I supposed to interpret that? Is she seeing the distribution of the stars?

He watched the girl, who was currently smiling and giggling without a care in the world.

She looked to be about fifteen, maybe? Even she didn't know her real age. You’d have to ask the Enzio Military to be sure. She seemed even younger than she looked because of her childish behavior and the fact that she was barely 140 centimeters tall. She was also dangerously thin, looking far from healthy.

Taro wondered if these were the permanent side effects of the Enhancement Process, but he had no way of knowing. Phantom had called her a rarity, and even the military knowledge he’d Overridden didn't cover this. Both the Enhanced Humans and the organizations that created them were clearly top-secret.

"Perhaps you should take her literally, Mr. Teiro."

Taro looked back at the voice, then shifted his gaze downward to find Koume rolling across the floor.

"Taking it 'literally' is a tall order, Koume. Space looks black to me, and I’m pretty sure it looks black to Marl, too."

Koume’s lamp flickered. "It is highly probable that Miss Etta can directly 'see' Electromagnetic Waves and Drive Particles. I have heard that if one views the universe through ultraviolet and infrared, it is quite colorful indeed. Though it would be difficult for a standard human to perceive it as such."

"Oh, I get it," Taro said, nodding. "So space really does look blue to her. I’m almost jealous, though I can't tell if that’s a gift or a curse. Hey, if I’m using BISHOP or something, does it look like there’s smoke coming out of my head?"

He vaguely remembered that BISHOP used Drive Particles for communication.

"I can see it!" Etta chirped. "It’s not smoke, though. It’s like red lines flying away. About this big!"

She pinched her thumb and index finger together, leaving a gap of about a centimeter. Taro looked over at Marl at the helm, trying to see if he could spot anything. Naturally, he saw nothing but the back of her head.

"Man, that’s basically being an esper. I’m definitely jealous. So... I assume there’s one coming out of me right now?"

Etta nodded enthusiastically. "Teiro’s is like THIS!" 

She spread her arms as wide as they could possibly go.

"Gross! I’m a freak! It’s that thick?! That’s not a line, that’s a structural pillar!"

Taro shuddered, picturing a massive red beam erupting from his skull. From the pilot’s seat, he heard Marl let out a snicker.

"Well, you do process dozens of times more data than a normal person. It makes sense that your Communication Band would be massive. Imagining it... yeah, that’s a pretty 'special' look for you."

"Hey! What do you mean 'special'?! Wait, if it’s that thick, can you even see my face through—Etta? What’s wrong?"

Taro’s voice sharpened. Etta had suddenly collapsed, crouching on the floor, her face turning a sickly shade of pale. Taro hopped out of his seat and rushed to her side. Etta didn't move. She just stared into the void.

"So many..." Etta whispered, her voice trembling. "So many black things are gathering... they’re all coming here... so many. There’s so many, Teiro!"
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"All work ships, haul ass toward the Fortress immediately! Everyone else, combat stations! The bad guys are coming to play!"

Taro screamed into his headset while yanking his seatbelt so tight he could barely breathe.

"Marl, how long until we’re actually ready to shoot things?"

"I just have to reroute the power from the scanners back to the guns. Give me two minutes!"

"Roger that. Koume, status report. Give me the combat stats."

[SYSTEMS ARE ALL GREEN, MR. TEIRO. HOWEVER, THE SHIP-BORNE CRAFT CONTROL SYSTEMS ARE CURRENTLY IN A STATE OF EXISTENTIAL UNCERTAINTY DUE TO RECENT UPDATES.]

"Yeah, yeah, close enough... RS1 to EAP2. We’ve got a massive host of hostiles inbound. Please tell me you have a plan that doesn't involve us dying."

Taro barked the request toward the EAP Allied Fleet’s flagship while his own crew scrambled. He sat there, ear pressed to the comms, waiting for the bureaucratic geniuses at EAP2 to say something useful. He waited. And waited. Finally, he just repeated the report, louder this time.

"This is EAP2. Our wide-area scan is as empty as a politician's promise. Are you sure you aren't just seeing ghosts?"

Taro slowly turned his head to look at Etta. She noticed his "are they serious?" stare and pointed a finger at a completely blank spot on the radar screen.

"If they're coming from there... RS1 to EAP2. The enemy is approaching from EB2993. This isn't a ghost, it’s a goddamn invasion. I repeat: massive hostile force incoming from EB2993!"

Silence again. Taro slumped back into his seat, propping his chin on his hand like a bored student waiting for the bell to ring.

"This is EAP2. Again, the wide-area scan shows nothing. We suspect your sensors are buggy. Please recalibrate your—"

"Shut your damn mouth! If I'm right and you’re wrong, are you going to pay for our funerals?!"

Calling the EAP "cautious" was the polite way of saying they were spectacularly incompetent. Frustrated, Taro snapped at his tech expert. "Marl, do your thing."

"Way ahead of you! The interference is a nightmare, but... Bingo! Got the bastards!"

Marl pumped a tiny fist in the air with a triumphant yelp. Taro took one look at the directional scan results she’d dug up and jammed the 'Send' button to EAP2.

"We’ve got Drive Particle signatures all over EB2993. I’d bet a million Credits they'll turn into Space Reservations any second now. Move your asses, seriously!"

Taro made a face like he’d just sucked on a lemon. He knew the EAP would take ten years to process a simple "we're being shot at" form, so he ignored them for a moment.

"Alan, Phantom, you guys still alive over there?"

Alan was busy wrangling the Third Fleet, while Phantom was playing babysitter to the Fourth—the Battle School Fleet. Both were currently hovering near Taro’s First Fleet. The heavy hitters of the Second Fleet were currently off with Bella, stuck playing escort to the EAP1 main force.

"This is RS3. We’re locked and loaded, but I need a few more minutes. Some of my work ships are still out there playing tag with the mines."

"This is RS4. Aside from the students looking like they're about to vomit, we’re good to go. We’ll swing in from the left wing. Fall back to the coordinates I’m sending and let’s group up."

"RS1, copies all... Got the coordinates. Alan, there’s a lot of them. If things get hairy, just grab the crews and let the work ships go boom."

Taro kicked the Plum II into reverse, heading for the rendezvous. Outside the viewport, a shimmering haze of gas began to coat the ship—Koume’s way of saying "welcome" with a fresh batch of Anti-Drive Particles. 

"Did you tell the other companies to start spraying?" Taro asked.

[I HAVE ALREADY SENT THE REQUEST, MR. TEIRO. WHETHER THEY ARE SMART ENOUGH TO PRESS THE BUTTON IS ANOTHER MATTER.]

"God, you're efficient... Hey, EAP2! You guys done filing your paperwork yet or what?"

Taro groaned, pacing in his seat. Marl looked at him with a confused shrug, and he just threw his hands up in a "don't ask me" gesture.

"There are twelve different companies here! How are we supposed to win a war when nobody knows who's driving the bus?"

He squinted at the radar screen. There were nearly a hundred warships out there, a disorganized mess of corporate fleets. Some companies had brought two specialized minesweepers; Rising Sun had brought a twenty-four-ship parade of destruction.

"This is EAP2. Assuming you aren't hallucinating, we’d like to keep this sector safe. You’re in charge of sectors 270 and 45. Coordinates incoming. Try not to break anything."

Taro let out a breath he didn't know he was holding. Finally, an order! Then Koume spoke up, her voice as dry as a desert bone.

[MR. TEIRO. THE COORDINATES THEY SENT ARE IN THE DEAD CENTER OF A MINEFIELD. I SUGGEST THAT ATTEMPTING TO REACH THEM WOULD RESULT IN A VERY LOUD AND EXPENSIVE EXPLOSION.]

Taro’s cheek twitched. "Go back to the drawing board and try again!" he screamed into the comms. Right, EAP command is officially useless. I'm on my own.

"Sectors 270 and 45... that’s front-left, low. They want us to hold the flank while they take the center, but they’re idiots. You can't do a pincer move when you're surrounded by space-claymores!"

He grumbled the complaint and sent it to EAP2 anyway, hoping that maybe, just maybe, someone with a functioning brain cell would read it.

"Teiro! The big black ones are coming! And a bunch of little white ones!"

Etta sounded genuinely worried. Taro felt his stomach drop. This was it. "Open the turret bays! Let's give 'em a warm welcome!"

"They’re here, Teiro! Massive Space Reservations! I’m counting... eighty ships!"

"Got it!" Taro yelled back, though he paused. Eighty? That’s it? That’s practically a light snack for a fortress. "...Are they splitting up, or is this just the first wave of a Wave Attack?"

He scowled, trying to think like a villain. If he were the bad guy, what would he do to make Taro’s life a living hell?

"...Wait. Both?"

The realization hit him like a physical blow. He scrambled to check the sensors, but Koume beat him to the punch.

[MR. TEIRO, I HAVE UNPLEASANT NEWS. A SPACE RESERVATION HAS JUST BEEN LOCKED IN OUR REAR. EXPECT COMPANY SHORTLY.]

Taro hissed through his teeth. He was a second too slow. They were supposed to be safe back there; other fleets were supposed to be clogging the area with Anti-Drive Particles. But the enemy had Warp Stabilizers—the high-end stuff. They were performing an Overdrive jump right into their tailpipes.

"RS1 to NY1! Move your asses! 180-degree turn, now! Full throttle!"

The eight ships of Taro’s fleet pulled a frantic U-turn. Engines roared to life, nuclear fire spewing from the thrusters as they charged toward the incoming warp signatures.

"EAP2 to RS1! Why are you breaking formation? Stop doing your own thing and—"

"Shut up, you moron! If we stay here, we’re the meat in a hostile sandwich!"

Taro cut the line. He wasn't in the mood for a lecture. Shields were great for soaking up beams, but if an enemy ship warped in behind them and shot their engines, all the armor in the galaxy wouldn't save them.

"RS4 to RS1. We’re moving to intercept the warp-in. Honestly, your commander is a joke. My students could coordinate a lunch order better than this guy."

It was Phantom. Taro couldn't have agreed more. "You sure you can handle this, Phantom? Your kids haven't exactly seen a real scrap yet."

"At point-blank range, skill doesn't matter as much as who pulls the trigger first. They’re weighted down with Warp Stabilizers, so pound-for-pound, our ships are meaner. We’ve got this."

Taro checked the BISHOP display. The Drive Particle levels were spiking. The graph looked like a heart attack in progress.

"They're dropping in!" Marl screamed.

Taro stared at the radar. Blue streaks of light solidified into cold, hard steel.

"2, 4... 34 ships. Frigates, destroyers... Crap, they brought a cruiser to the party."

The radar screen turned into a chaotic mess of blue and red lines as the shooting started. Taro’s fleet was still closing the gap, and RS4 was lagging behind.

[NY1-4 IS MODERATELY DAMAGED. NY1-6 IS... ACTUALLY, NEVER MIND, NY1-6 IS GONE. NY1 HAS SUSTAINED LIGHT DAMAGE.]

Koume’s clinical voice made Taro’s blood run cold. He bit his lip, mentally screaming at the engines to go faster.

"Dammit! The New York President just bought that ship! He was so proud of it... Distance?!"

"We’re almost in range, Mr. Teiro. But if we use beams now, we’re just as likely to hit our friends as the enemies."

"I know! Load the railguns! Launch the ship-borne craft the second the slugs leave the barrels!"

Taro was shouting at the ceiling now. He didn't need to yell—BISHOP translated his thoughts directly—but his adrenaline was currently through the roof.

"Teiro! There's more! So many more!"

Taro looked at Etta, then back at the screen. "You’ve gotta be kidding me!"

The radar screen was lit up like a Christmas tree. New Space Reservations were appearing everywhere. He stopped counting at a hundred.

Well, Taro thought, this is going to be a long day.
Chapter 103

"Over a hundred signals... Has the enemy’s main fleet actually arrived?"

Clusters of ripples, looking like puddles in a rainstorm, shimmered across the Radar Screen. Among them, several exceptionally large pings stood out. Taro realized with a grimace that the enemy was preparing to deploy Battleship-class vessels into the fray.

"This is RS4. We enter Engagement Range in twenty seconds. The situation looks pretty grim. We’re prioritizing rescue ops on the assumption that we’re pulling out."

Phantom’s voice crackled over the comms. Taro replied with a quick "Please do," feeling a surge of irritation toward EAP 2. The allied command hadn’t even managed to scrape together a basic strategy yet.

"Whether we flee or attack, indecisiveness is the ultimate blunder," Koume remarked. The AI was currently magnetically locked to the control panel. Taro gave her a sharp nod and initiated the Command System Control Program via BISHOP.

"Whatever we do, we have to avoid being encircled. They’re likely going to withdraw given the numbers, so let’s merge the fleet and focus on evasion."

[FLEET CONTROL: RANDOM SHIFT]

[HULL CONTROL: SHIELD PRIORITY]

[HULL CONTROL: OVERDRIVE PRIORITY]

Under Taro’s direction, the neatly aligned fleet began to jerk through a series of irregular accelerations and decelerations. The enemy hadn’t opened fire on them yet, but flying in a straight line was just asking to get sniped.

"Whoops, better not forget this one."

[HULL SYSTEM: ANTI-RAY MODE]

Taro wasn't about to make the same mistake twice. He toggled the hull into its ECM-hardened Anti-Ray Mode. It temporarily throttled the ship's overall performance, but if the enemy didn't have any Electronic Warfare Craft, he could just switch it back. He stole a glance at Koume, but it was impossible to read any expression from a featureless metal sphere.

"RS4 has made contact with the enemy group. They’ve begun bombardment," Marl reported.

"Then we’d better get a move on," Taro said. He shoved the bulk of his consciousness into the Turret control system, closing his eyes to focus.

[LOCK-ON SYSTEM: ACTIVATED]

[MULTI-CONTROL CAPTURE MECHANISM: STANDBY]

[TARGET ACQUISITION: 18 TARGETS]

"Railguns, fire! Alright, Cats, I'm counting on you!"

"Cat One, launching!"

"Cat Two, heading out!"

"Cat Three, leave it to me!"

"Cat Four... is it lunchtime yet?"

The Kato Tribe pilots chimed in over the comms. Taro spun up the aircraft control programs for them, his face twitching as a chaotic flood of data surged through his brain. 

Did the info-load spike because I switched to Electronic Warfare Specification? This is exhausting...

Taro was now micro-managing a total of twenty-four Ship-borne Craft—split into four squads of six—while simultaneously guiding six railgun warheads. The twelve craft led by Gon and Taiki screamed toward the enemy, while the remaining twelve fanned out to screen the RS1 fleet.

"Confirmed drone launches from RS3 and RS4. RS4 is advancing toward Hostile Group E2. It looks like RS3 has abandoned some of the Work Ships to their fate; they’re changing course to rendezvous with us."

Koume’s status lamps were blinking more frantically than usual. Taro processed the update while maintaining his various control links, burned the positional data into his mind.

"Teiro, Phantom sent over a Threat Assessment report," Marl said.

"Thank God for that guy. He’s a lifesaver."

The data Marl forwarded through BISHOP contained a prioritized kill-list. Taro picked out the top-priority target and instantly cross-referenced the coordinates on his Radar Screen.

"A suspected Electronic Warfare Craft... There you are. Eat this!"

Taro translated the strings of coordinates and raw numbers into a mental image, imagining himself physically charging the enemy ship. He maneuvered the projectiles through a lethal web of Incineration Beams, steering them until the enemy hull filled his mental vision.

"Attack hit. Three effective rounds," Koume reported. "E2-4 is heavily damaged, E2-8 is moderately damaged, and E2-5 took light damage. One target evaded. It appears two of our rounds were vaporized."

Taro clicked his tongue, though he was reasonably satisfied with the result. The beams are picking off the rounds because of the distance... but wait, is it just me, or is the enemy putting out an absurd amount of fire?

"I’d like to say it’s your imagination," Marl replied, "but for ships that size, they’re definitely packing more heat than usual. It’s not like there’s a Debris Belt for cover, either. They might have adapted to our tactics."

"So they aren't just fodder... how annoying. Prepare the next volley!"

If they’re going to be like that, I’ll just have to drown them in lead, Taro thought, immediately reloading the warheads. He watched the Turret temperature gauges slowly crawl down, fidgeting as he waited for them to hit the safety threshold.

Railguns were notoriously hot-headed. Every shot generated a massive thermal spike. Rapid fire would warp the barrels, turning a precision weapon into a very expensive bent pipe. Since the warhead needed constant contact with the rails to accelerate, any warping meant lost speed. Worse, if the rail developed even a tiny bump, the warhead would just shear the rail right off the mounting.

"Cat One and Cat Two are on their Bombing Course... five seconds to release. Four, three, two... impact! E2-5 is moderately damaged. E2-14 took light damage, but it looks like their engine is toast. We lost two Accompanying Craft, but one is limping back to base."

"Nice! Get the hangar ready for recovery and prep the replacements... Wait, what? Marl, Turret 5 is acting up. It won't load."

"Turret 5? Hold on... Ugh, a warhead is jammed in the feed tray. I'll have to clear it manually. Just wait."

"Of all the times to jam... Didn't the Development Department say this only happens once in every fifty-thousand shots?"

"Those figures are for use in a 'constantly stable environment,' Mr. Teiro," Koume interjected. "RS4-8 is moderately damaged, RS4-3 is lightly damaged. It’s what one might call 'catalog specs.'"

"Oh, I see. Note to self: increase the R&D budget so they can get some data from people who actually get shot at."

Taro filed that away for later and turned back to the shifting chaos on the Radar Screen. RS4 was currently mid-charge against E2, and the gap between the two forces was vanishing. Ships on both sides were being shredded. Some vessels were breaking formation to flee, while others simply drifted into the void after failing to keep up with the frantic maneuvers.

"This is RS4," Phantom's voice returned. "We’ve linked up with the remnants of the NY1 fleet. We’re falling back toward your position, but what’s the plan for the next phase?"

"This is RS1. Honestly? No word from the flagship. I'm guessing the brass is currently busy wetting themselves."

"That figures... Well, I’ve seeded the area with every Anti-Drive Particle canister I had. That should buy us a window. Get them to make a decision, fast."

"RS1, Roger. They’ll probably run, but I’ll see what I can do."

Taro sighed and reopened the channel to EAP 2. "Uh, hello? This is—"

"This is EAP 2! Give us a SITREP! What is happening out there!?"

A panicked scream erupted from the comms. Taro winced at the volume, realizing this wasn't the same operator he’d spoken to before.

"What’s happening? Uh, the enemy main force is pulling a gutsy warp-maneuver to get behind us, and we’re currently busting our humps to make sure the fleet doesn't get pincered. You know, the usual?"

"Pincered... Should we run? What do we do!?"

"...Look, you’re asking the wrong guy. Can you put someone in charge on the horn? Someone with actual decision-making power? We’re kind of in the middle of a thing here... Marl, how’s that railgun?"

Taro pulled a face, making no effort to hide his disgust. Marl gave him a thumbs-up, signaling the weapon was back online.

"This is EAP 2! Is this... is this the kind of situation where I’ll be held responsible? Please, tell me—"

"Who cares about that right now?! Whether you get court-martialed or not depends entirely on if we survive the next ten minutes!" Taro roared into the mic. 

When no response came, he let out an exhausted groan.

"Look, the 'pro move' would be to counter-encircle their Warp Point, but since there's a Minefield behind them, that’s a no-go. The textbook play is to pull the whole fleet back and meet them head-on, but honestly? Given how things are going, running might actually be your best bet. Just... tell the commander that, okay?"

"This is EAP 2. Understood," the voice replied. 

Taro started to exhale in relief, only to freeze at the very next words.

"All units, we are withdrawing! Engage Overdrive immediately! Run for it!"

The voice was shouting to the rest of the EAP 2 bridge crew, but the mic was still hot. 

"Wait, wait, wait!" Taro stammered. "You were the commander?! Also, hold on! If you warp out in a disorganized mess, they’ll just pick you off one by one! If they track your exit vectors, you’re dead! You have to withdraw as a cohesive unit!"

Drive Particle activity began spiking all around the EAP 2 flagship. Taro’s warnings fell on deaf ears. There was a world of difference between a "tactical withdrawal" and "running away screaming," and the latter usually ended in a massacre.

"...Yeah, we’re doomed. I want to believe this guy is just a special kind of stupid, but if he isn't..."

Taro looked at the BISHOP display as the Engagement Range warnings began to flash red. He let out a final, hollow sigh.

"We are totally going to lose this war."
Episode 104: The Secret Art of Tactical Retreats

Taro realized he was sighing way too much lately—a thought entirely too casual for the current disaster. He grimaced as Koume read off the latest damage reports with her usual robotic punctuality. This wasn't working. He looked up, jaw set; RS4 was already registering hits within Engagement Range. He didn’t have a second to waste on dithering.

"RS1 to EAP 2. Commander, buddy, you still with us?" Taro asked, giving his cheeks a sharp slap to focus.

He kept his voice breezy and calm. A few agonizing seconds of static later, a panicked voice crackled back through the comms. "—Ah! Yes! I'm here! I'm still here!"

"Glad to hear it. Quick question: I’m guessing it’d be a bureaucratic nightmare to just, you know, hand over command to someone else right now?" Taro asked. He did his absolute best to sound like a normal human being, burying his mounting irritation under a layer of forced politeness.

"—What are you even talking about? Are you suggesting you take over? Don't be ridiculous. That's impossible!"

Well, obviously, Taro thought, nodding to himself. He glanced at the ceiling of the bridge. "Right, right. Look, I want to have a little 'off-the-record' chat, so I need you to install this. It’s a disposable encryption app. It won't leave a trace on your black box. Very handy."

[PROGRAM TRANSMITTING: TARGET EAP 2 — ENCRYPTED COMMUNICATOR VER 1.1]

"—What do you think you’re—"

"Just set it up," Taro said, over-enunciating every single syllable.

The communicator went dead. Silence stretched across the bridge for a tense few moments.

[ENCRYPTED COMMUNICATION PROGRAM: SECRET NO. 3. COMMUNICATION LINK... ESTABLISHED]

A notification pinged on Taro's BISHOP. He let out a long, weary breath and closed his eyes to concentrate. Beside him, Marl and Koume were a blur of efficiency, handling the combat maneuvers without needing a word from him. They knew the drill.

"Okay, Commander. I’m just going to 'talk to myself' for a bit. Since 'no one else can hear this,' feel free to just treat these ideas as your own brilliant flashes of insight."

Except for Marl and Koume, of course, he added mentally.

A beat of silence passed before the reply came: "—Understood."

"Except for the EAP 2 Shield Ships, turn every strike craft around. We’re going to haul ass away from the enemy's main force at full power. As for the reinforcements warping in behind us, my company's fleet is holding the line. You won't take much heat even without your shields."

Taro flicked his eyes toward the Radar Screen, double-checking the tactical soup.

"Rendezvous with us and scoop up the mine-clearing fleets on the way. Take the Route from the CE Fleet through to the ATT Fleet. We’ve got a window before the enemy Battleships finish their warp-ins, so we can make it if we—"

The ship suddenly bucked. 

"Dammit! Koume, status?" Taro barked, switching his mic off and spinning around.

"Enemy gunboats have arrived. They are attempting long-range sniping," Koume reported. "The impact was caused by high-G evasive maneuvers. No damage sustained."

"Teiro, we’re about to be in a real slugging match," Marl warned. "Wrap it up fast!"

Taro gave them a thumbs-up and hopped back onto the encrypted channel.

"As I was saying: if a second wave hits us, we’re toasted. And there’s no telling if a third or fourth wave is right behind them. We need to bug out and regroup. We’ll perform a sequential retreat via Overdrive. If they chase, we hit 'em back, then jump again."

"—I see... but what if they’re persistent? What if they don't stop coming?"

Taro bit back the urge to scream. Then we die! Obviously! Instead, he took a breath. "It'll be fine. It’s just common sense: fight when you’re winning, run when you’re not. Honestly, if you can pull off a retreat with minimal casualties against these kinds of numbers, they’ll probably give you a medal. I’d bet my life on it."

The line went quiet as the Commander chewed on that. Taro searched for one final nudge to close the deal.

"Look, we’ve got the coordinates. Once we’re safe, we can analyze their sensor data. We can probably deduce their whole strategy from the Drive Particle signatures. As far as 'frontline reconnaissance' goes, this is a gold mine. You've done enough, Commander."

The hull groaned as another shockwave rattled his teeth. This one felt a lot more personal.

"Direct hit from sniper fire," Koume announced. "Shields at 93%. Engagement in 280 seconds. Ship No. 3 has sustained minor damage; the sensors are acting up."

Taro checked his display. Deep within the enemy swarm, he spotted the culprit: a ship kiting backward while lobbing heavy ordnance.

"That little bastard... we’ll never catch him unless we charge the whole line. Taiki-san, can you handle that nuisance?"

"—Consider it done. I'll give 'em something to remember me by!"

Following Taro's ping, the Bombing Squadron peeled off. Taro marveled at how handy having his own Ship-borne Craft was, but he had to stay focused on EAP 2. If the Commander kept acting like a lunatic, Taro was prepared to abandon ship—metaphorically speaking. He wasn't going to lead his employees into a suicide pact. But if the Rising Sun fleet left, the whole front would collapse—they were twenty-five percent of the total firepower.

Taro prayed. He fired a second Railgun volley, locked onto a new target, and kept the fleet in formation.

"—Your logic is sound, however—"

Taro felt his soul starting to leave his body. Then, a spark of inspiration hit him. He played his final card.

"Commander, I have a very close, personal connection with Rin Barkhorn."



"Ahem! First and Second Shield Fleets, fall back! All other vessels, 145-degree turn! Target: the vicinity of the RS1 Fleet!"

Sakura Ma Takasaki, Vice President of Takasaki Shipbuilding, barked the orders and was immediately met with a deafening, awkward silence on her bridge.

"W-well?! Get a move on! Move, move, move!" 

Sakura pointed a shaking finger at her adjutant. The man stared at her with a blank, fish-like expression for a few seconds before snapping to attention. "Understood, ma'am!"

Is it really possible that no one noticed? Sakura wondered. This encryption is terrifyingly good.

She checked the logs on her BISHOP. There was absolutely no record of her conversation with the RS1 Captain. The comms unit showed nothing but a weird burst of static; the system hadn't even registered it as a transmission.

"Captain, if I may," her adjutant said, looking skeptical. "At this trajectory, won't we be heading right for the enemy’s warp-in zone?"

Sakura gave a haughty snort and jabbed a finger at the Radar Screen. "We’re going to rescue our allies and evacuate. The enemy's main fleet is on the way; we have no chance in a direct confrontation. We are reclassifying this mission as reconnaissance. We must bring this data back to the main force!"

She recited Taro's words verbatim, sounding every bit the decisive leader. Her adjutant began to tremble, his eyes welling with tears.

"Lady Sakura... You’ve become so... so magnificent! Everyone, did you hear that?! It’s a reconnaissance-in-force operation! Move it!"

As the adjutant began bellowing at the crew, Sakura felt a wave of relief wash over her. It had been years since she’d seen this man, and she was glad he was still as easily impressed as ever. More importantly, her secret deal with RS1 was safe.

Has it really been five years?

Memories of her chaotic days at the Takasaki Shipbuilding Epsilon Branch bubbled up. Sakura had been born with a silver spoon—no, a platinum spoon—in her mouth. As the daughter of a corporate titan, she’d had everything. Her bloodline even included Imperial nobility. She was used to people kneeling.

That ended when she was sent to the Epsilon Star System.

The Imperial core didn't care about her last name. It was a shark tank of meritocracy. She had tried to play the same corporate games she used in the Alpha Region, and the results had been a total train wreck. She had almost been forced to shut down the branch entirely. It had broken her, but it had also forced her to grow up. It took five years of grinding, but she’d rebuilt the branch and clawed her way to Vice President.

But I guess that's the problem, she thought bitterly.

Five years in the pampered heart of the Empire had taught her about business and ships, but it hadn't taught her how to survive in the "Wild West" of Outer Space. War didn't happen in the core. WIND didn't exist there. If there was trouble, a security company handled it.

No use crying over spilled milk. But what now? Should I ask him again?

She glanced at the comms unit. She didn't know who the President of Rising Sun was, but the man clearly knew how to fight. His profile said "Transport Company," but that was obviously a lie. No delivery service in the galaxy made up half its fleet with top-tier Warships.

"Teiro Ichijo... Ichijo? Sounds like he's from the Alpha Sector. Or it's an alias. Honestly, who is this guy?"

She scowled at the lack of data. Even her ship’s illegal third-party databases had nothing on him. For a man to be this "invisible" in the digital age, he had to have some serious backing.

Imperial Military... probably some black-ops unit, she decided. Yes, that must be it. It's the only thing that makes sense.

Satisfied with her own headcanon, Sakura reached for the communicator again. She remembered an old proverb her father used to quote.

"For mochi, go to the mochi maker," she whispered.

She still had no idea what a "mochi" was, but the sentiment felt right. She hit the button and executed the Cipher Function once more.
Chapter 105

"As expected of the Vice President of Takasaki Shipbuilding. A magnificent triumph!"

A man approached Sakura, sporting a grin so meticulously plastered on it could have been applied with a trowel. Sakura racked her brain, vaguely recalling him as some diplomatic lackey from god-knows-where, but the specifics escaped her. Not that she cared. Battling a rising tide of nausea, she forced a polite smile.

"I was merely lucky," she offered.

The hall was a cavernous affair, easily large enough for a gala, functioning as the primary social hub within the EAP Fortress. It was currently crawling with corporate suits and executives from every subsidiary imaginable. Tables stood like a forest across the buffet floor, groaning under the weight of more appetizers than any civilized society could possibly consume.

In the adjacent hall, the big wigs of Little Tokyo were sequestered to discuss the "strategic flow of the war" or some other lofty nonsense. Her father was there acting as the official representative; Sakura was merely the decorative face sent here to play the socialite.

"Surely, luck alone doesn't bag a score like that!" gushed another hanger-on who had joined the circle. "Word is the EAP Second Merit Medal is a done deal. Three Cruisers and eight Destroyers? Plus twenty-two support vessels? That’s the biggest win since this whole mess started!"

The man looked around for validation, and the surrounding crowd bobbed their heads in a rhythmic, sycophantic wave. "Indeed, indeed!" they chirped.

"Well, it was… you know. A situational necessity," Sakura said, trying to shut them down. "Everything was a blur, honestly. I was just acting on instinct. I don't really remember the details, so let’s not get too bogged down in the specifics, shall we?"

She threw out the preemptive strike before they could dig into the tactics. In truth, she had no idea if her commands had been "best," and she cared even less. This whole commander stint was just a way to pad her resume before she officially stepped up as the next Vice President of Takasaki Shipbuilding. After this, she was slated to head back to the safety of the back office. Besides, everyone knew a Transport Company called Rising Sun had done all the heavy lifting.

I still can't believe the enemy actually showed up, Sakura grumbled to herself, making sure her lips didn't move.

The sector was supposed to be a backwater, strategically irrelevant and statistically the safest place in the galaxy. The EAP had only picked it as a construction route for their Fortress because it was empty space. There wasn't supposed to be a war here.

"Quite right," a woman in the group purred, leaning in with a conspiratorial smirk. "Perhaps the enemy had something very important hidden there? What do you think, Commander?"

Sakura caught herself just as she was about to make a snide comment. She suddenly remembered this woman was an android with high-fidelity auditory sensors. Watch it, Sakura. Keep the mask on.

"Who can say? I haven't the foggiest. And even if I did, this hardly seems like the place for classified speculation… Oh, excuse me. It appears my father has arrived."

The crowd stirred, a ripple of hushed awe spreading as heads turned toward the entrance. Sakura seized the opportunity and made a break for it. She knew a meeting with the old man would be a one-way trip to Depression Town, but it was still better than accidentally leaking a corporate secret to a bunch of gossip-hungry executives.

Sakura didn't just 'dislike' her father. To be precise, he was a walking personification of terror.

While everyone else in the world had spent her life coddling her, her father was the sole exception. She didn't have a single memory of him doing anything remotely 'fatherly.' They barely spoke, and when they did, it was either a dry business report or a blistering lecture on her inadequacies. While she could intellectually appreciate the strict upbringing now that she was an adult, there had been years where she’d lived for nothing but the day she could hate him openly.

"Father, it has been some time. I am relieved to see you in good health."

Sakura performed the Imperial Salute—the highest mark of respect in the Empire. She snapped her five fingers together and extended her hand toward him, but kept her gaze firmly glued to the floor. If she looked him in the eye, she’d be paralyzed by his sheer presence and lose the ability to speak entirely.

"Sakura, is it?"

The voice was gravelly but carried the weight of a collapsing star. In the periphery of her vision, she saw hair as black as her own, tied back in the same severe style he’d worn for decades. The long ponytail swayed slightly as he moved.

"I have heard the reports. It seems you’ve been quite the busy bee."

The supreme authority of Takasaki Shipbuilding—the man who held the lives of 220,000 employees in his palm—stepped toward her. Her seventy-four-year-old father stopped inches away and took a sharp, sibilant breath. Sakura’s shoulders hitched instinctively, waiting for the verbal blow to fall.

"WELL DONE!"

The shout boomed across the hall, echoing off the luxury fixtures and silencing every conversation in the room.

"…Huh?"

The volume startled her, but the confusion hit harder. She tried to remember the last time her father had praised her. She dug through decades of memories only to realize, with a start, that it had literally never happened before.

"Don't look so stunned. Stand tall. Your judgment saved the lives of countless employees. I’m leaving the fleet in your hands from here on out. Don't disappoint me."

With that, the Takasaki Shipbuilding President spun on his heel and marched toward the exit. Sakura stood there, staring blankly at his retreating back, until a sudden, uncontrollable surge of euphoria began to bubble up from her chest.

He praised me… He actually praised me!

The hangers-on had already scurried off to follow her father. Seeing as she was finally alone, she didn't care who was watching. "YES!" she screamed at the top of her lungs.



"Uh, hello? Anyone home? It’s Teiro, here for the invite?"

Taro stepped tentatively into the dimly lit room. For a second, he worried he’d wandered into the wrong suite, but the [BISHOP] interface confirmed this was definitely the EAP 2 Commander’s quarters.

"Man, look at this place… Dean’s place was fancy, but this is next level. The rich really do stay rich, don't they?"

The suite looked like a royal residence stolen from a five-star European hotel. Every piece of furniture was hand-carved wood, and the room was a literal jungle of massive ornamental plants. Taro leaned over, squinting at a broad-leafed tree to see if it was real, and gave one of the leaves a casual poke.

"Are you interested in botany?"

A familiar voice drifted from the back of the suite. Taro wasn't particularly a fan of things that required watering, so he just yelled back, "Not really, no!"

"I see. Neither am I. People just keep putting them here. I usually don't even look at them… Well, this is our first time meeting face-to-face, Mr. Teiro. I am Sakura, Director of Takasaki Shipbuilding and Commander of EAP 2."

A woman emerged from the shadows of the doorway. She was a knockout—black hair, dark eyes, and features that looked remarkably Japanese. Most striking was the purple tattoo around her left eye, shaped like a stylized flame.

"Uh, yeah. Nice to meet you. And, uh, sorry about the way I talked to you during the battle. I was a bit of a jerk."

Taro scratched his head, feeling the awkwardness settle in. Man, if I’d known she was this beautiful, I would’ve used my 'polite' voice.

"Not at all," Sakura dismissed with a wave. "To be perfectly honest, you were a godsend. I’m not exactly 'fond' of combat. As you might have guessed, I’m what the industry calls a figurehead… Please, sit."

She let out a small, self-deprecating snort. Taro gave a non-committal "Sure" and sank into a sofa that was so soft it felt like it was trying to eat him.

"So, you said you’re not good at fighting. Are all the other commanders in the EAP like that?" Taro asked. He wasn't sure why he’d been invited, but he figured he might as well get some intel.

"More or less," Sakura replied.

"The EAP’s whole brand is pacifism. We’ve spent decades solving every problem by throwing piles of money at it. We go out of our way not to look threatening. That’s why our military budget is a joke compared to our GDP. Any real 'trouble' gets outsourced to the big security companies in the Central systems. I doubt anyone in this entire organization has seen a real firefight."

She sat down across from him, her shawl sliding slightly. Taro caught a glimpse of what looked like a very thin, very flashy negligee underneath and felt his heart do a nervous little tap-dance.

"I see… but that’s a problem, right? You can't handle a situation like this if you’re just writing checks. What have you guys been doing up until now?"

Even if they outsourced to security firms, no private company was going to take on a full-scale Alliance-level war. Maybe Gigantech Corp could do it, but they’d charge an astronomical sum and then probably just annex the EAP the moment the check cleared.

"Until now? My dear man, 'now' has never happened before," Sakura said, shrugging with an air of genuine bafflement. "War is usually just an extension of economic friction. You resolve the friction, or you offer a better deal elsewhere, and the war goes away before the first shot is fired. But this… I don't even know what to call this. Those people aren't after money, are they?"

She looked genuinely lost. Taro felt a cold sweat prickle his neck as he realized she wasn't joking.

"Uh… yeah. Exactly. Enzio is fighting for independence and survival. They’re not going to take a bribe and go home. In fact, I’m pretty sure they’re going to keep swinging until one of us is dead. It’s going to be a total war."

If the defectors were right, Enzio wanted to break away from the Empire. The only way to do that was to seize and block the Route to the Empire. If they succeeded, the surrounding star systems’ economies would go into a death spiral. Millions would starve.

Taro crossed his arms, groaning at the sheer scale of the mess. But then, Sakura hit him with a line that highlighted the terrifying gap between their worlds.

"Wait," she said, blinking. "What exactly is a 'total war'?"
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Taro stood there, jaw practically hitting the floor at Sakura’s casual admission.

"Wait, what? Seriously? You’re for real?"

He searched her face for even a glimmer of a prank, a smirk, or a sarcastic twinkle. Surely, she was messing with him. But Sakura’s expression was dead serious. She didn’t look like the kind of woman who even knew how to tell a joke.

"I am well aware of my own ignorance," she said, her posture remains perfectly dignified despite her words, "but is it truly that shocking? I’ve received the standard lectures on basic strategy, yet I have no memory of ever seeing that term."

She sounded almost defiant in her lack of knowledge. Taro felt a wave of lightheadedness wash over him. He massaged the bridge of his nose, trying to ward off a looming migraine.

"I see... Come to think of it, Marl and Alan said something similar..."

I remember now. He recalled a conversation about the nature of war that had gone completely sideways. To the people of the Galactic Empire, "war" was just a glorified corporate dispute—a skirmish fought within a strict set of bureaucratic rules.

This is bad. If the general public is this clueless, do Alan or even Phantom-san actually understand the concept?

Total War. It wasn't just about the soldiers on the front lines; it was about the weapons, the food, the supply lines, and every single resource a nation could muster. It was the realization that everything—including the civilians who would one day become soldiers—was a military asset. On Earth, this nightmare had begun with World War I. It was the foundation of modern warfare—though calling it "modern" in this sci-fi setting felt a bit ridiculous. It was the kind of thing any middle-schooler back home would have known.

But Imperial warfare? Thinking about it now, it was more like Earth’s transition from the Middle Ages to the early modern period. Specific parties fought over specific interests in a limited arena. Kind of like the Sengoku Period in Japan, where farmers would pack a lunch and go sit on a hillside to watch a massive battle like it was a sporting event.

"I’m going to have to explain this to everyone, Lin included..." Taro muttered, scratching his head. "Ah, sorry. Bad habit. I talk to myself when I’m thinking."

Sakura was peering at him with narrowing, suspicious eyes. Then, she broke into a sudden, guileless smile. "I see. You and I are alike in that regard."

"I don't quite follow, but I assume you’ve had a breakthrough. I doubt I’ll understand the specifics, but feel free to enlighten me later. Regardless, regarding the reason I summoned you today—"

She trailed off, looking at the ceiling as if searching for the right script. Taro realized he’d been so caught up in the "Total War" revelation that he’d forgotten why he was even in her private quarters.

"Hmm. I’m quite poor at the 'subtle' part of business," Sakura admitted, tilting her head with a troubled frown. "So, I’ll be blunt. What is it you want?"

Taro blinked. "Huh?"

"Our exchange during the battle... Oh, don't look so worried. I’ve had the room swept for bugs. You secretly fed me tactical data and handed me the glory on a silver platter. You clearly had a motive. So, what’s the price?"

She looked genuinely baffled. Taro realized she was talking about his "monologue" over the comms during the heat of the fight.

"Oh, uh, no. I didn't really have a 'plan.' I just did it because if I hadn't, a whole lot of people were going to die. I didn't have much of a choice."

Taro tilted his head in sync with hers. Sakura let out a dry, helpless laugh.

"Perhaps. But the fact remains that I snatched away the honor that rightfully belonged to you. I must compensate you. As long as the request isn't completely insane, I’m prepared to grant it. So, give me something."

She flashed a pleasant, broad grin. Taro realized he had to say something to satisfy her, so he went with the most harmless, professional thing he could think of.

"In that case... how about a Business Alliance between Takasaki Shipbuilding and my company?"

"Done. What else?"

"Wait, what?"

That was supposed to be my high-ball offer! Taro’s plan to gradually haggle his way down to a few scraps was instantly vaporized by her immediate "yes."

"............Uh, okay. Well, we’re currently developing a new Railgun, and it would be really helpful if you could, I don't know, lend us a few factories?"

"Consider it done. Factories, was it? I’ll secure a few for you. Is that all?"

Holy crap, Takasaki Shipbuilding is terrifying. They really are the backbone of the EAP...

"Actually," Taro continued, getting bolder, "do you guys have the know-how for building small space stations? If you do, I’d love to put in an order soon."

"Hahaha! What a ridiculous question!" Sakura puffed out her chest, laughing heartily. "The components of a station are fundamentally identical to those of a starship. We are shipbuilders! It is our bread and butter! I’ll give you a steep discount, just leave it to me... However..."

Her laughter died down. She fixed Taro with a piercing, analytical stare. Taro let out a weak, nervous chuckle, wondering if he’d finally pushed his luck.

"You are a man of surprisingly little greed," she noted, her shoulders finally dropping as if she’d let go of a heavy burden. "I expected you to blackmail me for half the company, but it seems I overthought things. Honestly, I would have approved those requests even without our recent 'arrangement.' Setting you aside, your company has a stellar reputation, and even if you failed, your scale is too small to hurt us. Ah, that was rude. My apologies."

Wait, 'setting me aside'? What kind of rumors are out there about me? Taro decided he was better off not knowing and swept the thought under the rug.

"No, you’re right. Your company is about thirty times the size of mine, so I get it. Don't worry about it. Really, that’s more than enough. Let’s just forget about the whole battle thing."

He really didn't want this to turn into a long-term extortion scheme. He was fine with "gray" business, but "black" was a bridge too far. But his refusal seemed to make Sakura panic.

"N-No! That isn't enough to settle my conscience! Isn't there anything else? Administrative rights to a star system? The blueprints for our latest ships? Come on, man, work with me!"

"No way! Those are way too big! I can't take those! That would be blackmail!"

"Ugh! No! If I’m happy to give them, it’s not blackmail! That’s how it works!"

"That’s not how it works at all! It’s about what everyone else thinks!"

"Then we’ll just keep it a secret!" Sakura declared, puffing her chest out again.

"Stop being proud of that... Look, I’ll be straight with you. What do you want?"

Taro saw right through her. She was acting too weird for this to be just about gratitude. She tried to play dumb, but she was as transparent as a clean cockpit canopy.

"Look, my company might not be in the EAP, but we’re allies. Heck, we’re practically in the same boat at this point. If there’s something I can do to help, I will—as long as it’s not totally insane."

Taro had already decided that profit was secondary to survival. If they lost the coming conflict, all the money in the world wouldn't matter.

"U-Ummm... Do you mean that?"

Sakura crossed her arms, peering at him through her eyelashes. Taro felt a strange sense of awe—how did this woman ever make it to the board of directors?

"……Fine! Then I have a request. Taro, I want you to become my Staff Officer. In the shadows."

She looked him dead in the eye, her expression regaining its regal gravity.

"Oh. Sure, I don't mind."

"I know I’m being a coward and asking the impossible. You are clearly a commander with immense training and—wait, what?"

Sakura’s eyes nearly popped out of her head.

"Wait, do you actually understand what I’m saying? I’m asking you to be a Ghostwriter for my entire military career!"

"Yeah, sounds fine."

"I’ll be taking all the credit! All the glory! People will cheer for me while you do the work!"

"Yup. But that also means if we screw up, you take all the heat, right?"

Actually, this was a dream come true for Taro. He didn't trust the EAP's tactical competence as far as he could throw a battleship. If he could control the fleet without having to deal with the bureaucratic nightmare of being an official commander, he was all for it. If anything, he felt a little guilty for dumping the responsibility on her.

"Well, yes, obviously," Sakura sighed, her shoulders slumping. "And if I tried to command personally, I’d definitely end up responsible for a much larger disaster... Sigh..."

She hung her head, muttering to herself like a broken woman.

"I was supposed to step down after that last fight. But because of 'my' brilliant performance, they’re forcing me to stay on... Hmm, when I put it that way, this is actually your fault."

She shot him a resentful side-eye. Taro waved his hands dismissively.

"Don't pin that on me! Look, I’d help out an ally anyway, so consider it a deal. If you want it kept secret, fine. I don't need a reward. Honestly, I’m the one who should be thanking you for the factory space."

Taro offered his hand for a handshake, hoping to seal the deal before she changed her mind. Sakura reached out, hesitated, and then yanked her hand back.

"Nnggh!! No! That’s not good enough! You might be sincere, but I can’t trust a deal where I’m the only one gaining! I need to pay you something of equal value so I can sleep at night!"

She looked genuinely distressed. Taro just gave her a wry smile.

"Even if you say that..."

"Something... there has to be something... I’VE GOT IT!"

With a sudden burst of energy, Sakura stood up and grabbed Taro’s hand, dragging him toward the back of the room.

"Hey! Wait! I can walk on my own—woah! What are you doing?"

Taro was hauled into the adjoining room. In the center sat a massive, wooden canopy bed. It lacked a Comforter, but it was covered in plush, napped sheets. Before Taro could process the decor, Sakura threw herself onto the bed, limbs spread wide.

"Take me!"

It was the shortest, most blunt command he had ever heard. Taro stood there, brain-dead for several seconds, before his voice finally caught up.

"GWEEH!!?"

There she was. Exposed white thighs, a generous cleavage, and an utterly deadpan expression. Taro instinctively leaned forward, arms out in a defensive "stop" gesture.

"I’m not well-versed in these things," Sakura said clinically, "but I am in peak health, and I am frequently told my appearance and figure are quite desirable. Granted, that may be corporate flattery. Regardless, I imagine I would not be an unpleasant partner."

Taro’s jaw clenched so hard he thought his molars would shatter. He fought the internal battle of the century before managed to choke out a response.

"M-m-m-m-miss! Don’t s-s-sell yourself so cheap! Let’s start with... I don't know... tea? A nice cup of tea-ea-ea-ea?"

"Hmm. I see. You’re a virgin, aren't you? Well, it’s a first for both of us then. That’s actually quite reassur—"

"…………I-I-I-I’M NOT A D-D-DAMN VIRGIN!"

Taro bellowed the lie at the top of his lungs and bolted for the exit with the speed of a man being chased by a black hole. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice screamed, What are you doing, you idiot?! But for some reason, the image of Marl’s smiling face flashed in his head, and he didn't stop running until he hit the hallway.
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Six people sat huddled around a table in the Plum II’s lounge: Marl, Alan, Phantom, Koume, Sakura, and Teiro. Technically, there was a seventh, but Etta was currently obsessed with the built-in dart board, relentlessly pelting a holographic bullseye with arrows.

"It’s a hard concept to swallow," Alan grunted, his arms crossed so tightly his biceps looked ready to pop. A deep furrow was etched into his brow. Teiro had just finished introducing Sakura to the gang and had moved right into his "Total War" PowerPoint presentation—minus the actual slides. "But the logic holds up. And it seems like this kind of madness has actually happened before."

"I still don't get it," Marl said, leaning her cheek on her hand while lounging across the sofa. "Every single company in a territory joining the fight? Isn't that just a fancy way of committing mass suicide?"

Teiro shrugged. "Maybe. But back on Earth, we did it twice. Big, world-spanning brawls. If I remember my history right, about fifty million people—soldiers, civilians, everyone—kicked the bucket."

He was digging through the dusty bins of his memory for these facts. He hadn’t exactly been a star student, but he hadn’t been a total slacker either. The rest of the room, however, stared at him as if he’d just confessed to eating puppies.

【FIFTY MILLION WOULD BE EQUIVALENT TO APPROXIMATELY 1% TO 2% OF EARTH'S TOTAL POPULATION, MR. TEIRO.】 Koume’s lamp flickered rhythmically from her spot on the table. 【TRANSLATING THAT TO THE SCALE OF THE GALACTIC EMPIRE, WE ARE LOOKING AT A CONFLICT WHERE ROUGHLY ONE TRILLION LIVES WERE EXTINGUISHED.】

Teiro nodded casually. "Yeah, sounds about right."

Marl clamped a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide. "I can't believe it. You mentioned some of this before, but... Teiro, is Earth okay? Like, mentally? That's not normal. How does that even happen?"

"From what I’ve dug up," Alan cut in, eyes glued to his terminal, "Total War is the ultimate 'no-backsies' scenario. Once you throw everything you own onto the table, you can’t walk away until you’ve won it all back. You’re committed to the bit until the bitter end."

Teiro leaned over to see what Alan was looking at. It was some kind of academic paper titled War History Research Report. 

"I’m no strategist," Sakura said, sitting up with her back straight as a rod, "but isn't that just bad business? You should reach a settlement before the losses become catastrophic." She waved a hand at Alan, looking for some military common sense.

"You'd think, right?" Alan replied. "But peace only works if the other guy signs the paper. If he’s bet his entire civilization on winning, he’s not going to just quit—especially if he’s currently winning. If I were in that position, I’d keep swinging until my opponent couldn't even crawl, let alone rebuild. A group willing to wage Total War is too dangerous to leave alive. How did it play out on Earth?"

He looked at Teiro. Teiro rubbed his chin. "Well, I’m not exactly a general, but that's the gist of it. Like Alan said, the buy-in is so high that losing isn't just an option—it’s the end of the world. So, you just keep going. Besides, if you were the kind of people who could play nice and settle, you probably wouldn't have started a war like that in the first place."

Teiro delivered this logic with a "them's the breaks" shrug. The others exchanged glances and gave hesitant nods. It was insane, but it made a twisted kind of sense.

"Well, when you put it like that..." Marl's expression softened into something almost pitying. "By the way, was there a war going on when you were there?"

Teiro shook his head. "Nah. The last world-ender was my granddad's generation. There were still plenty of smaller scraps all over the place, but the 'Big One' never happened again. Probably a good thing. If it had, I doubt the Galactic Empire would even exist right now."

He gave them a SparkNotes version of modern history. They listened with rapt attention, but once he reached the part about the Cold War Structure, their faces collectively began to twitch.

"That's disgusting," Sakura spat, her disgust palpable. The others murmured their agreement.

"Seriously, your old world was out of its mind," Alan said, looking somewhere between horrified and amused. "Mutually Assured Destruction? I follow the math, but what kind of absolute lunatics actually put that into practice? What the hell is wrong with Earth?"

"Hey, don't look at me! It wasn't a choice; it just sort of... happened," Teiro defended. "But, hmmm. If Earth ever got the tech to easily shoot down missiles and stuff like you guys do here, it wouldn't surprise me if things got rowdy again."

If someone breaks the balance of MAD, the nukes start flying. Teiro didn't think the big nations would go at it directly because Globalism had tied their wallets together, but a massive Proxy War? That was practically a hobby for humanity.

"Right... I don't even know what to say to that," Marl said, forcing the conversation back on track. "I just hope it’s still in one piece. But let's focus. If the Enzio Alliance is actually doing this Total War thing, what’s the real problem?"

"First off," Alan answered, "Enzio’s combat strength is going to be several times higher than our worst-case scenario. The EAP only counts the official member companies of the Enzio Alliance Union. If they’ve mobilized every company in their space? I can't even wrap my head around those numbers. Koume, you got anything?"

The sphere remained silent for a beat. 【PLEASE STAND BY.】 A moment later, her lamp began to pulse. 【BASED ON DATA FROM THE OLD NEURAL NETWORK ERA, I ESTIMATE THE ENEMY’S ACTUAL STRENGTH AT THREE TO FIVE TIMES OUR CURRENT PROJECTIONS. GIVEN THE LONG PREPARATION PERIOD REPORTED BY DEFECTORS, THERE IS A NON-ZERO CHANCE IT EXCEEDS TEN TIMES.】

Sakura’s face went paper-white. 

"Five to ten times!?" she shrieked, nearly falling off her seat. "Wait! That would mean they easily eclipse the entire EAP's total military assets!"

It was less of a question and more of a horrified realization. Teiro gestured for the panicked Admiral to sit back down, though his own heart was doing a frantic tap-dance in his chest. That was a lot higher than even his "glass half-empty" estimates.

"Wait, the EAP thought they’d finally gained the upper hand last month with that New Fleet Group, right?" Teiro muttered. "This is a nightmare. If we look at their Total Production Capacity... the power balance won't just shift; it’ll flip. In maybe... two to five years? Oh, we are screwed."

The EAP was the big dog in the Alpha Region Space, sure, but it wasn't a god. If the Enzio Alliance Territory had unified its entire economy for war, a five-year survival window was probably being optimistic.

"Wh-What are we supposed to do!?" Marl practically lunged at Teiro, her face inches from his. "That means we have zero chance of winning a straight fight!"

"Hey, back up! Isn't that what we're sitting here trying to figure out?" Teiro asked. Marl blinked, blushed, and sat back. "Ugh... R-Right. Good point."

"Anyway," Teiro grumbled, "thinking about it that way... that enemy fleet we just fought? That probably wasn't even their main force. It was likely just a distraction."

"Makes sense," Alan agreed grimly. "Given the low strategic value of that sector, it’s more natural to assume they were just a regional detachment. We thought we were fighting their best, and it was just a side quest for them. This is bad. We need the EAP Leadership to wake up and smell the apocalypse."

Alan crossed his arms, looking like he’d just swallowed a lemon. Sakura, however, looked even gloomier.

"That will be... difficult," she admitted. "I understand the logic because I'm sitting here listening to you, but even I'm struggling to truly believe it. There’s no precedent for this. Those stiff-necked bureaucrats won't believe a word of it."

"Excuse me!?" Marl snapped. "You're a Fleet Commander! You're a heavyweight in the EAP! This is no time for 'it might be hard'!"

Teiro opened his mouth to tell Marl to chill, but Sakura raised a hand to stop him.

"No, Marl is right. This is my job," Sakura said with a heavy sigh. "I apologize. But the fact remains: convincing them will be an uphill battle. We need something... some kind of undeniable proof. Do we have anything?"

The room went silent as everyone went into deep thought. 

"The problem is that our only evidence is circumstantial and the word of a few defectors," Alan said, tapping his finger against the table. Clack. Clack. Clack. "We need more. We need a mountain of testimonies."

Teiro stared blankly at the ceiling. "Okay, but wait. How are they even doing it? How do you force every single company in a territory to obey? Even if there are a lot of people with an Anti-Imperial Will, getting everyone on board sounds impossible."

In the Empire, the company was the center of life. Forcing them all into a suicide pact seemed completely unnatural. 

"Perhaps it isn't all of them?" Sakura suggested.

"No, it has to be all of them," Alan countered. "The proof is the lack of any other Defecting Corps. I don't know the 'how,' but they’ve unified their will somehow. It is strange, though. How do you even pull that off?"

Alan shrugged, completely stumped. Silence descended on the lounge again, heavy and stifling.

"Alright! I've got it!"

Teiro’s shout shattered the quiet. He stood up, all eyes tracking him.

"Let’s go see for ourselves! The fastest way to get answers is to ask the local companies directly. Plus, we might find exactly the kind of 'convincing material' the EAP brass needs to stop sitting on their hands!"
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The universe was infinitely vast, especially out here on the ass-end of the galaxy. Looking around, a bazillion stars twinkled away, but most of them existed in the far distance, hopelessly out of reach. Some people grew weary of scenery that remained unchanged no matter how far they advanced; others found a weird sort of comfort in the monotony.

"We’re zigzagging all over the place. Is this really the right Route?" 

Sakura’s voice was tight with anxiety. Taro gave her a distracted "Yup," though his brain was clearly elsewhere. He was balls-deep in the Coordinate Calculation for the Overdrive, trading rapid-fire data with Koume.

They had been clear of EAP space for two days now. The Plum II was currently hopping through a wasteland of fragmented Drive Particles and garbled communication networks that had become a literal maze. One wrong turn and they’d be drifting through the void for eternity—plenty of landmarks to look at, sure, but none they could actually reach. 

Taking the standard Route was a suicide mission; they’d run smack into an enemy defense fleet, which would definitely put a damper on their current objectives.

"We’ve got a magic map, so it’s fine," Marl said, sounding bored out of her mind as she fiddled with a handheld terminal. "A few spots look sketchy, but we’ve managed well enough so far." She looked up, narrowing her eyes at Sakura. "Anyway, was it really okay for you to come along? No offense, but this is dangerous as hell. I don't think 'Fleet Commander' is the kind of job that involves field trips."

The Plum II was currently operating solo. They had left all their Consort Ships behind in the nearest EAP-controlled sector. While they intended to bug out the moment the job was done, the reality was that anything could happen.

"No, I’m here because I’m the Fleet Commander," Sakura said, puffing out her chest with strange pride. "I need to see the truth with my own eyes to convince myself and my subordinates. Besides, having a deputy take command back home is probably better for everyone in an emergency. Hmph. Not to brag, but I’m a pretty pathetic commander anyway."

Is she being defiant or just honest? Taro wondered.

"Sigh... fine. Whatever. We’ve got that secret pact with Teiro, so I guess we’re stuck with you," Marl said, turning her attention away from the Admiral. "Hey, Teiro, you found the target yet?"

Taro shook his head. "Naw." He glared at the Network Map displayed on the monitor. "Something’s fucky. We should be picking up radio pings or something by now, but the scan is a total wash. According to the map, we should be right on top of it."

On the Network Map Taro had stitched together, they should have already entered the operational airspace of the space station GGS525. If people were there, they’d be using radio, which would allow them to triangulate the station's exact location. Ordinarily, navigation beacons would be screaming across the system, but this was wartime; nobody was going to leave the porch light on for them.

"This is merely a hypothesis, but is there not a possibility that they have moved, Mr. Teiro?" Koume asked from the control panel, her status lamps blinking. 

Taro gestured for her to keep going. 

"If the enemy is planning for Total War, they would naturally take countermeasures. In a Total War scenario, the station itself would be considered a primary target for attack, would it not?"

Koume spun her protruding wheels round and round. Taro slumped back into his seat. True enough.

"No way!" Sakura cried. "If they did that, there wouldn't even be any wealth left for the victor to seize! What would be the point... oh, wait. No. Their goal is secession from the Empire, so the money is secondary..." She trailed off, muttering to herself as the realization sank in.

"Bingo," Taro said. "Back on Earth, we called it strategic bombing. Just flattening cities and factories to break the enemy's spirit. Dunno if Enzio is actually that hardcore, but the possibility isn't zero."

Taro dove back into the Coordinate Calculations. They were outside the network’s reach; a single lapse in focus here meant death.

The Plum II spent the next six hours scouring the vicinity, but GGS525 remained a ghost. Taro eventually scrubbed the search for that system and moved their efforts to the neighboring sector.

The new target, GGS524, was a relatively dinky station. They’d hoped to avoid it—it was much easier to hide in a crowd than in a ghost town—but they were running out of options. There were probably better targets deeper in, but that was stepping into the lion's den.

"Man, don't tell me this one is gone too... you gotta be kidding me," Taro groaned, looking at the abysmal scanner results. Apparently, map data from the Old Neural Network era was about as reliable as a screen door on a submarine.

"Teiro, Teiro! You busy? If you're free, come play darts with Etta!" 

Etta beamed up at him, clutching a handful of darts and a holographic projector. Taro stretched, his joints popping. Might as well take a break. 

"You're on. Prepare to witness the skills I honed in... uh... middle school? High school? College? Whatever. I was a student, and I was a dart god."

He rolled up his sleeves and took the arrows from Etta. A flicker of unease crossed his mind—the fact that his memories were unnaturally fuzzy was annoying—but he pushed it aside. No point crying over overwritten brain-mush. It’s not coming back anyway.

"Alright! Teiro-chan is gonna aim right for the target’s junk! Not like I was planning on using it anytime soon... Wait, why the hell is the target ME!?"

The holographic target showed Taro standing spread-eagled with a cynical, punchable smirk. Etta threw a dart. Thwack. It hit the holo-Taro right in the jugular. 

"Gah! My lifeblood!" Taro hammed it up, clutching his throat. Etta giggled like a maniac.

"This looks wholesome on the surface, but it’s really, really not," Marl sighed, snatching a dart from the kid. She wound up and hove it sidearm with terrifying velocity. 

With a satisfying thip, the dart buried itself in the hologram’s crotch. 

"Oof!" Both the real Taro and the hologram doubled over in perfect synchronization.

"Hey! Why did the image react!? And why is that part animated!?"

"I mean, it's the bullseye, right?" Marl asked innocently.

"You people are monsters!" Taro collapsed to his knees in despair. 

Right beside him, Etta was humming a happy little tune while landing darts in the hologram's chest, neck, and forehead with terrifying frequency.

"Every single one of those is a vital spot! How are you even doing that?"

"Hehe, Etta is amazing, right? Phantom taught me! She said if the target is a human, those are the squishy bits you aim for."

"PHANTOOOOOOM! WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU TEACHING HER!?" Taro wailed at the ceiling. Etta just started humming even more cheerfully.

"She’s just a kid, for god’s sake... Anyway, Etta. What’s that song you’ve been humming?"

It wasn't exactly a masterpiece. In fact, it was aggressively tone-deaf. But when Taro asked, Etta just blinked.

"I don't know."

"What do you mean you don't know? You've been singing it for five minutes."

"The song has been playing for a while now, so Etta is just copying it. Can't you hear it? The pretty lady singing?"

Etta closed her eyes, looking perfectly content. Taro strained his ears, but all he heard was the low-frequency thrum of the Plum II’s engines. Marl, however, was already sprinting toward the control panel.

"I can't hear it either... Etta, can you point to where it's coming from?"

Marl followed Etta’s finger and began hammering at the console. Taro scrambled into his seat, pulling up the BISHOP interface. Did Etta just pick up a signal with her brain?

"Is it this noise...? Teiro, move the ship a little."

Taro throttled the engines and accelerated to cruising speed.

"Aw, it stopped," Etta pouted. "And it was such a nice song."

"I knew it!" Marl shouted. "Teiro, it’s a reflection! There are radio waves bouncing off that brown planet ahead. From our previous position, we were in the shadow of another planet, so the signal couldn't reach us. Based on the angle... the source is in the sector to our front-right. If we analyze the noise, we might find something!"

Marl was practically vibrating with excitement. 

"Hell yeah!" Taro shouted, cracking his knuckles as he stared at a wall of gibberish numbers. "Deciphering is Teiro-chan's specialty... though I’m starting to worry about Etta being a human-digital-converter."

Taro began shredding through the data that the scanners had dismissed as background noise, reorganizing it into something meaningful. It was a massive pile of info, but once he locked in, it was child's play. He whipped up a few analysis functions, ran them in parallel, and let the computer do the heavy lifting.

"Found it... I see. So that’s the trick."

The transmission source was on the literal backside of a nearby planet, tucked into a low satellite orbit.

"They put it in a total blind spot from the main Route," Marl said. "It’s almost ridiculously simple, but damn effective. They really aren't taking any chances."

The giant planet acted as a natural shield, blocking radio leaks from reaching any EAP intruders coming from the front. You can't hide from everyone forever, but it was a great way to buy time.

"They're playing for keeps," Taro said, letting out a long breath as he stared at the brown sphere on his monitor. "Good thing we took the back road. If we’d come in the front, we would’ve been chased away by patrols before we even knew they were there." 

He stared at the image, feeling as though if he looked hard enough, he could see right through the planet to the prize waiting on the other side.
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A small ship drifted at a snail’s pace into the docking bay of a space station perched on the ragged edge of Enzio Alliance Territory. This particular vessel was practically a fossil, a model nearly two generations behind the curve. It was the kind of merchant ship that had once been the Imperial Military’s favorite workhorse—the sort of thing you could still find cluttering up every corner of the galaxy. Spaceship Universe Corp had long since shuttered the production lines for this specific bucket of bolts, yet irony was a cruel mistress: they were currently making more money selling spare parts for these relics than they were selling their shiny new models.

"Welcome to Ottone Station. Step aside, I’m here to poke through your cargo," one of the station administrators called out, strolling past the ship’s owners.

"You got it, pal! It’s a bit of a haul, but I’m sure you’ll handle it with style!" Taro chirped back, his voice an octave too high. He turned and marched toward the lobby, his legs moving with a robotic stiffness as he tried to keep his internal panic from leaking out.

"Ahaha! I know you’re sweating bullets, but try to keep it together. Be the background noise, Taro. Natural vibes only," Phantom said, his tone uncharacteristically breezy in an attempt to settle Taro’s nerves.

"No can do. Impossible. Honestly? I want to go home. Right now. Please," Taro hissed. He glanced back with the jerky, wide-eyed movements of a man who realized he was standing in the middle of a shark tank.

Phantom just gave him a pitying, wry smile. "Relax. They won’t catch us. The IDs, the ship’s registry—the forgeries are so good it’s terrifying. I used to think I was the gold standard for this kind of thing, but it looks like our boy is playing a different game entirely."

Phantom tapped the ID card stitched to his chest with a rhythmic click-click. I hope you’re right, Taro thought, sending a silent, desperate prayer toward the Plum II, where Alan—the master forger in question—was currently lounging.

[ID VERIFICATION... GREEN. PLEASE PROCEED THROUGH THE GATE.]

The narrow inspection gate was barely wide enough for a single human to squeeze through. Once Taro cleared it, he didn't just sit; he essentially liquefied, melting onto a nearby bench like a puddle of pure stress. Phantom watched him, wearing a grin he couldn't quite suppress. A moment later, Marl arrived, Koume tucked under her arm. She looked down at the heap that was Taro and let out a long, theatrical sigh.

"Seriously? You’ve got balls of steel when you're negotiating a business deal, but put you in a trench coat and you turn into a trembling leaf. It’s actually kind of impressive how quickly you crumble," Marl said, her face a mask of cool indifference as she started walking.

"Big Sister! Wait! Don't leave me here to die!" Taro wailed pathetically. He scrambled to his feet and began tailing her with the posture of a kicked puppy. Behind them, Taiki, their supposed guard, was doing a poor job of hiding the fact that his shoulders were shaking with silent laughter.

"Right then, we’re splitting up as planned," Phantom said, checking the back of his hand with a casual flick. "Don’t wait for me to rendezvous. Head for the departure gate whenever you're ready. I’ll aim to be on time, but if things go south, leave me behind. I’ll manage."

A digital clock, displayed on a transparent sticker adhered to his skin, ticked away the seconds with pinpoint accuracy. With a quick swipe, Phantom deactivated the display, and it vanished.

"Manage? How are you even—never mind," Taro started to retort, but he bit his tongue. The reality was that if Phantom couldn't handle it, nobody could. The man was a professional ghost.

"Fine, fine. I get it. But man, 'undercover investigation' sounds way cooler in the movies. In reality, it just gives me an ulcer."

Taro waved a reluctant goodbye as Phantom, now perfectly disguised in the drab coveralls of a common laborer, disappeared into the crowd. Taro and Marl were left standing at the entrance of what was "allegedly" the station’s commercial district, dressed in civilian clothes that had been the height of fashion roughly a decade ago.

"So... is this really it? The commercial district?" Taro asked, squinting into the gloom.

The arcade was a ghost town. It was a bleak, desolate stretch of shuttered storefronts and peeling paint. Most of the shops looked like they hadn't seen a customer since the last century. By any logical metric, they should have been open for business, but the place had the distinct, depressing energy of a dying mall. It’s a shuttered street, Taro thought glumly.

"It’s so... lonely," Marl observed, glancing up at the ceiling. To save power, every other light fixture had been deactivated, casting long, eerie shadows across the path. Trash and old flyers tumbled across the floor like urban tumbleweeds, and the few pedestrians they did see moved with the sluggish, hollow-eyed gait of the terminally exhausted.

"Man, talk about a recession. I guess being on the border of the EAP means the blockade hit this place like a freight train," Taro muttered.

Any business here would have relied on trade with the neighboring systems. Cut that off, and you were looking at a corporate massacre. Most companies didn't have enough padding to survive losing half their clients overnight.

"We definitely need to keep a low profile here. But how are we supposed to gather info? Do we just start interrogating people?" Taiki asked, his eyes scanning the area for threats.

"Nah," Taro said, rubbing his chin. "Phantom’s the heavy hitter for info. We’re just here to corroborate whatever he finds. Amateurs like us shouldn't poke the beehive. Let's just... I don't know, find a place to eat?"

The logic was simple: Phantom, the former Imperial Military spec-ops pro, would get the hard data. Taro and Marl would soak up the local vibe. Besides, Taro had a businessman’s eye for things soldiers might miss. If they could get the same story from two different sources, they’d know they were onto the truth.

"It is lunchtime," Marl noted, pointing toward a large restaurant a short distance away. "That place seems to have a lot of foot traffic. Let's try there."

Taro didn't see any reason to argue. "Works for me."

But as soon as they stepped inside, Taro’s heart sank. "...Well, this is going to take all day."

A massive, serpentine line snaked through the lobby. The actual dining area appeared to be on the second floor. Customers were queuing up at the first-floor counters to order, receiving what looked like tickets before boarding an escalator.

"Actually, this is a light day," a friendly-looking man in front of Taro said, glancing back over his shoulder. "Yesterday, the line was twice this long."

Taro jumped, his instincts screaming ENEMY SPY, but he forced himself to relax. This was a golden opportunity. "R-really? This place must be incredible then. You a regular?"

"Lately, I don't have much choice," the man sighed. "My office is two blocks over, so it’s just barely close enough to walk."

"Two blocks? That’s a hell of a hike for lunch, isn't it?"

"Eh, it’s about twenty minutes. Some people are walking five blocks to get here. I can't really complain."

"Five blocks!? On foot!?" Taro blurted out. "That’s insane!"

The man laughed, though it sounded a bit tired. "It’s a pain, sure. But what can you do? The High-speed Vehicles have been offline for weeks, and this is the only spot in the sector that still accepts Ration Tickets."

"Ration Tickets? Wait... rations!? This is a soup kitchen!?"

Taro’s voice cracked with shock, loud enough to ring through the lobby. Suddenly, a dozen pairs of hollow eyes swiveled toward him. Taro froze, his internal monologue screaming ABORT, ABORT, YOU IDIOT! Fortunately, the crowd was too tired to care about a loud-mouthed tourist for more than a second, and they quickly returned to their miserable silence.

"Sorry, sorry! Ow! Hey! Watch the—GWAH!"

Taiki had jammed a claw into Taro's toe, and Marl followed up with a sharp slap to the back of his head. The man in front of them actually chuckled at the display.

"Tough crowd you've got there. Don't worry about the noise, though. It’s a cafeteria, not a library. You okay?"

"Yeah, yeah... this is just a Tuesday for me," Taro groaned, rubbing his head. "Sorry about that. But seriously, rations? We’ve only got cash on us."

"A Tuesday... right. Anyway, yeah. No ticket, no food. I thought everyone knew that by now." The man’s expression shifted, becoming curious. He looked around cautiously before leaning in close. "You guys aren't from around here, are you?"

Taro’s heart did a frantic tap-dance against his ribs, but he stuck to the script.

"Well... no. Not originally. The truth is, we just woke up from cold sleep yesterday. We’re totally out of the loop. What’s the deal with the rations? Ten years ago, you could buy a steak with credits anywhere on this station."

Taro did his best 'confused traveler' face. The man’s eyes widened, then softened into a look of pure pity.

"Ah, I see. You're an Iceman. That explains the clothes! I was wondering why you were wearing such an old-fashioned style. Nobody wears sleeves that go all the way to the wrist these days."

The man nodded sagely, eyeing Taro and Marl’s "vintage" outfits. Taro let out a mental breath of relief and scratched the back of his head with a sheepish grin.

"And here I thought I looked sharp. Well, if it’s rations only, I guess we’re going hungry today. Thanks for the heads-up, though. Saved me the embarrassment of being kicked out of the line."

Taro flashed the kind of polished, "trust me" smile he’d perfected during years of corporate sales. He turned to leave, but the man reached out and stopped him.

"Hey, wait. Here. Take this. It expires tomorrow anyway, and I’ve got a spare."

The man held out a small digital chip. Taro’s eyes went wide. "Are you serious? Are you sure!?"

"My company had a good quarter, so they were generous with the bonuses. Besides, I don't have a family to feed or anyone to take out on a date... which is a depressing thought, now that I say it out loud." The man shrugged with a self-deprecating smile.

Taro took the chip, practically bowing in gratitude. "You’re a lifesaver, seriously. Thank you so much! Uh, look—if it’s not a huge bother, would you mind if we sat with you? We’re completely lost here, and I’d love to pick your brain about how things work now."
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The spread consisted of three sad, undersized bread rolls, a dollop of citrus-flavored jam, some aggressively bland coleslaw, and a few strips of synthetic bacon that had clearly never seen a pig. To top it all off, there were eight nutritional supplement tablets. It was a menu that screamed "budget hotel breakfast," yet according to the man sitting with them, this was a legitimate feast.

"I’m not trying to be a food critic or anything, but laborers who actually move for a living probably want a bit more... heft," Taro said.

In reality, Taro was so used to eating like a pampered space-lord that this meal was basically a personal insult to his stomach. Marl seemed to agree; she was chewing with an expression that suggested she was contemplating a violent uprising. The nutritional tablets were designed to swell in the gut, providing a physical sensation of fullness within minutes, but whether that actually translated to satisfaction was a philosophical debate Taro wasn't in the mood for.

"Well, you’re not wrong," the man replied, wearing a grin of genuine contentment. "The port workers hate it. But honestly, this is a massive upgrade. We actually got bacon today! I’m telling you, the Alliance Government is really pulling through for us."

Taro offered a non-committal "Is that so?" before tearing off a piece of the tasteless bread and shoving it into his mouth. The roll had apparently been baked in a salt-free vacuum; without the jam, it would have been about as edible as a sponge.

"So, getting down to the brass tacks... how did things get this bad? Rationing usually implies a pretty major screw-up on the food supply side, right?"

Since his cover story was that he was an Iceman—a lie that was technically a half-truth—Taro felt no shame in playing the ignorant outsider.

The man’s face darkened. "The Empire happened."

Of course. When in doubt, blame the big red menace.

"It started about six months ago, right around the time of the Neural Network Collapse," the man continued. "The Empire decided they wanted to start ‘direct management’ of this sector and started making these insane demands. Huge tax hikes, demanding free resources... typical imperial thuggery. Obviously, the Alliance told them where to shove it. And then those monsters—"

The man slammed his fork onto the tray and leveled a finger at Taro.

"They blew up the Agricultural Stations just to make a point! Thousands of people, just gone! And that wasn't enough. They hit the Milano Mining Star System and every other major resource hub. The Alliance Forces managed to claw back the Pisa Star System, so we’re barely hanging on, but it’s a drop in the bucket compared to what the economy actually needs."

The man was practically vibrating with rage. At the surrounding tables, other patrons were nodding like a field of angry bobbleheads.

"Are you serious? They actually went that far?"

Taro was indeed feeling a surge of shock and anger, though it wasn't directed at the Imperial Military. It was directed squarely at the Enzio Alliance.

He didn't know how much of the man’s story was "fact," but the part about the Imperial Military being responsible felt like a steaming pile of nonsense. The Empire doesn't do 'roundabout.' If they wanted the sector, they’d just flatten the Alliance Forces in a straight fight. Besides, the Imperial Military is way too corrupt and lazy to proactively manage new territory. The Enzio Star System is too big to harass for petty loot; it would be a diplomatic nightmare.

"So, does that mean the Enzio Government is the one managing the food and resources now?" Taro asked, trying to sound innocent.

"Naturally," the man said, puffing out his chest. "We’re only surviving because the Alliance Government is working overtime. We used to be at each other's throats with Trussardi Corp and the rest, but hey, we’re all star-system neighbors in the end. When the chips are down, you cooperate. Yesterday's enemy is today's... uh, whatever the saying is."

Taro struggled to maintain a polite smile. A self-staged farce. A classic arsonist-cop routine. He had several choice words for it, most of them involving the word "scam."

"Right, I get it. Everyone’s uniting to kick the Empire out. Can't really sit on your hands when they’re messing with your lunch," Taro said with a heavy, ironic sigh.

The man, oblivious to the sarcasm, nodded fervently. 

"Honestly, nobody wants a war with the Empire. It’s terrifying. And look—I shouldn't be saying this—but even I wonder how much the Alliance Government is actually telling us," the man whispered, leaning in and checking his surroundings. "Between you and me?"

He lowered his voice further. "A lot of corporations are still fighting this. In fact, most of them are. Sure, they owe the Alliance Government for keeping them afloat, but the government is getting pretty tyrannical. People are suspicious. But what can you do? Like you said, without food or fuel, both the people and the companies are dead in the water. Just, uh... keep that under your hat, okay?"

The man gave a conspiratorial wink and a grimace. Taro mirrored the solemn expression and gave a firm, "Your secret’s safe with me" nod.

They chatted for a bit longer until the meal was finished, but the well of information had run dry. Still, Taro was pleased. The man’s story lined up perfectly with what they’d heard from the Defector. If he could combine this with Alan’s hacking of the station data banks and whatever dirt Phantom dug up in the underworld, they’d have a complete picture.

"You’ve been incredibly helpful," Taro said as they stood outside the shop. "I can't thank you enough for looking out for a stranger. Are you sure I can't offer you some Credits?"

Taro reached for his wallet, but the man waved him off with stubborn pride. He insisted that helping those in need was just the right thing to do, which actually made Taro’s conscience twinge with a bit of genuine guilt.

"Like I said, save your money. Being an Iceman is a tough gig. Good luck out there!"

With a cheerful wave, the man turned and disappeared into the depths of the Commercial District, presumably heading back to work. Taro shouted one last thanks before signaling Marl and Taiki to move out.

"That was a lucky break," Marl said, her voice buzzing with excitement as she kept pace with Taro. "That’s some high-grade intel."

"No kidding," Taro muttered, his mind racing. "Enzio pulled off a massive false-flag operation to seize control of every food and resource source in the Enzio Region. Now they’re using those supplies to blackmail every corporation into line. I don't know the specifics, but they must have spent years setting this up. Usually, a lie this big has holes."

"It’s insane," Marl agreed. "There are hundreds of star systems in the Enzio Region. If they’re fooling all of them, they’re the greatest swindlers in history. They definitely took advantage of the chaos from the Neural Network Collapse... but wait, that doesn't add up."

She pouted, tapping her chin. Taro nodded, voicing the thought that had been nagging at him.

"Yeah. The timing is way too perfect. It’s almost like they knew the Neural Network was going to go down. No one knows why the network crashed, but this seems a little too convenient for 'coincidence.'"

Every part of Enzio’s plan, starting from the Deception War, had been set in motion before the Collapse. While it was possible they just got lucky, the total blackout of long-range communication was the one thing they needed to make the scam work. 

"But how?" Marl whispered, more to herself than to Taro. "The Neural Network is a decentralized aggregate. It’s not a machine you can just unplug. There is no central core. How do you even 'crash' a system like that?"

Taro shrugged. "If Alan thinks it's 'incomprehensible,' I'm definitely not going to figure it out."

As they drifted into a sea of dark speculation, Taiki—who had been playing the role of a silent shadow—suddenly stopped. He looked back over his shoulder.

"...Boss. We're ducking into that alley. Now. And then we're sprinting. You remember the way to the pier?"

His voice was low, vibrating with the kind of tension that usually preceded a gunfight. Taro followed Taiki’s gaze and saw two figures in the distance. One was a man in a crisp security uniform. The other was the "kind" man they had just shared breakfast with.

"Oh, come on. Did I slip up, or is he just being 'helpful' again?" Taro muttered.

The man was currently whispering into the guard’s ear while pointing a very accusatory finger directly at Taro’s group. The guard nodded, reaching for a device on his shoulder that was unmistakably a radio.

"Doesn't matter!" Marl hissed, grabbing Taro’s sleeve. Her face was pale. "If we get caught now, we’re finished. Run!"

Taro didn't need to be told twice. So much for the milk of human kindness.
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After ducking into a back alley and walking for a while, the group began to see the kind of shops that were too "specialized" to keep a storefront on the main street. These were the typical dives of the underworld, peddling everything from flesh to narcotics. Since they were doing business so boldly just a stone's throw from the main thoroughfare, Taro figured that under the local Station Ordinance, such illicit wares were probably perfectly legal.

"Middle of the day and this place is absolutely hopping," Taro remarked.

The artificial lighting was still set to midday brightness, yet the crowds here were thick. Back in Delta—which was basically the pinnacle of urban life in the Galactic Empire—common sense dictated that these joints didn't truly wake up until evening. Here, however, the foot traffic was so heavy it arguably put the main Commercial District to shame.

"Hey, Teiro! Eyes front, it’s dangerous! If you get separated, do you think you can find your way home alone?" 

Taiki, the Kato Tribe scout, was sprinting in the lead. Marl followed close behind, literally dragging Taro along by the hand. If I get left behind in a place like this, I’m dead, Taro thought, a cold shiver running down his spine.

"How’s the rear? They still on us?" Taiki asked, glancing over his shoulder without slowing down.

Taro risked a quick look back. In the distance, he could just make out the silhouettes of the security guards from the restaurant. "They're coming, they're coming! And uh, looks like they’re mumbling into their collars. Definitely not just talking to themselves."

"They must be calling for backup," Marl worried aloud. "Maybe running was a bad idea..."

"Regret is for people who aren't being chased," Taiki snapped. "Keep your feet moving. Humans are so damn slow."

Even if the alley was busy, it wasn't a "crowd" in the sense that they could disappear into it. It was impossible to blend in and play it cool, so their only option was a full-tilt sprint.

"Crap, this is bad! They’re coming from the front, too!"

Taiki slammed on the brakes, his claws skidding against the floor as he veered into a narrow side-crevice to the left. Taro and Marl scrambled after him, catching a glimpse of several armed guards converging on their previous position. 

"Whoa, whoa, those guys are packing heat!" Taro yelled, conveniently forgetting that they were technically enemy spies. "What the hell did we even do? We just ate lunch!"

"Just shut up and run!" Marl screamed back, yanked the lagging Taro forward. 

I'm seriously being outrun by a girl, Taro thought, burning with shame. That’s it. From tomorrow, I am actually going to the gym. For real this time.

"Dammit, they’re over here too! How? They’re way too fast!"

Taiki skidded to a halt and stood up on his hind legs, peering over the heads of the few pedestrians nearby. Taro collapsed onto one knee, gasping for air, his eyes darting around for an exit.

"Was the... whole town... already crawling with... guards?" Taro wheezed, pointing toward a large wire mesh grate set into the iron-clad wall of the Commercial District. "What about... that? It’s a duct, right?"

Taiki gave it a microsecond glance, reached out, and fired two precise shots from his Ray Gun into the mesh’s joints. Before the smoke could even clear, he leapt at the wall, digging his claws in and tearing the grate off with a screech of twisting metal.

"Whoa... I’ll be honest, I had my doubts about a cat-man bodyguard, but I officially take it back. That was awesome."

Taro scrambled toward the wall, propped the fallen frame up as a makeshift step, and hauled himself into the duct. Once inside, he reached back down to pull Marl up.

"Thanks," Marl panted. "But what now? A duct is going to lead to another sector, but if they cover the exit, we’re just rats in a trap."

"…Huh. Now that you mention it, yeah."

"It’s better than being cuffed out there," Taiki grunted. "Listen up, lady. I’m giving you special permission: grab my tail and don’t let go. You humans won't be able to see a damn thing in a few yards."

The duct stretched into a bottomless abyss of shadow. Sure enough, after a few minutes of crawling, the light from the entrance vanished. The only things visible were the faint, eerie red glow of Taiki’s eyes and the occasional spark of static. Soon, after a sharp turn, even the red eyes were gone.

"Man, this brings back memories of waking up on that junker spaceship," Taro muttered, his hand tightly clutching Marl's. "By the way, Mr. Taiki, what’s that clicking sound?"

A rhythmic tapping echoed through the narrow metal tunnel, seemingly originating from where Taiki was.

"Ignore it. I’m using the echoes to map the path... though we’ve got trouble. Dead end ahead. I can hear a Ventilation Fan."

Taiki’s voice was a low, calm whisper. Taro strained his ears but heard absolutely nothing but his own heavy breathing.

"There might be a branch," Marl said, her voice trembling slightly. "We have to keep going. We can’t exactly go back now."

Taro nodded in agreement, then realized that nodding in a pitch-black tube was a waste of calories since nobody could see him. Suddenly, his hand was yanked forward—Taiki was moving again.

"So, uh, what kind of Ventilation Fan are we talking about? Like a little AC filter?" Taro asked.

The air current hitting his face was growing steadily stronger, and now even he could hear the low, mechanical thrum of the machine.

"Hardly," Marl’s voice came from the dark. "Station bulkheads usually use giant, high-speed propellers. They're cheap, efficient, and lethal."

Taro’s imagination immediately conjured a picture of a giant, human-sized meat grinder.

"Bad news! No side roads! It’s a dead end!"

Taiki stopped. Marl stopped. Taro almost face-planted into Marl's back. The roar of the rotating blades was deafening now, and the wind pressure was so intense it felt like it might blow them backward.

"Can’t you just blast it with your gun, Mr. Taiki?! Aim for the axle!" Taro yelled over the roar.

"IT'S REINFORCED STEEL, YOU IDIOT! NOT A CHANCE!" 

"WAIT!" Marl screamed. "IF WE CAN GET JUST A SECOND OF LIGHT! BISHOP IS DOWN, BUT IF WE CAN GET A DIRECT LINK TO THE TERMINAL, I MIGHT BE ABLE TO OVERRIDE IT!"

Taro was about to ask how she planned to do that when he remembered they had a secret weapon.

[FUFUFU. IT APPEARS THE TIME HAS FINALLY COME FOR THE GENIUS AI KOUME-SAMA TO SHINE, MISS MARL. LEAVE IT TO ME. A MERE DUCT SYSTEM CAN BE BREACHED IN SECONDS.]

Koume’s voice rang out from Marl’s hip. Because of her "special" nature, she’d been under strict orders to keep her mouth shut in public to avoid unwanted attention.

"Right. I’m going to fire one shot at the ceiling," Taiki announced. "It'll be bright for a split second. Everyone hit the deck so we don't cast shadows!"

The moment they dropped, Taiki fired the Ray Gun. The flash was blindingly brief—to Taro, it was just a white streak that seared his retinas.

"That wasn't even a second! Did you see anything?!"

[YES, IT IS QUITE ALRIGHT, MR. TEIRO. I HAVE MAPPED THE STRUCTURE. THERE IS A CONTROL INTERFACE NEARBY. IF YOU WOULD BE SO KIND AS TO CARRY ME TO IT? I MUST SAY, I FEEL A BURNING RAGE TOWARD WHOEVER DESIGNED A CYLINDRICAL FLOOR. I CANNOT EVEN ROLL TO THE EDGE ON MY OWN.]

A small lamp began to flicker in the dark. Taro crawled toward the light, bumping into Marl along the way. His hand brushed against something soft. Whoa. Okay, forget it, focus. I can savor the floral scent and the mental image of Marl's face later.

[............ACCESS COMPLETE. IF YOU BRING YOUR HEADS CLOSE TO ME, YOU CAN CONNECT TO BISHOP. THE DUCT CONTROLLER IS A HUFFMAN D-442 SYSTEM. MISS MARL, ARE YOU FAMILIAR?]

"Naturally!" Marl chirped, pressing her head close to Koume’s casing. 

"It’s a standard system used all over the galaxy. Anyone with a degree in mechanical engineering knows it... Ah, there’s a lockout. Teiro, help! You can crack this in a heartbeat, right?"

"On it!" Taro dove toward the faint glow of Koume's lamp.

"Oh, hey, BISHOP is back. Hold on... and... got it. Lock’s open."

"Your speed is as terrifying as ever," Marl muttered. "Wait, it’s got Multi-stage Security. Stay on the line and keep bypassing. I’ll walk you through the layers."

"You got it, boss... Mmm, floral scent. Without the lights, my imagination is running wild. Having Marl’s face this close is—"

"I’m going to kick you into the blades!"

"Don't threaten me after you’ve already started swinging!"

After cracking three more layers of security, the mechanical roar finally began to wind down. The terrifying gale died into a gentle breeze as the blades coasted to a stop.

"Move it! I’ve set it to a timed reboot. It’ll start spinning again in two minutes!"

The trio scrambled through the gaps in the massive propeller blades. Just as Taro let out a breath of relief, the Ventilation Fan groaned back to life behind them, spinning up with a menacing hum.

"I managed to snag an Air Conditioning Map while we were inside," Taro said. "Looks like there’s only one exit this way. Think they’re waiting for us?"

"I doubt it," Marl said. "They wouldn't expect us to be able to shut down the ventilation system."

"I agree," Taiki added. "But if they are there, we'll just have to break through by force."

[ACTUALLY, MR. TAIKI, IT SHOULD BE FINE. I HAVE RECEIVED AN UPDATE FROM MR. ALAN. SECURITY FORCES ARE CURRENTLY CONCENTRATED AROUND THE DUCT ENTRANCE IN THE COMMERCIAL DISTRICT. IT SEEMS FIRING YOUR GUN AT THE GRATE WORKED IN OUR FAVOR; THEY ASSUME WE ARE STILL HOLED UP THERE AND ARE GATHERING REINFORCEMENTS TO FLUSH US OUT.]

The group let out a collective sigh. "You're a devilish hacker, aren't you?" Taiki remarked, and Taro couldn't help but agree. Diving into an enemy station's security grid like it was a playground was unheard of.

"Look! The exit!"

After what felt like hours of crawling through the void, a tiny pinprick of white light appeared. Taro put on a burst of speed, desperate to escape the cramped metal tube, with Taiki and Marl hot on his heels.

But as they neared the light and their eyes began to adjust, a dark mass suddenly stepped into the frame. The silhouette blocked the exit, a black shadow against the blinding light. 

As Taro and the others skidded to a panicked halt, the figure spoke in a dry, clipped tone.

"Good work."
Chapter 112

A dark silhouette loomed at the duct’s exit like the grim reaper’s shadow before casually stepping aside and gesturing toward the light.

"Just as I figured. Circling around was the right call. The local goons are currently turning the Commercial Block through the Residential Block upside down. I may have gotten a little… boisterous."

As Taro’s eyes finally adjusted to the glare, the menacing shadow morphed into a very familiar, very smug face.

"Phantom-san! Jeez, don’t give me a heart attack! I seriously thought the credits were rolling on my life for a second there!"

Taro let out a shaky, desperate laugh, staring at the smiling Phantom. Marl clutched her chest, exhaling a breath she’d probably been holding since the previous floor, while Taiki smoothly vanished his gun back into whatever hammerspace he kept it in.

"That’s my line, boy," Phantom said, looking mildly unimpressed. "I didn't expect you to kick over the hornet’s nest quite this fast. Couldn't you have been just a little more discreet?"

"Well, uh, ha ha..." Taro rubbed the back of his head, offering a dry, hollow chuckle. "A few coincidences just lined up perfectly, I guess? Maybe I got a little carried away—wait, what was that!?"

A muffled, low-frequency thoom echoed through the duct. Taro scrambled into a defensive crouch, looking like a startled cat, while Phantom didn't even twitch.

"I planted some boom-candy in a few public facilities," Phantom explained airily. "I made them look fairly obvious, so civilians should be fine. One of the guards probably poked one without thinking. Clearly, he failed his safety training."

He said it with the same emotional weight one might use to describe the weather. Taro’s jaw hit the floor. "Explosives?" he squeaked. The guy had walked in here with nothing but a handgun. He didn't even have a backpack!

"Yeah, to keep them busy over there. Luckily, there’s a brisk trade in firearms around here, so I wasn't short on materials. If you harvest the propellant from enough bullets, you can turn it into high explosives with a little elbow grease. It’s cheap, accessible, and fast. Mind you, the final payload weighed nearly two hundred kilograms, so it’s not exactly a DIY project for an average human... but anyway, the guards will be in a standoff with the bombs for a while. It’s a great way to kill time."

Phantom punctuated his explanation with casual hand gestures. Taro let out a long, exhausted sigh of admiration. Right, I keep forgetting he’s basically a walking war crime. Note to self: never ask him to help with a campfire.

"Sounds… fun? You’ll have to give me a lesson sometime. But more importantly, how’d it go on your end? Any luck?"

Taro got back to the point. Phantom gave him a sharp thumbs-up and jerked his thumb behind him. "There’s someone I want you to meet."

"Honestly, it was straight out of a textbook. In X situation, Y organization develops, leading to Z results. Individuals are wildcards, but groups? Groups are predictable. As expected, I found an Anti-Alliance Organization. Your typical Resistance. The only real surprise was—"

Phantom paused, fixing Taro with a pointed look.

"The fact that the Station Master here is the one running it. It seems the Alliance doesn't have as tight a grip on the reins as they think. There’s a gap in their armor we can exploit."



Led by Phantom, the group—Taro, Marl, Taiki, and Koume—marched toward City Hall as if they owned the place. They ran into a few clusters of security guards on patrol, but slipping past was child's play. With Alan beaming constant updates on guard positions via Plum, "stealth" mostly involved just standing behind a pillar for ten seconds at a time.

Besides, Phantom’s guidance was surgical. He sniffed out danger before it even existed. Surveillance cameras? Evaded or smashed. Sensors? Looped with dummy footage. He moved like the station was a 2D side-scroller and he had the cheat codes. At one point, when they hit a vertical wall, he grabbed Taro and Marl under each arm and cleared a five-meter jump like he was hopping a puddle.

............

Taro stared at the back of Phantom’s head in silence. He had a million questions, but he was too afraid of the answers to ask. How did he find an underground cell this fast? Why did they trust him immediately? And why was he doing all this for a guy who just gave him a cheap translator? Sure, Phantom loved his sister, but this felt like a lot of extra credit.

Special Forces types really don’t do things by halves, do they? But why is he sticking with a loser like me? Taro muttered to himself, his voice barely a whisper.

This guy was a legendary hunter—some said the best in the galaxy. Taro was pretty sure that if he ever told Phantom to "kill everyone on this station," the man would just ask if he wanted it done in alphabetical order.

"You could always look at it from the other perspective," Phantom said, not even turning around. Marl and Taiki blinked, wondering who he was talking to.

"You might have dragged me into this, but I’m the one who decided to follow you. You follow me, I follow you. It’s the same result. As for why… well, we’ll have that talk eventually. And here we are. You’re the star of the show from this point on."

They stopped in front of a heavy door. The electronic plate read [MAYOR’S OFFICE], and a small notification in the corner said [IN OFFICE].

"Welcome. A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Teiro. I am Bruno, the Station Master of Otto."

The group was ushered into a reception room, meeting the Station Master face-to-face immediately. They skipped the pretentious pleasantries by mutual, unspoken consent. Phantom had bought them time, but "safety" was a depleting resource. They needed to move.

"Yes, nice to meet you. I’m Teiro, the Station Master of Katsushika... uh, well. Honestly, I’m not sure where to start."

Taro’s brain was still trying to catch up to the fact that he wasn't currently being shot at. Bruno gave him a weary, sympathetic smile.

"Ask whatever comes to mind. Perhaps I should start with our situation?"

Bruno looked to be in his late fifties, his face a roadmap of stress-lines, but his eyes were sharp. He pulled out a physical piece of paper and a pen—an archaic sight that made Taro blink—and began sketching a simple organizational chart.

"Digital records leave trails. Paper doesn't," Bruno explained. "Currently, the Enzio Region looks like this: Three Large-scale Outlaw Corps at the top, their umbrella companies below them, and then the General Corporate Groups like us at the bottom. The Alliance Government preaches 'Equality under Crisis,' but it’s a total sham. They’re just siphoning our wealth by holding our lifelines hostage."

Bruno’s expression soured as he drew a pyramid with the Outlaw Corps at the apex. He drew two more pyramids and linked their tops with jagged lines.

"This is the Enzio Alliance. And this—"

He drew a line connecting the bottoms of the triangles, linking the smaller companies.

"Is the Resistance. Though 'Resistance' is a bit grand; we’re mostly just an information-sharing club. They took away our combat vessels before we could even think about a counter-strategy."

"They took them?" Taro asked, leaning in.

"Indeed. Under the guise of 'Anti-Imperial Defense,' they effectively conscripted our fleets. You could refuse, technically, but then your priority for resources would be set to 'zero.' Plenty of companies tried to say no. Their remains are currently drifting in the dark."

Bruno sighed, his pen scratching against the paper. "Their future is… bleak."

Taro crossed his arms, leaning back. "Resources... that means parts, finished products, the works. I guess that makes sense for the secondary sector. But how did they manage to pull this off? This is a massive scale."

It seemed impossible to monitor every single trade. In a place like Delta, if something was banned on the surface, it just went underground. It was a constant game of cat-and-mouse with the Security Company goons.

Bruno let out a long, heavy sigh. "The network."

"When the Old Neural Network collapsed, the Enzio military 'generously' opened up their proprietary network for public use. Everyone was in a state of total panic, so we all jumped at the chance. We praised their quick response at the time, but looking back, it was the perfect trap. Now, every byte of data in this sector is unified under their system. The military knows everything we do before we do it."

Bruno glared at a nearby terminal with pure, unadulterated cynicism. Taro frowned, trying to process the technical implications.

"The network... wait. You mean they had a completely independent infrastructure? Not just a layer on top of the Old Neural Network? Why would a regional military even have that?"

Even the Imperial Military only had tiny, private networks for top-secret comms. The Old Neural Network’s security had been so rock-solid that building a separate one was usually a waste of money.

"I don't know why, but it was there," Bruno said. "The Empire tried to restore the comms net, but only near the core systems. Out here, the restoration of Faster-Than-Light Communication was a pipe dream. Then the military steps in with a working solution? No one was in a position to say no."

He sighed again. Taro looked at Marl; she gave him a slow, grim nod. The network. It always comes back to the network.

"In truth, almost nobody wants to pick a fight with the Empire. Well, among the General Corporate Groups, anyway. But we have no choice but to follow orders. Resources, food, connectivity—no company can survive without those things. Mr. Teiro, I beg you. Take this information back with you. Spread it through every channel you have. Maybe some corporation out there will be moved to help us. I’m not holding my breath, but it’s better than sitting here waiting for the air to run out."
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Four people and one... thing trudged away from the Mayor’s Office, heading back toward the pier. Each was likely chewing on the intel they’d just squeezed out of the Station Master—the self-proclaimed leader of the local Resistance. The silence was thick enough to trip over as they marched onward, lost in thought.

"You lot look like you’ve just been told Christmas is canceled," Phantom said, his voice slicing through the city’s industrial hum and the rhythm of their boots. "Is the pressure getting to you?"

"Well, yeah, a bit," Taro admitted, breaking his stride. "I was all geared up for a Total War, making big plans, probably getting way too ahead of myself. Now it feels like I’ve gotta scrap the whole lot. I mean, we can’t exactly go around nuking civilian stations. That’s just... not happening."

Is my brain going soft? Taro wondered, his thoughts drifting toward the ethics of mass destruction. Before he could spiral too deep into self-doubt, Marl stepped in to rescue him.

"If the entire population of the Enzio Star System isn’t actually the enemy, I’d really rather not spend my weekends fighting them," Marl said, her mouth twisting into a worried little frown. "I get the whole 'Total War' concept, but treating everyone like a target just because they live under the wrong flag feels wrong. I mean, obviously, within reason."

Taro nodded fervently. He was on exactly the same page. He started recalibrating his mental GPS, trying to find a new destination for this mess.

"Winning a war is just about hitting strategic goals, right?" Taro muttered to himself, his internal monologue leaking out. "Sure, we’ll kick teeth in if we have to, but victory doesn't always have to look like a head-on collision."

He paced faster, the gears in his head spinning at a dangerous velocity.

"Goal number one: Katsushika survives. By extension, EAP survives. That doesn't necessarily mean every enemy ship has to explode. Mutual destruction is a total fail—we’re not in this for a grudge match. Hell, technically, even losing is fine as long as we survive. Though, realistically, that's a pipe dream."

Taro thought back to his days dealing with the Dingo. He’d never believed peace could thrive under a bootheel, but honestly? He was starting to think Enzio’s brand of politics was even nastier than the White Dingo’s. The Dingo were thugs, sure—dictatorial, high-handed, and prone to killing people because they woke up on the wrong side of the bed—but at least they treated their territory like an actual asset to be developed. They were tyrants, but they weren't just looting the place.

Even the Non-Aggression treaty between Rising Sun and the White Dingo was proof of that. Sure, it forced trade within Dingo space, and some of those Credits effectively trickled back to the top, but it wasn’t a direct bribe to the boss. It was an economic stimulus package with a side of extortion.

"Well, it’s a sticky situation," Phantom said, his tone sounding suspiciously like he was enjoying himself. "So, do we have to 'do something' about Enzio, then?"

Taro scowled at Phantom’s amusement, but his brain didn't stop whirring.

"That’s the million-credit question. How do we 'do something'?" Taro asked. "We either dismantle the Alliance entirely or make the cost of invading EAP so high they just give up. Even if EAP gets swallowed, if the Inter-Imperial Passage from Katsushika to the Alpha Star System stays open, is that a win?"

He kept digging, looking for a third option hidden under the floorboards.

"Oh! Wait. What if we get the Empire to officially recognize Enzio as a legitimate nation? The odds are basically zero, but if they got what they wanted, they might stop obsessing over EAP and Alpha."

"A lovely thought," Phantom replied, sounding like a professor patting a student on the head for a particularly stupid answer. "But unfortunately, it’s impossible."

"If the Empire allowed that, Independence Movements would pop up across the galaxy like weeds. Well, they’re probably already popping up, but that would be like throwing high-octane fuel on the fire. The Empire is lazy, yes, but the moment you threaten their bottom line, the sleeping giant wakes up—and it usually wakes up cranky."

Phantom’s indifferent gaze made Taro let out a frustrated "Gunuuu!" as he plunged back into his sea of thoughts.

"Then... no, that won't work. EAP... no. Enzio... if there’s a Resistance, we could hit them from the inside... but they don't even have armed ships..."

Taro kept mumbling, his focus so intense he nearly tripped over his own feet several times. Each time he wobbled, Marl was there to catch his arm and keep him upright.

"............Oh."

They were just coming into view of the pier where the Camouflaged Work Ship was docked when Taro stopped dead, staring at nothing. Everyone else stopped too, all eyes on him.

"That’s it... That’s freaking it!! We don't need to dismantle them, and we don't need some epic final showdown!" Taro shouted, his voice echoing off the pier. 

Marl blinked. "Okay, so what do we do?"

Taro pointed a dramatic finger at her. "We just have to make the Alliance so worthless that nobody cares if it exists or not!"



Travel restrictions—the standard "lockdown" procedure for any emergency. Yet, during the recent chaos, those restrictions hadn't been applied for "some reason." The reports about bomb threats and suspicious intruders should have hit the Station Master’s desk instantly, but the Mayor had been curiously slow to act. Since he was the "owner" of the star system rather than an elected official, he wasn't going to get fired, but his reputation had definitely taken a massive hit.

"Well, it made for a great smoke screen for our escape, but... seriously, if the Mayor hadn't been there to ignore the alarms, how were we supposed to get out?"

Taro asked the question while staring out at the receding station from the common room of the Plum II. The ship was currently wrapped in Pseudo-Stealth via Optical Jamming, making them invisible to the naked eye. The Control Tower’s logs would eventually show a Work Ship vanishing into thin air, but that was a "future them" problem.

"I had plenty of plans," Phantom said with a shrug. "Stealing a patrol ship, frying the control systems... and with that Star System Map you made, we only needed to get a few miles away before we were essentially ghosts. The safest bet would have been to hide inside a merchant ship’s cargo hold. This ship can fold into a neat little box with the press of a button, you know."

Phantom gave a small, "too bad I didn't get to use it" laugh. Taro sighed in admiration. 

"Remind me to never get on your bad side. I’m counting on you, man."

"Hey, Teiro," Marl interrupted, leaning over the conference table with her cheeks puffed out. "Are you going to let us in on the secret or what?"

"Right, okay," Taro said, holding up a single finger. Alan, Phantom, Sakura, and Marl all leaned in. Silence filled the room.

"Point one: The vast majority of the people involved here are general corporations. And point two: They aren't actually fans of Enzio."

The intel they’d gathered all pointed to the same thing: the corporations followed Enzio because they felt they had no choice. It was a classic "it is what it is" situation.

"Enzio has three collars on these companies: food, resources, and the network. The big three lifelines. They hold the leash, so they get to bark the orders. So, logically... if we fix those three things, the corporations have zero reason to keep listening to Enzio, right?"

"Impossible," Sakura said flatly. 

"I see where you're going," she continued. "Without corporate support, EAP would definitely win. But realistically, how do you solve those three problems? You're talking about a population of hundreds of millions."

"I’m with her," Alan added. "EAP is loaded, but they aren't 'infinite food for a hundred million people' loaded. How do you even transport that much? Even with your map, smuggling in enough supplies to matter would be like trying to put out a forest fire with a water pistol."

Alan looked exasperated, but there was a glint in his eye—a look of 'Alright, kid, show me the crazy trick you’ve got up your sleeve.' Taro grinned.

"Even if they 'control' food production, it’s not like they own every single molecule of dirt. Not all the Agricultural Stations were trashed. They’ve still got some local production, right?"

"That is correct," Koume chirped, her lamps blinking as she did a little celebratory spin. "As Mr. Alan mentioned, transporting total food requirements from a single point to the entire Alliance is logistically nonsensical. Consumption is astronomical. It is highly improbable that the Alliance Government controls one hundred percent of the supply."

"Exactly!" Taro snapped his fingers. "You don't need to own the whole farm. You just need to control the surplus. If everyone’s production is just five percent below what they need, the guy who owns that extra five percent is the king. It’s like stocks—you don't need fifty-one percent to run the show if everyone else only has one percent. You’re the lead shareholder."

Alan rubbed his chin. "I see. So you're saying we don't need to feed everyone—we just need to cover the deficit? Still, that's a massive amount of cargo. The transport alone would kill us."

Taro just shrugged, his tone becoming infuriatingly casual.

"Then we don't transport it. We just have 'em grow it right there on-site."
Chapter 114: The Great Grain Robbery (Sort Of)

The common room was so silent you could hear a circuit board hum. Then, a heartbeat later, the room exploded into a chorus of "You’ve got to be kidding me."

"Oh, come on, Taro. That’s literally impossible. What are you even smoking?"

"Food production is a nightmare of specialized know-how and proprietary secrets! Where on earth do you expect to find someone willing to just hand that over?"

"Exactly! If it were that easy, the locals would have done it ages ago to stop themselves from starving!"

"It’s a fun little daydream, I suppose," another added with a sigh, "but let’s be real. Is it actually possible?"

One by one, they pelted Taro with verbal brickbats, their faces painted with varying shades of disappointment. But the cacophony died an instant death when Koume spoke up in her usual, eerily calm tone.

"I see. So that’s the play."

It was a short sentence, but her voice sliced through the room like a heated vibro-blade. Everyone turned to look at her, faces frozen in disbelief. Seizing the momentum, Taro stepped back into the spotlight.

"Look, I get it," Taro said, holding up his hands. "The 'problem' is that food production is high-effort, high-tech, and costs a metric ton of credits and time to set up. I do run a Food Production Department, believe it or not. I’m not totally clueless."

He flashed a grin that was about eighty percent mischief. "But what if..."

He leaned in, his eyes gleaming. "What if we had something that grows at light-speed and is packed with calories? Something with a proven flavor profile and zero toxicity. It grows at one atmosphere, one G, and can handle a temperature swing of sixty degrees. All it needs is nutrient-slop and water. The equipment is so basic you could repurpose a literal trash compactor to grow it. It’s a total cheat. Honestly, all you need is a bucket and a handful of this 'Magic Grain' and you’re basically a god of agriculture, right?"

He looked around the room with a casual shrug. "Right?"

Sakura slammed her hands onto the table, her face turning a vibrant shade of insulted crimson. "Are you mocking us?! There is no such thing as a miracle crop!"

But before she could launch into a full-blown lecture, Marl’s eyes went wide. She let out a gasp that sounded like a vacuum seal breaking.

"............Rice!"



Despite the galaxy being a total mess, the Takasaki Shipbuilding yards were humming at full throttle. While most EAP factories were churning out sleek warships, the Niigata Star System facility was busy mass-producing something... weird.

"Hey, Bill. What the hell is this thing supposed to be?"

A shipyard worker squinted at the endless line of metallic cylinders rolling off the assembly line.

"Search me," his buddy replied, not looking up from his terminal. "Management is playing 'I’ve Got a Secret.' Rumor is they’re decoys. Stuff 'em with C4 and ram 'em into an Alliance blockade, probably."

The first worker scratched his helmet. "They don't even have Turret mounts. It’s just a Life Support System, an engine, and two measly Debris Incineration Beams. Is the company planning to flee the sector in a fleet of tin cans?"

He shook his head, baffled. The shipyard had already pumped out hundreds of these mystery tubes, and the orders were "Unlimited"—which in corporate-speak meant "don't stop until the machines melt."

Calling the cylindrical objects "ships" was an insult to ships. They were the bare minimum required to move through space without exploding. They had a thin shell to keep the radiation out, but as for armor? Forget it. In fact, some sections of the hull were practically translucent, letting in ultraviolet and visible light like a cheap greenhouse.

They weren't modular, either. You couldn't upgrade them. You could technically dock another module to the outside, but the engine was so weak that if you tried to plug in a shield or a Turret, the whole ship would probably pop a fuse.

"No cryo-pods? No living quarters?" the worker grumbled. "What are those long shelves for, then? Are they honestly going to stack people on them like cordwood? That’s dark, man."

Most of the interior was taken up by long, spindly racks and a network of pipes. The pipes were riddled with holes at regular intervals, clearly designed to spray something, but for the life of him, the worker couldn't imagine what.



"President. We’ve received a... donation of vessels from a company called Rising Sun."

In a star system deep within Enzio territory, a construction mogul looked up from his desk, his brow furrowed. "Rising Sun? Never heard of 'em. Are they EAP?"

"No, sir. They seem to be an independent outfit, but their paperwork suggests they’re very much 'Not Fans' of the Alliance. It’s all a bit confusing."

The mogul’s frown deepened. "Ships? Is it a bomb? A Trojan horse? And how the hell did they get them past the border?"

"We’ve scanned them top to bottom, sir. Nothing dangerous. No idea how they got here, but they came with a very polite set of instructions. And, well... it seems they’re telling the truth."

"Let me see that... Seedlings? Cultivation requirements?"

The man pulled up the data on his BISHOP interface. He started reading with a look of pure skepticism, which slowly melted into shock, and finally settled on wide-eyed, jaw-dropping terror.

"You... did you tell anyone about this? Is there a report for the higher-ups?!"

"N-no, sir! Not yet! I’m sorry, I’ll file it immed—"

"DON'T YOU DARE!" the man roared. "Keep your mouth shut! I need to make a call... now!"

With trembling fingers, he opened an encrypted channel. He wasn't calling the government. He was calling the Resistance.



"An Emergency Line? It’s from Murdoch..." A Resistance leader stared at his screen. "Look! He got them too!"

The secret network used by the Resistance was lighting up like a Christmas tree. From dozens of different star systems, the reports were identical.

"President, the Bioengineering Department just finished the tests. The 'grain' is clean. No toxins, no hazards, no hidden genetic kill-switches. It’s exactly what the manual says it is."

"YES! Get into production! Now! Before the Alliance Government catches wind of this! I want every other ship project scrapped!"

"Sir? All of them? The Alliance will have our heads!"

"Who cares?! Listen, they might seize the ships we just got. Fine. They’ll find some legal loophole to steal our property, because that’s what those vultures do. But—"

The man let out a jagged, wicked laugh.

"Any new ships we build based on this design? Those are ours. Completely. There’s no copyright, no patent, no nothing. It’s just a basic tube. The Alliance won't have a legal leg to stand on to stop us from growing our own food. We just have to act like happy little citizens who are thrilled to finally have a snack. And if they still try to take it away..."

He grinned, a expression of pure, unadulterated malice.

"The Alliance will lose every shred of public support they have left. And that is the one thing they can't afford."

It went exactly as the Resistance had hoped.

The Enzio Alliance Government, with its total control over the local networks, had spotted the Seedlings almost immediately—Taro hadn't just sent them to the rebels, after all. But they were slow. If they had been a monolithic entity like the Empire, they might have reacted in time. But the Alliance was a three-headed dog where each head was trying to bite the others.

By the time they realized the "Magic Grain" was a threat to their monopoly, it was too late. The people were hungry, and taking their new food away was a recipe for a revolution that would make the current Resistance look like a book club.

When the government finally decided to move in and seize the "suspicious vessels" two weeks later, the delay was fatal. The Seedlings were everywhere. The new ships were already being built in every backyard shipyard in the sector.

The real kicker was how absurdly hardy the crop was. It could grow anywhere humans could breathe. Usually, growing space-plants required a degree in bio-chemistry and a machine the size of a house to simulate a specific planet's climate. Plants were high-maintenance divas.

But this stuff? Within a month, people were growing it in the back of cargo ships and in the dusty corners of Residential Stations. Confiscating it all was like trying to punch the ocean. The locals were a bit weirded out by the taste and the concept of "natural food," but once they realized they didn't have to rely on Alliance rations, they were hooked.



"Are you sure about this, President? This product could have made us more money than a small moon."

Heinlein, the head of the Rising Sun Food Development Department, looked at Taro with a pained expression. He held a data chip containing the complete blueprints and "How-to-Grow-Rice" guide that had been shoved into every ship sent to Enzio.

"Yeah, I know. We moved the schedule up, but it was bound to happen anyway," Taro said, leaning back in his chair. "I mean, it’s a seedling. You grow it, you get more seeds. It’s self-replicating."

It was a nightmare from a business perspective. You couldn't DRM a plant. Sure, they could have sold processed rice, but you can't hide DNA. Eventually, someone would have figured it out.

"We could have held the monopoly for a few years, at least," Heinlein sighed. "But I suppose this is one way to do it."

Taro hadn't been completely altruistic. He’d filed patents for a few key genetic sequences within the Enzio systems. The royalties were pathetic, and the chances of actually getting paid were slim to none, but he didn't care. This wasn't a product. It was a tactical nuke.

"If even a couple of companies pay up, we’ll be fine. Plus, they’re doing all the hard work of growing it locally now. Though, honestly, we never could have pulled this off without that initial EAP funding."

They had sent out over a thousand of those mini-Agricultural Stations "free of charge," complete with the blueprints to build more. If a hungry star system got hold of that tech, they weren't going to let it go.

"Anyway," Taro muttered, his expression shifting to one of genuine annoyance. "The real problem is this."

He looked down at his hand, rolling a small, dull stone between his fingers. It was Razor Metal ore—the literal backbone of the Galactic Empire’s infrastructure.

"Resources. I have absolutely no clue how to disrupt the supply chain for this stuff. Now what do I do?"
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Inside a gloom-drenched office, a man sat alone, nursing a cloud of purple smoke. The room was a monument to joyless utility, unified in a dull, metallic gray. The only splash of color in the entire tomb was a family photo resting in a lonely frame.

"That Sakura... she certainly dragged home a fascinating specimen."

Genzo, Sakura’s father, stared intently at the terminal in his hand. The screen displayed a man with a remarkably gormless expression. Below the face was a list of recent, glittering achievements that read like a hero's resume—yet everything prior to those dates was a total black hole. The man’s official ID listed a plausible education and birthplace, but Genzo knew for a fact they were complete fabrications. He had commissioned the background check himself; there was no room for error.

"I never expected much from the girl, but well, life is full of surprises. I was looking forward to a grandchild, but I didn't think the 'partner' would be the one with all the potential."

Genzo grumbled to himself and flopped back into his chair. The high-tech, viscosity-treated springs absorbed his weight with a ghostly silence, halting at the perfect ergonomic angle.

"It is merely a hypothesis, sir, but we suspect the previous battle was also his handiwork. With all due respect to the young lady, while she possesses charisma, she hasn't a lick of talent for actual warfare."

A blue hologram flickered to life on Genzo’s desk, bowing with exaggerated, oily politeness. Genzo glanced at the projection and snorted.

"That’s the only logical conclusion. We found records of unidentified outgoing transmissions. Intelligence is currently bashing their heads against the wall trying to crack the encryption, but they aren't getting anywhere. It's likely a one-time pad—primitive, but damnably effective."

Genzo tossed the terminal onto his desk and unceremoniously crushed out his cigar. It was a five-hundred-Credit stick with more than half its length remaining, extinguished simply because the taste had bored him.

"Is he Intelligence, then? Perhaps someone close to the military?" the hologram asked, squinting at its own digital notes.

Genzo shook his head. "Not just 'close.' He’s likely the genuine article. Despite having zero track record, he’s suddenly brokering massive deals with Imperial Military subsidiaries. That doesn't happen by accident."

The files Genzo had scavenged showed a paper trail leading straight to firms with deep military ties. In the corrupt hellscape of the Imperial Military, greasing palms was easy enough, but deals on this scale were a different beast. If a transaction went south, the mediating officer would be the one on the chopping block. Those sharks knew that the easiest way to climb the ladder was to kick the person above them off of it.

"The real deal, sir? At a scale that moves that much capital, we’re talking a non-commissioned officer at minimum. Perhaps even officer class? But that raises the question: why the young lady?"

The ten-centimeter-tall silhouette on the desk crossed its tiny arms in a pantomime of deep thought.

"Who knows? But he didn't do it out of the goodness of his heart. It’s reasonable to assume he’s avoiding direct Imperial Military intervention for some reason. If he mobilized even a regional fleet, he could kick the Alliance into the sun... Still, that girl is the commander of the EAP Second Main Fleet, for what it’s worth. She has her utility."

After referring to his own daughter as an "it," the man leaned forward. "Case in point: his latest move."

"He used a bizarrely roundabout strategy against Enzio. Massive amounts of free food and agricultural tech... It looks like a joke on the surface, but the damage he’s dealt to Enzio’s bottom line is immeasurable. And the concept of 'Total War' itself? That had to come from this man. Lin of Little Tokyo doesn't have that kind of vision."

During the last EAP general meeting, Lin had presented the concept of Total War. When Genzo heard the warnings, it had hit him like a physical blow to the skull. Only a handful of people in the room had understood the weight of it; Genzo personally believed that anyone who couldn't understand it shouldn't be allowed to run a lemonade stand, let alone a corporation. It was a concept that promised nothing but total, fatal disruption.

At first, he’d chalked it up to a flash of youthful genius from Lin, but his investigation kept pointing back to this "Teiro." Even though Takasaki hadn't been involved in the Dingo Front due to its swift conclusion, Teiro was apparently the one who delivered the final blow. He was also the one who mapped the detour to the Empire. Those milestones were more than enough for Genzo to pull the trigger on the emergency mass production of Small-scale Agricultural Stations.

"So, shall we proceed as planned?" the hologram asked.

Genzo gave a grand, sweeping nod and flashed a smile that was entirely devoid of warmth.

"Even if EAP burns, Takasaki will never go bankrupt. But the leadership at Little Tokyo is a different story. This man is too valuable a talent to go down with Lin’s ship. Conversely, if EAP actually wins..."

The smile widened, turning predatory.

"This man’s influence will be terrifying. We must secure him at any cost. If he can be bought for the price of one daughter, it’s a bargain. If her feminine charms can actually be turned into a profit, then she’s finally useful for something."



"And that is why I am being badgered into an engagement with you. So, how about it? Want to take me for a spin?"

Sakura dropped the bombshell with all the grace and romance of a drill sergeant announcing a latrine inspection. Taro, who was currently tossing fried rice in the Plum’s galley, nearly suffered a heart attack and came inches away from painting the floor with the entire meal.

"No, no, no, no! Wait, what?! No, no, no! What do you mean 'and so'?! Also, they've totally figured out who I am!"

Taro’s eyebrows shot so high they nearly vanished into his hairline. Wasn’t the whole point of our deal that she’d keep my secret?!

"Umu. It seems Father has indeed sniffed you out, but he’s pretending he hasn't. It’s his way of saying, 'I’ll look the other way, so keep doing what you’re doing.' I thought he’d be furious, but he actually praised me again! Hah-ha-ha!"

Sakura laughed, looking positively radiant. Taro sighed and killed the heat on the frying pan—an item he’d had to custom-order because the concept of "tossing food in a metal bowl over fire" didn't exist in the local market. He began portioning the food onto plates.

As a follow-up to the "Food Bomb" dropped on Enzio territory, Taro had been flooding the Resistance with recipes for rice and potatoes. It had taken Earth's humanity thousands of years to go from "eating meat and bread" to "inventing the sandwich," and new culinary concepts didn't just appear out of thin air. Eventually, the galaxy would figure it out, but the Galactic Empire had one massive, glaring problem.

They didn't have cooks.

Since every meal in the Empire was dispensed from a Synthetic Food machine, the very concept of a chef was alien. To the average citizen, a "cook" was basically a high-level chemist. While methods like boiling or frying existed, they were strictly the domain of automated factories. That made Taro’s recipes the secret weapon of the revolution.

"I’ll release this one to the public if it tastes okay... But seriously, I don't know the first thing about the family systems here. Engagements? Marriage? Is that even a thing?" Taro asked, realized he’d never actually checked.

"Of course it is! Well, it’s mostly gone out of style except for the ancient families and the corporate dynasties. I don’t know how your people did it, but here, it’s the legal right to establish communal property, produce offspring, and ensure inheritance... Regardless, that smells divine. What do you call this?"

Sakura stared at the pile of fried rice with an expression bordering on the erotic.

"It’s Chahan. Fried rice. Livestock takes too long to breed, so the 'meat' is just Synthetic Food. I think the labels said [DEGRADED PRIOCTANIAN] and [TRIANOTRANS ACID ECTUNION]... What the hell kind of names are those? What happened to 'Onion'? It tastes exactly like an onion! Just call it an onion!"

Taro grumbled under his breath as he sprinkled toasted sesame seeds over the rice. 

"So," Sakura prompted, "what do you say? If you join with me, you’ll eventually be the head of Takasaki. You’ll even snag a seat at the bottom of the Imperial Noble class. I dare say I’m quite the catch, wouldn't you agree?"

She puffed out her chest with a confident smirk. Taro recoiled slightly, waving his hands in a frantic "No."

"M-Marriage is, you know... it’s supposed to be the finish line for two people who are in love! And since when were there nobles?!"

Taro’s voice cracked as he devolved into a stuttering mess. Sakura tilted her head, looking genuinely confused. "Mu?"

"If two people love each other, they can just be lovers forever. Why bother with the paperwork? Marriage is a tool for social and legal fortification. It has nothing to do with romance, does it? Or... do you actually dislike me?"

Sakura crossed her arms, her lower lip pouting in dissatisfaction. Taro gave a weak, strained laugh.

"It’s not that I dislike you, it’s just..." Is the future actually more primitive than my time, or is it just her? Taro glanced at her from the corner of his eye. She’s definitely out of her mind. I can’t trust her as a source for 'common sense'—her upbringing was way too sheltered. Even Marl and Alan look at her like she’s a space alien sometimes.

"Hey, Teiro! Is it ready yet? It smells so good, I’m dying over here!" Marl’s voice drifted in from the common room.

"Coming!" Taro called back. He picked up a plate that was buried under a mountain of sesame seeds. Marl had developed a strange obsession with the little toasted seeds, and she was always happiest when he went overboard.

"Look, uh... thank you. Really. But the whole engagement thing is a bit much. My hands are full with the war right now," Taro said as gently as possible.

Sakura didn't seem hurt at all. "I see."

"So, you view romance and marriage as the same thing? If that’s the case, this is actually much simpler. I just have to make you fall for me, and then I have to fall for you. Hmph. You have much to look forward to, my friend!"

With a triumphant smirk, Sakura snatched up her plate and marched out of the galley. Taro watched her go, his spine tingling with the distinct, terrifying premonition of impending disaster.
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"Yo! I’m Teiro! And I am currently smack-dab in the middle of a war!"

The energetic shout echoed across the bridge of the aviation cruiser Plum II. Taro stood front and center before the primary viewscreen, staring intently at the celestial chaos projected across the glass.

"What was that for, you weirdo?" Marl asked from her seat, where she was currently hugging her knees in a tight ball. "If we’re being technical, I’m in the middle of a war, too."

Beside her, a profoundly exhausted Alan was gnawing on a cigar. At his feet, Etta was fast asleep, using the base of the seat as a makeshift pillow and snoring softly.

"Look, this is our seventh sortie this month, okay?" Taro countered. "The whole place is starting to reek of war... and honestly, if I don't force myself to act like an idiot, I’m gonna lose my mind."

Ever since Taro had unleashed his Indiscriminate Food Support Terror, the Enzio corporation had gone into a full-blown frenzy, intensifying their offensive against the EAP. Everyone assumed the corporation was panicking after taking such an absurd, unexpected hit, but nobody knew for sure.

Four massive fleet engagements had already gone down, and if you counted the smaller skirmishes, the fighting was happening in too many places to keep track of. As the EAP Second Fleet’s Staff Officer, Taro was busy whispering advice into Sakura’s ear, while Bella was out on the front lines with the First Fleet, personally turning things into scrap metal. Taro took a certain pride in the fact that he and Bella were recognized as the EAP’s most valuable assets, but even with their help, the war was going south fast. Enzio outclassed the EAP in both quality and quantity. They had better ships, and they had better people. No matter how hard Taro carried the team, he was still just one guy in a galaxy-sized mess.

[DOCKING SYSTEM COMPLETE: TARGET—SUPPLY SHIP E747]

The BISHOP notification pinged, confirming they had linked up with the supply vessel. On a sub-monitor in the corner of the viewscreen, Taro saw Raiza’s supply ship come into view. Countless cables snaked out toward the Plum II, and once they had the cruiser firmly in their grasp, a swarm of small work ships poured out of the supply vessel like mechanical parasites to begin repairs.

"Looks like a tentacle play," Taro muttered.

"Ugh, it’s been a while since I heard that one," Marl groaned, shooting him a look through half-lidded eyes. "You really have the absolute worst way of describing things."

Taro felt a strange sense of satisfaction knowing that the concept of 'tentacle play' was alive and well in the Galactic Empire. He crossed his arms and let out a heavy sigh.

"The EAP-to-Enzio casualty ratio is about six to four, right?"

At his feet, the spherical droid Koume rolled around in a figure-eight pattern as she answered. "At the moment, yes, Mr. Teiro. When the full-scale offensive began, it was roughly five to five, but the situation has been steadily deteriorating. While the enemy has certainly stepped up their game, the primary issue is the EAP’s sluggish response time."

"Their defense plan review didn't make the cut in time," Taro grumbled. "It’s hard to stay motivated when you know we’re in this mess because of a bunch of stiff-necked bureaucrats."

"New concepts take time to ferment, Mr. Teiro," Koume consoled him. "Besides, you’ve done more than enough. By infiltrating Enzio with Miss Sakura and gathering intelligence, you at least gave the EAP Leadership a fighting chance with an early warning."

I wonder... Taro thought. Every time I think there might have been a better way, I feel like I'm going to throw up.

"It’s good to feel responsible, Mr. Teiro, but this isn't your fault," Koume continued. "Enzio pulled the trigger, not you. Self-reflection is a whetstone for the soul, but you shouldn't grind yourself down until you snap."

Taro shrugged at the droid’s philosophical lecture. He let out a long breath, hands on his hips, and watched as a frozen corpse drifted past the viewscreen, bouncing off the Plum II’s hull and spinning away into the void.

"This is just unbearable..."

Taro closed his eyes and hung his head. On the main screen, the wreckage of a destroyed space station drifted through the dark, punctuated by the flickering orange glow of burning gas. Exposed struts and mangled modules jutted out at impossible angles. To Taro, it looked like a graveyard of WIND ships.

Forty-four hours ago, Enzio had launched a Surprise Attack on the Arizona Star System.

A massive enemy force comprised of Stealth Ships had ghosted past the EAP’s patrols, slipping through the defensive lines without making a sound. The EAP hadn't stationed much of a fleet there because the system was considered geopolitically insignificant, and their attention had been baited away by a massive diversionary offensive elsewhere. But as far as Taro was concerned, 'geopolitically insignificant' was an obsolete term. The idiots in charge hadn't accounted for the fact that Enzio had stopped playing by the rules and started targeting civilian infrastructure directly.

"Hopefully this serves as the bucket of ice water needed to wake those fossils up, Mr. Teiro," Koume said.

"Yeah. If it doesn't, those people died for nothing."

The enemy fleet had split in two, hitting Arizona Stations No. 1 and No. 3 simultaneously. No. 1 had been saved by a last-minute EAP defensive push, but No. 3 had been systematically dismantled. By the time Taro and the main fleet arrived as reinforcements, four hours had passed—more than enough time to turn an undefended station into scrap. One massive Industrial Station was gone, and twelve thousand people along with it.

"We managed to kick them out, but it gives me the creeps thinking about what would’ve happened if they’d pushed deeper," Alan said, rubbing his bloodshot eyes. "The brass has no choice but to change tactics now. The deeper systems lead straight to the EAP’s heart... honestly, that might have been the plan all along."

Taro and the rescue fleet had been fighting for thirty hours straight since they arrived, followed by another ten hours of high-alert patrolling. Chasing down an enemy that only wanted to run was a nightmare, especially when that enemy had top-tier concealment tech. Taro had been awake for nearly two full days.

Finally, Raiza’s transport and supply fleet had arrived, meaning they could finally rotate out with the reserve forces. It was the one thing Taro wanted more than a hot meal or a winning lottery ticket.

"All right, Mr. Teiro. You can go ahead and take your break now. We’ll take it from here."

Raiza’s face appeared on the comms. To the sleep-deprived Taro, she looked less like a merchant and more like a shimmering Goddess. He suspected the rest of the crew felt the same way.



"Twelve stations attacked. Six of them are total losses," Bella reported. She was chewing on a cigar, her sharp eyes fixed on her terminal. "The death toll is hovering around a hundred thousand, but the material loss is the real kicker. They were all Industrial Stations. The EAP’s production capacity is in the gutter."

The meeting room inside the EAP’s mobile Fortress was packed. The Rising Sun Leadership was out in force—nearly twenty people, including every executive who wasn't currently stuck managing a star system.

"Current estimates place our industrial losses at twelve percent," Koume added, spinning on the table and blinking her lights. Her spherical chassis was covered in tiny scratches, a silent testament to the recent chaos. "If the attacks continue at this rate, our capabilities will only continue to wither."

"So, it happened exactly the way Teiro said it would," Marl said, scanning the room. "The enemy is chipping away at the EAP’s foundation. Does anyone still want to argue with that logic?"

The room remained silent. Everyone nodded in grim agreement.

"At least we and the star systems that listened to the General escaped the worst of it," Alan, the head of Intelligence, noted. "Enzio only hit the systems that didn't bother with countermeasures. But that brings us to a depressing reality: the EAP is losing the spy war. Badly. Well, except for us."

If only the undefended systems were getting hit, it meant someone on the inside was handing Enzio a map and a schedule.

"What if we disclose some of our company’s Secret Routes to the EAP?" Clark, the Chief of Joint Staff, suggested from across the table. "It would be the perfect way for them to slip their own spies into Enzio territory."

Bella scowled. "You’ve got to be joking. If there’s already a mole in the EAP, we’d just be handing those routes to the enemy. Imagine trying to use a 'secret' path only to find a blockade waiting for you. No thanks."

"I’m with Bella," Alan added. "We already burned a lot of our routes into Enzio during the food support operation. Besides, Intelligence isn't something you just 'send in.' It takes time to go deep undercover. We're a bit late for that."

He tapped a button, projecting a custom map Taro had drawn onto the wall. It showed the primary routes to Enzio’s major systems, but many were marked with a red 'X'. Those were the paths they’d used to smuggle in the simple Agricultural Stations—routes Enzio likely already knew about.

"Look, Alan’s right, but we can’t just sit on our hands," Taro said, raising a hand. "I agree with the Chief. Let's give them some of the routes. It’ll be a huge lifeline for the EAP."

A chorus of arguments erupted, but Phantom silenced the room with a sharp, calculated cough.

"The President is correct," Phantom said smoothly. "And we don't necessarily have to give them fresh routes. Even the used ones are incredibly valuable to the EAP, even if they have to use them with the risk of an ambush in mind. Let’s provide the used routes as a baseline and supplement them with a few unused ones. Not everyone in the EAP is a moron; someone will know how to use them effectively."

The room softened. "If it’s the old routes..." and "That sounds reasonable," people murmured. Taro nodded and checked the 'Approved' box on his terminal.

"Alright, that’s settled," Taro said, letting out a long breath as he pulled up the next file. "Now, let’s move on to the big ones. We have two major problems left: the network and the resources. I want to hear everyone’s ideas on how we're going to handle this."
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A heavy, awkward silence descended upon the conference room following Taro’s characteristically vague question. Every person present looked like they were trying to solve a high-level calculus equation in their heads. Taro watched them, internally preening; at least they weren’t just throwing out half-baked platitudes. They were actually sweating over an answer.

"Permission to speak, sir?"

Clark broke the silence, his hand shooting up like a model student’s. Taro gave him a sharp nod.

"The current discourse cites both the network and resources as the primary issues, but that’s a fallacy," Clark stated. "In fact, it’s more accurate to say only one of them truly matters."

"Care to elaborate on that bit of logic?" Taro asked.

"Certainly. The Enzio Alliance Government has been strangling us via food, resources, and the network. However, unlike the first two, the network is merely the leash they use to control the rest. It is a means to an end, not the end itself."

Clark’s voice was crisp and confident. He glanced around the room for backup, receiving a few tentative nods of agreement.

"So, you’re saying if we fix the food and resource situation, we can just let them keep the network?" Alan asked, rubbing his chin. 

"Exactly," Clark confirmed.

"We might have to deal with it eventually, but it’s not the immediate fire we need to put out. Conversely, if we could somehow liberate the network, it wouldn’t matter if they tried to manage the other two."

Taro crossed his arms, leaning back. "I get it. If the network is free, companies can just go rogue and trade on the black market to survive. But if we actually have the food and resources on hand, we can just trade openly in the 'managed' markets and dare them to stop us. It’s simple logic."

Makes sense to me, Taro thought, nodding along with his own realization.

"The network is a lost cause, though," Marl interjected, popping his bubble. "I told you this when we talked about the neural net. The 'network' is a conceptual beast. Fixing the information infrastructure would require overhauling the hardware of an entire star sector. We’re talking years of work."

"I’m with her," Alan added. "When I was busy hacking Otto Station, I did some digging. The place is crawling with physical locks. Even if some once-in-a-generation genius tried to fix everything through the software alone, they’d hit a brick wall. You have to turn the actual, physical gears to make the critical parts move."

A wave of grim understanding washed over the room. 

"Is this 'genius' you’re talking about you, Alan?" Taro teased.

"Don't start with me, Boss," Alan groaned. "Maybe there’s a way, but I’m officially stumped. If anyone has a brilliant idea, I’m all ears, but don’t hold your breath."

The room remained motionless. No one was about to claim they were smarter than Alan when it came to digging through code. If he was throwing in the towel, the network was effectively a brick.

"Alright, so it’s resources then," Taro sighed. "But when we say resources, we’re really just talking about Razor Metal, right?"

Basic materials like iron, titanium, water, and various chemicals were a dime a dozen. You could sneeze in any direction in the galaxy and hit an asteroid made of metal or an ice meteor full of water. They were everywhere. They weren't the bottleneck.

"It’s not quite that simple, but if you want to be reductive, then yes," Raiza, the head of the Transportation Department, said while scrolling through her tablet. Makina Corp, the head of the Development Department, nodded beside her. Between the two of them, they knew more about rocks and shipping than anyone in the sector. "General resources can be acquired through sheer willpower and a high enough budget. Razor Metal is the real headache."

"Right. So, the obvious first suggestion is just to ship the stuff in from the EAP or the Imperial Core, but..." Taro’s voice trailed off as he realized how stupid that sounded. "Yeah, that’s not happening."

The rest of the crew looked at him with 'obviously' written across their faces.

"We could probably sneak some through a Secret Route," Phantom noted, "but the volume would be pathetic and the cost would be astronomical. Thanks to WIND's recent activation, mineral prices are through the roof. Even the Imperial Core can’t keep up with its own demand. If we tried to supply Enzio at a 'realistic' price, the shipping costs alone would bankrupt the EAP three times over."

Phantom looked at Raiza. She just shrugged.

"I actually ran the numbers just for a laugh," Raiza said, "and it’s a joke. We’d need roughly five times the total economic capacity of the entire EAP. Metal isn't like food; it’s heavy. Mass is a nightmare for shipping costs. Bringing it from the Imperial Core is a fairy tale."

Taro pulled a sour face. Great. Physics wins again. Heavy metal meant more energy, more energy meant more fuel, and more time meant more salaries to pay. The math just didn't work.

"So we’re back to local production. We have to make it here, or at least somewhere near EAP space. What’s the catch with that plan?"

Taro expected a million voices to jump down his throat with technical difficulties. Instead, the room went dead silent. Taro blinked, looking around at the blank stares.

Finally, Bella broke the silence with a pitying look. "It’s not your fault, kid. Your upbringing was... let’s call it 'unique.' You don't know the deal."

She ground out her cigar in an ashtray and let out a long, smoky sigh. Taro tilted his head, practically wearing a physical question mark. 

"Razor Metal ore," Bella continued, "isn't actually that rare. It’s slightly harder to find than iron, sure, but it’s all over the place. We’ve got plenty of it in EAP territory. We’re mining it as we speak."

She paused, making sure Taro was still on the bus. He nodded.

"Okay... so what’s the problem then?" Taro asked, looking genuinely bewildered.

Bella held up her palm. She waited for him to focus on it, then dropped the hammer.

"Fifty companies."

Taro stared at her hand. 

"There are exactly fifty companies in the entire, massive Galactic Empire that know how to actually refine the ore into usable Razor Metal. Only fifty. Do you get the weight of that, kid?"

Taro’s face went pale. That was a complication he hadn't even hallucinated. 

"Fifty... companies?"

He slumped back, staring at the ceiling. There were 120 trillion people in the Empire, and only fifty shops knew the recipe? Even as a relative newcomer to the galaxy, Taro knew that wasn't a market—it was a stranglehold. 

He didn't even need to ask. Those fifty were definitely "Mega-Corps," the kind of titans that could squash the EAP or the Rising Sun like a pair of annoying space-gnats. You didn't ask them for favors; you begged them for mercy.

"Okay, walk me through this," Taro groaned, rubbing his temples. "I know it’s impossible, but educate me. For my future memoirs."

"The rumor mill calls them the Fifty Materials," Marl explained. "They’re all in bed together. Usually, the Imperial Government would bust a trust that big, but they just look the other way. Probably because the government is in on the take. Half the military’s suppliers are on that list."

"Exactly," Clark added. "They’re smart about it. they never hike the prices or restrict the supply enough to make the other corporations riot. They’re actually very 'cooperative' with the industrial sector. In short, they play the game perfectly."

Alan let out a cynical bark of a laugh. "That’s one way to put it. They play the game to make sure nobody else can even get onto the field. And it’s not just money. One of the Fifty Materials is a personal pet project of Grand Marshal Dan Cornelius. You know, one of the most powerful men in existence?"

Alan shrugged as if to say, Give up, Boss. We’re outclassed. Taro let out another long, theatrical sigh. Probing that hornets' nest was a one-way ticket to a "mysterious disappearance."

"Refining Razor Metal has been around for thousands of years," Makina Corp added, "so the tech itself probably isn't that complex. But they’ve never registered a single technical copyright on the process. They’d rather keep it a trade secret than explain the method to a patent office."

She shrugged. "That’s just speculation, of course."

"I bet you're right," Taro muttered. If I were them, I’d do the same thing. Why bother with copyrights that people can just ignore when you can just keep the recipe in a vault? There was zero incentive to share.

"Well, damn. I guess that’s that. Unless..."

Taro trailed off, tapping his chin. The room went quiet again, but this time, the crew was looking at him with a weird glimmer of hope.

"No copyrights, huh?" Taro muttered to himself. "Which means if we actually figure out how to do it, nobody can sue us. We wouldn't be breaking any laws."

"I mean, sure, but how—" Alan started.

Taro ignored him, descending into a five-minute internal monologue. The silence in the room was absolute as everyone watched the Boss go deep into his own head. Finally, Taro snapped his fingers. 

"Okay, look," Taro said, his voice firm. "This is going to sound ridiculous, but I want you all to proceed with the planning on the assumption that we can refine it. If we have the tech but fail because of some other stupid reason, it’ll all be for nothing. So... if. And this is a big 'if,' mind you. If the only thing stopping us is the secret to the refining process—"

Taro flashed a small, self-deprecating grin.

"I’ll handle it. Just... don’t ask me how."
Episode 118

"Stop it, Teiro! I’m absolutely, one-hundred-percent against this! I refuse to give you permission!"

Marl threw her arms wide, physically barricading Taro’s path. Her face was a mask of dead-serious, grief-stricken determination. At her feet, Koume swayed like a restless beach ball. It was just the three of them in the room, and the vibes were officially terrible.

"Marl... please. You know as well as I do that this is the best move we’ve got."

Taro flashed a troubled, sheepish grin. Marl wasn't buying it. She shook her head so hard she looked like she might catch whiplash.

"Absolutely not! If you keep doing this, who knows what you’ll lose next? Your car keys? Your dignity? Your soul?"

She glared at him with iron-clad stubbornness. Taro met her gaze head-on, his voice dropping into a steady, calm register. "I know."

"You don't know!! You have no idea what’s being overwritten in that head of yours! What if—just what if—"

Tears finally breached the dam, streaming down Marl’s cheeks.

"What if you forget about us?! What if you lose everyone, and all the memories we’ve made together?!"

Her scream echoed through the cavernous chamber, a room occupied by nothing but a single, gargantuan device. The only response was the low, rhythmic thrum of the engine and the ghostly whistle of the ventilation system.

"……"

Taro stared into Marl’s eyes, silent as a grave. After a long, heavy beat, he finally spoke.

"I didn't tell you before, but... I’ve already done it. I really owe you an apology for that. I’m sorry."

He gave a deep, formal bow. Marl didn't look shocked; she just looked miserable. "I already knew," she whispered.

Taro snapped his head up, eyes wide. "Wait, what?"

"One day you were a total amateur, and the next you were suddenly an expert on private military tactics and station governance. I’m not blind, Taro. Sure, you study hard, but that jump was way too weird. Unless you were planning on telling me you’re a secret super-genius?"

She looked caught between being furious and being incredibly pouty—a complex cocktail of emotions that made Taro want to crawl into a hole. He opened his mouth to apologize again, then bit his lip and forced himself to stand his ground.

"The 'sorry' was for keeping it a secret. But as for performing the Override? I’m not apologizing for that."

He stared at her with a look of absolute, unwavering conviction, hoping she’d see he wasn't just being reckless. Marl accepted the look in silence, her eyes searching his.

"I did it because it was necessary. It wasn't about taking the easy way or getting rich... If I’m going to carry the lives of thousands on my back, I need the qualifications and the resolve to do it right. I spend enough time acting like a big-shot hotshot; the least I can do is actually deliver when it counts."

He looked past her at the towering mechanical monstrosity behind her.

"Back then, I was an Imperial ignoramus who could barely point a Battleship in the right direction. But that’s not enough. You can't start acting after you’ve already screwed up. You can't bring the dead back to life. Even the first time... well, okay, maybe not the first first time... like when WIND attacked us. We got lucky then, but luck is a crappy strategy. Next time, I might not make it in time."

He looked back down at Marl, whose eyes were still rimmed with red.

"This time, it’s the same deal."

Taro took a slow, deliberate step forward, walking right past Marl as she stood there with her head bowed.

118,934 people. That was the staggering death toll of the Anti-Enzio War so far, and the meter was still running.

I could have done something, but I didn't.

That was the thought that kept Taro up at night. That was the ghost he was running from.

He wasn't trying to be arrogant. Objectively speaking, he was doing a pretty decent job. His peers certainly thought so, and the scoreboard didn't lie. His fleet and Bella’s were the MVPs of the EAP. His "food aid" tactical strike had crippled the enemy's economy, and his warning about Total War had saved countless lives. Even if things went south, nobody would blame him.

But Taro knew himself. He knew he’d be standing over a pile of bodies thinking: If I’d just used that machine, could I have saved one more? Could I have cut the casualties by half? The world might give him a pass, but he’d never give one to himself.

I really do have a pathetic, self-sacrificing personality, don't I?

Sure, maybe there was another way. Maybe some super-genius in the galaxy would come up with a better plan that didn't involve frying his own synapses.

But was "maybe" a good enough reason to avoid the Override?

With a wry, self-deprecating smile, Taro lowered himself into the seat. Round four, here we go.

"T-Then let me do it!! You’ve already gone through it enough! If it’s me—"

[THAT WOULD LIKELY BE DIFFICULT, MISS MARL.]

Koume’s lamps flickered as she cut Marl off.

[FOR REASONS UNKNOWN, THIS DEVICE HAS BEEN OPTIMIZED SPECIFICALLY FOR MR. TEIRO’S NEURAL PATHWAYS. WHILE AN OVERRIDE ON MISS MARL IS THEORETICALLY POSSIBLE, THE PROBABILITY OF PERMANENT BRAIN LIQUEFACTION IS EXTREMELY HIGH.]

Marl fell silent, her last-ditch effort crushed by cold logic.

"...Fine... but wait! There’s no way information exclusive to the Fifty Materials is just sitting inside this junk heap!"

She latched onto the idea like a lifeline, her face lighting up with desperate hope.

"Actually, it is. Probably. Right, Koume?" Taro asked, glancing at the sphere on the floor.

[…………]

Koume said nothing, merely swaying with an enigmatic air.

"Most of the intel on the Imperial Military academies is classified. I checked with Alan and Mr. Phantom; it’s not public knowledge. Same with the deep-level HAD specs. But it’s all in here."

Taro tapped his temple, then rhythmically drummed his fingers on the armrest.

"I don't know why it’s there. I just know that whenever I need something, the machine has it. It gives me everything I want, but it takes my memories as tax. It’s a total devil’s bargain."

Taro closed his eyes and leaned back into the pod, which looked suspiciously like a high-tech coffin. Koume didn't offer any more commentary; she just silently extended a cable and plugged him in.

[MISS MARL. SHALL WE?]

Koume spun around to face the girl. Marl stood there with her head down, lost in thought, before finally looking up with a face full of grim resolve. She marched over and grabbed Taro’s hand.

"...Fine! Have it your way! But I’m telling you right now, if this idiot forgets even a single thing about me, I am going to slap him until his brain restarts. Every. Single. Time."

She forced a brave, watery smile. Taro squeezed her hand back, giving her the most confident "I’ve got this" grin he could muster. As he felt the darkness of the machine's sleep pulling him under, he was just glad he managed to smile back one last time.



Lorenzo, one of the Supreme Commanders of the Enzio Alliance Government Forces, was currently staring at a chest full of shiny new medals and feeling absolutely miserable.

"A total loss of ten percent... We’re officially in the red."

His terminal displayed a graph that looked like a professional base jumper taking a leap off a cliff. The curve was plummeting, and there was no parachute in sight.

"The service-sector corps are pulling their fleets out. The ripple effect is worse than we calculated. Honestly, this is hurting us more than the actual battles."

An old man sat opposite Lorenzo, his voice sounding like dry parchment rubbing together. Lorenzo set the terminal down and fought the urge to scream into his hands.

"The service industry doesn't need raw materials, so the moment our grip slipped, they bolted. We’ve lost a tenth of our military power without a single shot being fired. It’s a farce."

Lorenzo, a soldier to his core, rubbed his scarred face. He was sweating bullets, and for good reason.

He had been born in the Romano Alliance Territory. His father was the President of Romano Corp—the big boss—and Lorenzo’s life path had been mapped out in military stars before he could even crawl.

He’d followed that path, too. He’d been satisfied. His father was a world-class scoundrel, sure, but he’d been a good dad.

At least, until Lorenzo had to execute him.

"The numbers will keep dropping. The government is throwing everything at the wall, but nothing’s sticking. I’ve seen those plants myself—they’re biological anomalies. They’re unstoppable."

The old man took a sip of a blood-red alcoholic concoction. Looking at the centenarian, Lorenzo couldn't help but think of ancient vampire myths.

Actually, 'vampire' is a pretty accurate job description for him.

The man sitting across from him was the shadow ruler of the Enzio Alliance.

He held no title. No citizen or low-level bureaucrat even knew he existed. He just had all the money and all the knowledge, which turned out to be more than enough to pull the Government’s strings. Nobody knew who he really was, but it didn't matter. The Government used him, he used the Government, and they both sucked the tax-paying populace dry.

"The government is panicking over those plants. The food stockpiles they were using to control the masses are now just rotting inventory taking up space. They can't dump them on the market now without looking like monsters, so they’ll have to burn the lot."

If they released the food now, the public would riot. They’d be screaming, "You had all this food while we were starving, and you just sat on it?!"

"Predictable," the old man rasped. "This was all the work of that Teiro fellow from the Rising Sun, wasn't it? He’s an anomaly. Can’t we just delete him?"

The old man’s eyes locked onto Lorenzo’s.

"We’ve tried. Repeatedly. It’s not happening."

"And why is that?"

"Because he’s got that Phantom acting as his personal watchdog."

"Phantom? Phantom... Don't tell me... You’re joking!"

The old man’s eyes bugged out. Lorenzo felt a perverse sense of glee seeing the old fossil actually lose his cool.

"No joke. I don't know what Teiro did to win him over, but the Phantom is back in play."

"Why now? After all these years?"

"Who knows? Anyone who actually talks to the man keeps their mouth shut tight."

The old man let out a low groan and went silent. Lorenzo watched him with a flicker of pity. Even at a hundred years old, the guy was still terrified of dying.

"...Hmph. Fine. Regardless, keep the pressure on the facility attacks. We cannot afford an Imperial intervention yet."

"I’m on it. We’re steering clear of Level 1 Facilities and any stations with a high density of Imperial Subjects. There might be some collateral damage, but that’s the cost of doing business. The Empire doesn't usually cry over a few dead bodies in Outer Space."

Attacking Level 1 Facilities or Imperial Subjects was a one-way ticket to a very painful death at the hands of the Imperial Military. However, the Empire’s protection for "subjects" was notoriously flaky in the boonies. If you were dumb enough to live in the lawless Outer Space, the Empire generally figured you’d accepted the risk of being vaporized.

In Outer Space, "Level 1" status was reserved for Stargates and major economic hubs. In the Core, 80% of everything was Level 1. Out here, it was the Wild West.

"I want strict orders sent out. I don't want some trigger-happy moron starting a war with the throne. As for the other stations—"

The old man’s face twisted into a truly hideous grin.

"Level them. Victory is the only thing that matters."
Episode 119

A device that monitored brainwave activity to distinguish between sleep and wakefulness let out a piercing, no-frills buzzer. [BISHOP] flashed a notification confirming that Taro was awake, while his vital signs flickered across the display, indicating that his health was, miraculously, still within acceptable parameters.

"……Ngh…… Ouch. What the hell? This is way worse than just sleeping on my neck wrong."

Taro hauled himself up from the machine, his face contorting as ripples of pain surged through his body. His head spun with a mild case of vertigo, and a lingering nausea sat heavy in his gut. Through his warped, swimming vision, he saw a thicket of cables snaking out from the massive device and remembered exactly what he had been doing.

"……Teiro? Good morning…… Um, are you okay?"

Marl, who had been dozing with her head resting on Taro’s knees, looked up and peered into his face with a look of pure dread. Her warmth still lingered on his thighs, and Taro found himself wondering if he’d wasted a perfectly good chance at a cuddle. Has she been stuck here by my side the entire time?

"Yeah… mostly. I feel like garbage, though. I think I need to crawl into my own bed for a bit. My joints are screaming at me."

Despite feeling like he’d been run over by a space-truck, Taro forced a smile. This was a level of post-Override malaise he hadn’t experienced before.

"I’m not surprised…… You were out for twenty hours. It’s only natural. I’ll haul you back to your room, so just sit still and get in this."

"Twenty hours? Whoa, hang on. I can walk on my own, I’m fine. Wait, is that a wheelchair? Where the hell did we get one of those?"

"It’s a Warship, Taro. It comes pre-stocked with all sorts of things for when people get bits of themselves blown off. Now hush and grab on."

Marl leaned in close, hooking her arms under his armpits to hoist him up. Taro’s heart did a nervous little dance at the sudden proximity and the heat of her body, but he let himself be manhandled into the chair. The device, which looked more like a stretcher that had been folded into a seat, had its height adjusted automatically, making the transfer effortless.

"So it’s a wheelchair-stretcher hybrid? Talk about convenient…… Marl?"

Taro looked up from his seat to find Marl frozen, her expression terrifyingly grim. She was biting her lip, her eyes searching his with a frantic, shaky intensity.

"Hey…… Um…… You haven't forgotten? I mean, about us, or… well…… everything else? Anything?"

She sounded like she was terrified that the mere act of asking might make the answer "yes." It was a timid, fragile tone that didn't suit her at all. Her eyes darted around, her lashes casting shadows as she looked away.

"……Hmm. I don't recall knowing any girls this wimpy and delicate."

Marl’s head snapped up at Taro’s voice. Her brow furrowed, her face a mask of sorrow.

"……See, the Marl-tan I know is a cocky, high-spirited girl. She’s powerful, she’s beautiful, and she’s the kind of girl who’d bash my brains out with a spanner if I stepped out of line…… Er, a-haha, okay, I’m rambling. Point is, I’m fine. I remember everything. I promise."

Taro had tried to pivot to a joke to lighten the mood, but seeing how truly devastated Marl looked, he quickly switched to damage control.

"……I see. Then I guess you forgot about Earth again…… Teiro, I’m so sorry…… I couldn’t do anything to help you…… I’m so, so sorry."

Warm droplets began to pitter-patter onto Taro’s cheek, trailing down his skin. Marl’s face was twisted in a knot of regret, huge tears welling up in her eyes.

"…………"

Taro had no idea why she felt the need to apologize, but he reached out and gently squeezed her arm, letting the gesture serve as his reply. He didn't let go until he was safely tucked into the bed in his quarters.



"It's an alloy."

The gang was all there: Marl, Alan, Liza, Phantom, Bella, and Koume were crammed into Taro’s room. Taro, still horizontal on his bed, addressed his concerned visitors.

"Titanium and Aluminum. Mix those with Diamond as a base, then thread Carbon Fiber through it in a very specific pattern. Honestly, the composition is almost identical to a Shield Armor Plate. The secret sauce is a three-step process: how you create the flow in the Carbon Fiber, how you fold in the Diamond Particle without them degrading, and using titanium that’s 'contaminated' with just the right amount of impurities. It turns out Razor Metal Ore is just this specific type of raw titanium…… Honestly, I want to know what the guy who first discovered this was smoking. The process is so needlessly complex it transcends being a pain in the ass and enters the realm of pure spite."

Taro looked utterly exasperated even while lying down. The group stared back at him, their expressions a mix of bewilderment and awe. Alan, the only one who looked remotely composed, leaned forward.

"Can we make it at our factory?"

Before the words were even out of his mouth, Bella delivered a savage kick to his side. Alan went sailing across the room, chair and all.

"This is why you’re a terminal virgin, Alan! You should be worried about the boy first! ……Hey, kid, you doing okay?"

Bella’s face, which had been a mask of demonic fury while looking at Alan, softened into a grandmotherly concern as she reached out to touch Taro’s forehead. Taro was suddenly reminded that she was a member of the Space Mafia—a fact he tended to forget whenever she wasn't kicking people through furniture.

"Ahaha…… Yeah, I’m good. My body seems fine, and my head’s on straight. I think I’ve lost some more stuff from when I was a kid, though. I can’t really tell if I forgot it because of the Override or if it’s just because it was a long time ago. It’s not a huge deal."

The room exhaled in a collective sigh of relief. Taro followed suit, letting out a breath he didn't know he was holding. Good. They believe me.

In reality, the memories of his student years were almost entirely nuked.

He knew he’d played somewhere as a kid, or that he’d attended a school, but the specifics were gone. He’d already lost his parents and friends in the previous round, but this time the erasure was thorough. By leaning on his remaining knowledge and logic, he could piece together a vague storyboard: “Around that time, I probably did this. I must have experienced that.” But the actual "feeling" of having lived it—the sensory data of his own life—had vanished.

And what really sucked was that he couldn't even feel properly sad about it. Since he’d forgotten the memories themselves, he no longer understood the value of what he’d lost.

Next time? Yeah, there isn't going to be a next time. My brain is officially at capacity. Any more than this and the 'Taro' operating system is going to crash for good.

Taro didn't have the technical specs on how an Override worked, but his gut was screaming at him. He didn't think his core personality was compromised yet, but he knew he was dancing on the edge of a cliff. A person is built out of their memories and experiences. If he kept editing the source code of his soul, eventually, there would be no "him" left. People change naturally over time, but this was like taking a chainsaw to a bonsai tree.

"See? I told you he’d be fine! Our boss is made of tougher stuff than that…… Ow! Quit kicking me! I was worried too! But we’ve got a lot of lives riding on this, I had to check!" Alan protested, scrambling to put distance between himself and Bella’s boots.

Taro let out a genuine laugh at the slapstick routine and gestured for Bella to stand down.

"Don't kill him, Bella. I need to keep my fellow virgin comrade around for morale…… Anyway, regarding the factory: yeah, we can do it. Probably. But don't expect top-shelf quality right away. We definitely don't have the know-how to produce Grade-A stuff yet."

Taro gave a shaky thumbs-up, prompting a chorus of impressed "Oohs" from the group.

"Teiro sacrificed something precious for this. It better work," Marl said with a bittersweet smile. 

Liza nodded. "Everything is in place. I spoke with my brother, and the military is going to play ball. He turned me down at first, but the moment I mentioned the Razor Metal, he flipped faster than a pancake. He promised to provide his best 'special' assets, so you can expect great things."

Liza gave a playful wink, her twin-tails bouncing. Hope began to bloom in the room. The future was looking a lot less bleak.

The biggest hurdle to In-house Refining of Razor Metal had always been Fifty Materials.

The Mega-Corps that made up the 50 Companies guarded their secrets with lethal obsession. According to Alan, even the Imperial Supreme Authority was likely a member of that inner circle. Picking a fight with them head-on was a suicide mission.

"If we start selling Razor Metal under our own banner, it’s not a business move—it’s a declaration of war," Phantom noted, bringing up the worst-case scenario they’d discussed in the briefing. The problem was that the Rising Sun and EAP operated in Outer Space.

Legally speaking, the Mega-Corps had no right to a monopoly. But legally speaking, there were also no rules in Outer Space that said a company couldn't just blow a competitor out of the sky. If they were in the Imperial Center, the law might protect a new startup. Out here? They were fair game.

The public might frown on an unjust corporate war, but Fifty Materials didn't give a damn about public relations. They’d just fabricate a reason—like claiming Rising Sun stole their tech via corporate espionage—and declare war. By the time Taro could even file a counter-suit, the company would be space dust.

"So we use a Dummy Company," Alan had suggested, countering Phantom’s point. "We scrub any public link to Rising Sun. Then, after the war is over, we 'merge' when the time is right. The trick is finding a company that already has the tech to plausibly 'discover' the refining method and a backer scary enough to make Fifty Materials think twice before swinging their dicks around…… And the only entity with that kind of muscle is the military."

Liza had jumped on the idea and pitched it to Dean.

"My brother is technically a shareholder here, and once he saw the big picture, he became very helpful. The idea of the whole operation falling under military jurisdiction really tickled his fancy," Liza said with a touch of irony.

Given the astronomical profits Razor Metal would generate after the war, Dean’s standing within the Imperial Military would skyrocket. He might even end up running the dummy company himself.

"Hehe. Well then, that settles it," Bella said, her lips curling into a predatory smirk.

Phantom nodded. "The counterattack begins. Let’s show those bastards exactly what happens when you treat us like a doormat."
Episode 120: The Grand Gamble

Marble floors, buffed to such a blinding sheen they could double as high-definition mirrors, stretched across the room. Wooden furnishings of the most expensive sort stood like sentinels of wealth. In a chair woven from premium vines sat a man who had clearly survived at least six decades of imperial drama, dressed in a crisp military uniform and wearing a smile that suggested he’d just won a very lucrative lottery. A few paces away, Dean was a picture of practiced humility, kneeling with his head bowed so low he was practically inspecting the floor wax.

"I see... I’ve got the gist of it. So, you’re saying you’d like to play for my team?"

The man’s smile widened into something genuinely delighted. Dean didn’t miss a beat, firing back a reply that was as sharp as a fresh bayonet. 

"I am absolutely certain, Your Excellency, that under your prestigious protection, I can finally contribute to the Empire in a way that truly matters."

"Umu, excellent... Yes, quite. Your current rank is a bit of a tragedy, isn't it? A man of your talents shouldn't be stuck in the mud. We really must find you a seat at the big kids' table."

"You are too kind, sir. I’m overwhelmed," Dean replied, sounding like the world's most dutiful sycophant.

"Fufu... If I recall, the performance review for that new toy—the secret weapon—hasn't been finalized yet. That’ll serve as the perfect excuse. It’s a bit unconventional, but let’s go ahead and slap two more stars on your collar tabs. How does that sound?"

"I am eternally grateful for Your Excellency’s magnanimity."

With his face still toward the floor, Dean couldn't suppress a smirk. It wasn't official paper yet, but he’d secured a verbal lock. He was about to leapfrog the promotion ladder. Sure, the jealousy from his peers would be toxic enough to melt lead, but he’d factored that into the price of admission.

"You haven’t blabbed about this to anyone else, have you?"

"Sir, no sir! I came straight to Your Excellency the moment the opportunity arose."

"Good. Keep it under your hat. And whatever you do, make sure Grand Marshal Cornelius and his lot don't catch a whiff of this."

"Consider it done, sir."

"Umu. Dismissed. I’m expecting big things from you, boy."

"Sir! By your leave!"

Following orders with the snappy precision of a clockwork soldier, Dean spun on his heel. Before hitting the door, he pivoted one last time, clicked his heels with a satisfying clack, and delivered a textbook salute. With a final "Excuse me," he vanished into the hallway.

And just like that, I’m a faction man, Dean thought, his mind racing as he marched down the corridor away from the Grand Marshal’s Office. I knew I couldn't dodge the politics forever, but let’s see where this rabbit hole goes.

Up until now, he’d played the middle ground, a neutral party in a den of vipers. He felt a prickle of anxiety about finally picking a side, but it was nothing compared to the sheer adrenaline of the potential payoff.

Discretion is the name of the game... The Cornelius Faction will find out eventually, of course, but the trick is to be so far ahead by then that they’ll have to choke on the results and call it a win.

Dean looked up at the ceiling, mumbling like a madman to himself.

Grand Marshal Reinhardt von Bismarck, the jolly old man he’d just charmed, sat at the head of a powerful faction that treated the Cornelius Faction like its mortal enemy. Normally, anyone with half a brain would have sided with Cornelius—they were the biggest shark in the tank. But Dean was holding a high-voltage card, and he intended to play it for maximum chaos.

If you’re going to sell a favor, sell it to the guy who’s starving.

The Bismarck Faction had been in a slow-motion tailspin for the last 150 years. They were desperate, which meant they’d pay the highest price for what he had. It was a suicidal gamble, but he hadn't hesitated for a second. Caution was for people who had something to lose; Dean knew he was at a "double or nothing" turning point in his life. He had to floor it.

I really should thank Master Teiro... or maybe I’ll end up wanting to strangle him.

Dean smirked as he pictured the man who had handed him a live grenade: the Razor Metal Refining Method. That little secret was a weapon of mass destruction in the right hands, but handle it wrong, and it would turn the user into pink mist. He didn't believe Taro’s "I just stumbled across it" story for a second, but it didn't matter. All that mattered was that someone had found it and given it to him.

"Well," he sighed, trying to sound annoyed but failing miserably to hide his excitement. "I’m about to be very, very busy."



"All right, all right... and stop! Etta, how are we looking?"

Taro was currently wrestling with the controls of a ship that felt like a foreign language, squinting at a high-res sector map. It was a different model than he was used to, but the basic "don't hit the big glowy things" logic of ship-handling was close enough to the Plum. He wouldn't want to fly it into a dogfight, but for their current mission, it would do.

"Yeah, Teiro. This spot is the loudest. It’s like a rainbow curtain flapping in a hurricane... and Etta hates it. It feels like being trapped inside a space station. It’s loud, it’s noisy, and I want to leave!"

Closing her eyes, Etta pouted with enough force to warp space-time, sitting on the floor and kicking her legs in a miniature tantrum. Taro gave her a "Sorry, sorry!" gesture with his hands. "We’re leaving soon, I promise!" He then extended the Joint Tube to the ship running parallel to them. It was a low-tech solution for a high-tech problem: a big fancy straw for people to crawl through.

"Stage one complete. Let’s get the other three scattered and set up... Alan, what’s the word on your end?"

Taro looked at the comms. Alan’s face popped onto the monitor, wearing a grin that usually meant someone was about to lose their shirt.

"Looks like we’re golden, Big Boss. Reception’s crisp, and the bandwidth is fat. Those Credits didn't go to waste after all."

Alan gave a thumbs-up and beamed the data over. Taro skimmed the numbers and let out a long, shaky breath of relief. 

This ship—a specialized, eye-wateringly expensive piece of hardware—had cost enough Credits to make Rising Sun’s bank account look a bit malnourished. But they couldn't pull off the plan without it.

"Seriously, are we not bringing an escort?" Marl asked, looking at Taro with pure fiscal anxiety. "If this thing gets turned into scrap metal, we’re going to be bankrupt, and it won't be funny."

"Like I said before, stealth is our only armor," Taro said, trying to sound more confident than he felt. "This thing is a wet paper bag in a fight, but it’s way better at playing hide-and-seek than the Plum. Now come on, let's move."

He stood up and nudged Marl and Etta toward the door. He turned to the handpicked crew from the Security Department—the brave souls who would be staying behind on this ship. He snapped his fingers together in a sharp salute.

"I’m counting on you guys. This is a big one, and you’re going to be out here for a long, long time. I know it’s tough, but do your best."

"Sir! We know exactly how high the stakes are. Leave the rest to us, President!"

Taro flashed a smile at the confident crewman, then beat a path down the hallway toward the Joint Tube. He had a mountain of work to do, and in this galaxy, time was a currency he was running low on.



A man and a woman stood before a massive observation window, staring out at the sapphire void. Outside, a swarm of ships buzzed around a gargantuan sphere like bees around a hive.

"Drive Particle levels are optimal. Expected drive time is T-minus one hour," a subordinate reported from the shadows behind them. The two leaders nodded in sync, their eyes glued to the view.

"I hope this works... honestly, I’m a nervous wreck," Rin admitted, his head sagging.

"It’ll be fine," Sakura said, her voice dripping with unshakeable conviction. "My darling son-in-law dreamed it up, didn't he?"

Rin let out a weak chuckle. He really envied her blind faith. "I hope you're right. We've thrown a staggering amount of EAP ships and funding into this. Our front-line forces are going to be spread thinner than cheap butter because of it."

"Well, that’s life. Managing limited resources is the same whether you’re fighting a war or running a grocery store, isn't it?"

"I mean, sure, but... this is completely unprecedented. I’m still reeling. When he first pitched this to me, I literally put my head in my hands. If this goes south, the Alliance is toast."

Rin scratched his head, looking like a man who hadn't slept since the previous century. Sakura just gave a dismissive snort.

"What good is a Supreme Commander who can't stand tall? Let the grunts worry about the details. I was taught that a commander’s job is to stand there looking like you know exactly what’s happening, even when you don't."

"Ahaha... fair point. My father used to say the same thing. 'Never let them see you’re clueless.' Though, knowing Master Teiro, he’d probably just come right out and say he has no idea what’s going on."

"Umu. Well, my son-in-law is a special breed. Unlike us, he keeps morale high by making his subordinates feel like they can't leave him unsupervised for five minutes. That’s a talent in its own right."

"Unlike us, you say? Ah... never mind." Rin shot Sakura a look that clearly said 'You realize you’re exactly like that, right?' but she seemed blissfully unaware, so he let it drop.

"Still... he really is something else. I’ve never seen a President like him. He’s irresponsible, he wings everything, he acts like a child, and he brings us these absolutely absurd schemes."

Rin managed a wry smile as he thought back to the laundry list of crazy requests Taro had made since the Enzio War kicked off. Taro wasn't exactly a household name in EAP—only a handful of people knew what he was actually capable of. 

That was the problem: Taro had zero political clout to actually make people listen to his strategies. So Rin had spent his days pretending Taro’s ideas were his own or begging various departments to just trust him, all to make Taro’s vision a reality. Just as Taro had pulled them out of the fire against the Dingo, Rin believed he’d do it again.

"Ahahaha! True enough! I’ve never seen a President like that either. But—"

Sakura laughed, turning to Rin with a smile so bright it could have powered a small moon. 

"Even so, that man gets things done. My son-in-law just has that... thing about him. You can't help but believe he’ll find a way."

She stated it with the absolute certainty of a religious zealot. Rin, who couldn't find a single reason to disagree, simply nodded.

"Yeah. He does."
Chapter 121

"Something’s wrong... horribly, suspiciously wrong. What kind of stunt are they pulling this time?"

On the bridge of the flagship Inferno, pride of the Enzio Alliance A Fleet, Lorenzo peeled his gaze away from his terminal and rubbed his weary eyes with the frantic energy of a man who hadn’t slept since the last millennium. Outside the viewscreen, the graveyard of the EAP drifted in silent, explosive testimony to his success. Wrecked hulls vented atmosphere and occasionally belched out a festive flash of secondary explosions.

"Statistically speaking, sir, our recent operations have been successful to a degree that borders on the miraculous," his Staff Officer replied, sounding dangerously calm. "Since its inception, the EAP has never suffered a loss ratio this humiliating. I suspect they’re currently in the middle of a collective nervous breakdown."

"I know that! I can see the scoreboard!" Lorenzo snapped, his voice dropping into a paranoid mutter. "But is that really it? Is it really that simple?"

He wasn't really asking the Staff Officer; he was just shouting at the universe. As his subordinate noted, every recent skirmish had ended in an Enzio landslide. The EAP was being backed into a corner so tight they were practically becoming part of the wall.

The golden age of defensive warfare was dead and buried. 

In the old days, a defender had to spread their forces thin, desperately guarding every possible door. Meanwhile, the attacker got to pick a single door and kick it down with their entire boot. Unless you were sitting inside a massive space Fortress, the math of war favored the guy throwing the first punch. The saying "offense is the best defense" wasn't just a tactical cliché—it was the cold, hard truth of the vacuum.

The EAP was drowning. Logically, they should have been flailing, launching desperate, aggressive counter-strikes to keep their heads above water. Instead, they were curling into a defensive ball everywhere Lorenzo looked. To his eyes, it looked less like a strategy and more like they’d simply given up on the concept of winning. Sure, turtling up saved a few ships in the short term, but you didn't win a war by letting the other guy turn your house into scrap metal.

"Defensive maneuvering only buys time," Lorenzo hissed. "What in the hell is the EAP waiting for?"

"Reinforcements... perhaps?" the Staff Officer offered.

"Reinforcements? From where, the afterlife? Moving a fleet through the Neural Network Collapse is like trying to swim through wet concrete. And the Empire? The Empire won't move. Not a chance. That old man promised me as much."

Lorenzo dismissed the suggestion with a violent wave of his hand. He didn’t trust that "eyesore of an old man" as far as he could throw a battleship, but the cryptic geezer had one redeeming quality: he had never actually lied. Lorenzo didn't like him, but he found him irritatingly reliable.

"At this rate, we’ll reach the Alpha Star System in no time. We’ll shatter their Stargate, choke their trade, and watch the EAP crumble into dust. We’ve got a self-sufficient economy; we’ll be fine. After that... dammit, this should be easy!"

Lorenzo was practically shouting at himself now, trying to drown out the nagging voice of his own intuition. They had already carved through half the distance to the Alpha Star System, and his fleet was still packing enough heat to glass a small moon. 

A few private corporations had joined the fray, claiming they were "avenging their destroyed stations," but their pathetic contributions didn't even cover the EAP's daily hull losses. Between the Stealth Ship bombings gutting their production and the tidal wave of refugees fleeing the Alpha Sector, the EAP was a dead man walking.

Yet, a cold dread settled in Lorenzo’s gut, tight as a noose. A vague, suffocating anxiety that screamed something was coming.

"We’re winning! We’re winning, damn it!"

Lorenzo roared the words into the bridge, hoping the volume would make them true. It didn't.



In a dim reception room bathed in the soft glow of indirect lighting, two men sat across from each other, wearing smiles that were about as sincere as a politician's apology.

"I see. Well then, I suggest you scurry back to your base," the man in the designer suit said, his voice dripping with condescension. "Though, by the time you arrive, your rank might have been downgraded a few notches."

The speaker was the President of one of the 50 Materials, the corporate titans that owned the Alpha Region Space. He looked at the man in uniform with the same interest one might show a particularly dull species of insect.

"How unpleasant," Dean replied, arching a single, unimpressed eyebrow. "Do I look like the kind of man who cowers at a threat from a glorified accountant?"

"Haha! Who knows? I couldn't care less. You’re a non-entity, Colonel Dean. You can’t touch us."

"Is that so? And what brings you to that fascinating conclusion?"

"Oh, please. Don’t tell me you’re ignorant of Grand Marshal Cornelius. You’re in over your head, Colonel."

The President emphasized the rank like a slur, leaning back into his plush sofa with the smug satisfaction of a man holding all the aces. Dean felt a twitch of genuine irritation, but he pushed it down. Every galaxy has this exact same flavor of idiot, he thought.

"Oh, I’m well aware of him. I know his faction hates mine, and I know His Excellency has his fingers in the 50 Materials’ pie. But that’s precisely why we’re having this little chat."

"There is nothing to chat about. We don't negotiate with mere Colonels—"

"The Aaronmash Law for Carbon Fiber synthesis."

The words cut through the room like a guillotine. The President’s smug expression didn't just fade; it disintegrated. His jaw worked silently, his mouth trembling like a landed fish.

"Now, listen closely, you incompetent suit," Dean said, his voice dropping into a lethal chill. "I know the Razor Metal Refining Method. I could leak it to every corner of the galaxy on a whim. You called me a 'mere Colonel,' yet you didn't stop to wonder why a mere Colonel was granted an audience with you in the first place?"

"Y-You’re insane! If you did that, the Empire’s economy would implode!"

"Stop screaming. Your voice is grating enough at a normal volume. Like I said, this is a consultation. I don't want to burn the galaxy down, and neither does Grand Marshal Reinhardt. But we will if we have to."

Dean leaned forward, his eyes devoid of warmth. To him, the man across the table was no longer a power broker; he was just another tedious piece of administrative junk that needed filing.

"I’m not asking you to make us the 51st member of your little club. You’re too greedy to allow it, and I’m not interested in fracturing the military over it. So, pay attention."

Dean slammed his boots onto the expensive desk, looking down at the President with pure, unadulterated contempt. Normally, a corporate titan would have summoned security. This one just sat there, sweating.

"I could have waited," Dean continued, enjoying the silence. "I could have engineered a situation where you’d be forced to beg us to join as the 51st. The fact that I’m offering you a deal instead is a courtesy. Use whatever’s left of your shriveled brain to figure out why."



"So, the debt is cleared? We're square?"

The man clicked open the suitcase, his eyes reflecting the glitter of the contents.

"Heh. Of course. Honestly, I don't even remember what debt you're talking about."

Phantom’s voice drifted from beneath his hood, accompanied by a grin that promised nothing but trouble. He gestured with his chin toward a small mountain of suitcases stacked nearby. "I need you to move all of these."

"All of them? You’re joking... wait, no, you don't do 'funny.' Fine. Leave it to me. I’ll get the goods and the intel where they need to go, and I’ll put my head on the block to make sure they get there."

The courier gave a shaky thumbs-up and a grin that didn't quite reach his eyes. Phantom gave a slow, satisfied nod.

"I trust your skills haven't gone soft."

Phantom crossed his arms, tilting his head. The courier let out a sharp, nervous bark of a laugh.

"Who do you think you’re talking to? This isn't my first rodeo with you. But hey, Boss... give me a tip. You’re moving this much weight? You’re about to set off one hell of a firework, aren't you?"

Phantom turned to leave, but then he paused. The EAP was short on friends; he supposed he should look after the few assets they had left.

"This is just a soliloquy," Phantom muttered, his voice barely audible. "But I hear economic activity in the Napoli Sector is about to explode. If I were a man with a lot of cash, I’d be buying up station operating rights in that area while they're still dirt cheap. Stargate rights, too, if you can find them."

"Napoli? That backwater hole? Why would I—" The courier stopped, his eyes widening. "Right. Got it. I trust you. Damn, I thought I was paying off a debt, but I think I just got deeper into your pocket."

The man didn't waste another second. He pulled out an old-school handheld terminal—the kind that didn't rely on BISHOP—and began barking orders into the past.



"Hey... Joe... tell me I’m hallucinating."

The Salvager sat in his cramped Work Ship, his hands frozen on the flight controls. He stared out the reinforced window, his jaw hanging low enough to catch space dust.

"I wish I could, buddy. You’re usually a space-cadet, but if you’re seeing that massive Fortress in front of us, then we’re both crazy."

They were in the Napoli Star System, a place so strategically irrelevant it was practically off the map. Usually, the only things that visited were the occasional supply ship or a tiny Anti-WIND patrol boat. Since the Neural Network Collapse, the place had become a literal ghost system. 

And now, a gargantuan space Fortress was sitting right in the middle of it, looking like it had just grown out of the vacuum.

"How do you even move something that big?" the first Salvager whispered. "What is that thing?"

"Don't ask me! Should we call the government? Someone should call someone!"

"Why us? Let the Management Bureau deal with—wait, we’re getting a signal."

The comms light on the dashboard began to blink rhythmically. There wasn't another ship for light-years; the signal was coming directly from the Fortress.

"Do I answer it? I'm answering it..."

Curiosity killed the cat, and it was currently doing a number on the Salvagers. The man hit the toggle, and a high-energy, sickeningly cheerful female voice blasted through the cockpit.

"GRAND OPENING! Welcome to the Razor Metal On-Site Refining Plant! Do you have raw L-Titanium? Bring it on down for safe, secure, and dirt-cheap processing! It’s just a rock when it comes in, but it’s a shiny ingot when it goes out! Note: This service is strictly limited to corporations within Enzio Alliance Territory."

The two Salvagers stared at each other, their brains struggling to process the cosmic absurdity of a Fortress-sized infomercial.

But the real kicker came with the closing line.

[THIS MESSAGE IS BROUGHT TO YOU BY THE IMPERIAL MILITARY DEVELOPMENT MANAGEMENT BUREAU.]
Episode 122

"What the hell is the meaning of this, Mr. Reinhardt?! Tell me this isn't a blatant betrayal of the Empire!"

The opening salvo of the Imperial Military Extraordinary Meeting didn't even wait for the gavel. The hall was packed with the Empire's heaviest hitters—the literal beating heart of the Galactic Empire. There was only one person in existence who could overturn a decision made in this room, and he sat behind a high threshold at the far end of the hall: His Majesty the Emperor.

"Oh, dear. I haven't the foggiest idea why you're pointing fingers, Mr. Cornelius," Reinhardt replied, his face a mask of practiced innocence. As one of the Empire’s only five Grand Marshals, he wasn't easily rattled. "Why don’t you take a breath and sit down?"

Cornelius, however, was past the point of sitting. He was vibrating with pure, unadulterated fury.

"You... Listen here! You know as well as anyone that the Razor Metal market is the spine of this Empire. To mess with that—to put your hands on it—if that isn't treachery, I don't know what is!"

His roar echoed off the sterile walls. Look who’s talking about skeletons in closets, Reinhardt thought, though he kept his expression neutral. Breaking an open secret in a place like this was a sucker's game. Even if everyone knew the truth, shouting it out loud in a formal session only led to headaches.

"I’m well aware of the market’s importance, Marshal Cornelius," Reinhardt said, his voice smooth as silk. "Which is exactly why we’ve strictly limited our refined output to internal military use. There should be virtually zero impact on the civilian market. Sure, the military consumes a fair bit, but for a titan like 50 Materials? This shouldn't even register as a stubbed toe."

Despite the fact that Cornelius was his senior by nearly two decades, Reinhardt didn't give an inch. He remained perfectly polite, perfectly calm, and perfectly punchable. 

"In fact," Reinhardt continued, "you could argue the Empire has finally slipped the leash of 50 Materials. We finally have our own refining plants—albeit with a few strings attached. The profit margins are astronomical. This bolsters the standing of the Imperial Government across the board. Don’t you all agree?"

Reinhardt swept his gaze across the room, flashing a grin that was about as sincere as a three-credit coin. A wave of satisfied nods rippled through the hall. He let out a tiny, internal sigh of relief. The only ones not nodding were the Cornelius Faction. He’d done the legwork and grease-painted the deal beforehand, but you never knew when someone might decide to go off-script.

"Hmph... fine. I suppose," Cornelius growled, his volume finally dropping a few decibels. "However, there’s no reason to force such a burden onto a loyal entity like 50 Materials. For a thousand years, they’ve been the military’s most obedient lapdog. If we start spitting on that loyalty, what's to stop every other subordinate corporation from getting cold feet?"

"It’s actually the opposite," Reinhardt countered. 

"When exactly did we start ruling based on 'corporate trust'? Spoilers: we didn't. The Imperial Military and the Government rule because we have the biggest guns. 50 Materials was the anomaly, the one dog that managed to slip its collar. All we've done is bring them back to the pack so they can be 'equal' to everyone else."

Reinhardt’s voice was like iron now. He locked eyes with Cornelius, and the air in the room turned brittle with tension.

"...That region was supposed to be a Non-Aggression zone," Cornelius pivoted, sensing the room was no longer his. Reinhardt just smirked and gave a theatrical shrug.

"We didn’t send a single Warship in. We simply opened an experimental storefront. Calling that an 'invasion' is a bit of a reach, don't you think?"

"It is a fully functional, Heavily Armed Space Fortress!"

"It’s the bare minimum required to keep the factory staff from being eaten," Reinhardt deadpanned. "WIND has been quite rowdy lately. We couldn't exactly throw our workers out there naked and hope for the best, could we?"

"Then why choose that specific patch of dirt?"

"Convenience, mostly. That region was having some mysterious 'trouble' with its Razor Metal supply—no idea why, of course. And it just so happened there was a Fortress under construction nearby. The owners were so overwhelmed with patriotism that they practically begged us to take it off their hands at a bargain price. It was such a perfect setup, it would have been rude to say no. Plus, as you mentioned, there are no competitors nearby. Zero chance of our little experiment hurting anyone else's bottom line."

Reinhardt rattled off his rehearsed excuses with practiced ease. He watched Cornelius for any flicker of a breakthrough, but the old man’s face remained a mask of stony silence.

A rigged game... How tedious, Reinhardt mused.

Marshal Cornelius was a shark, but he wasn't the type to hide his bloodlust. If he was this calm while losing ground, it meant 50 Materials had already tipped him off.

Reinhardt had used Dean—and the intel he’d dug up—to blackmail the corporate giants into submission. The deal was simple: the military stays out of the civilian market, but they get to produce their own supply internally. He’d even secured a window for "know-how accumulation" in specific sectors of outer space. 

In a world of absolute military might, he could have just taken what he wanted, but civil wars were messy and bad for the complexion. Cornelius and his cronies were too deep in the pockets of 50 Materials; pushing too hard would have triggered a coup. For the price of some high-grade industrial secrets, Reinhardt figured he was being quite the diplomat.

Still, it's enough, he thought.

Cornelius’s influence was circling the drain, and Reinhardt’s own stock was through the roof. The shady backroom deals between the Marshal and the corporations would continue, but the leash had been shortened. It was better this way. If you break a man completely, he has nothing left to lose—and that’s when people start doing things like blowing up planets.

"Hmm... Well, the logic is sound enough," Cornelius conceded. "Then, in the presence of the throne, we shall put it to a vote."

Every Marshal in the room tapped at their personal terminals. Reinhardt followed suit, casting his vote for 'Yes' with a satisfied click.



"That’s... that’s impossible!! This wasn't the deal! What the hell is going on?!"

An old man collapsed to his knees, his voice cracking into a sob. He crawled toward a flickering holographic figure, his eyes bloodshot and wide with panic.

"Sorry, old friend. The weather changed," the hologram said, sounding bored as he shrugged. "We didn't think anyone in the military actually knew how the refining process worked. It was a bit of a curveball."

"But... there were a dozen other ways to play this! Why here? Why did you let them put that factory here?!"

The old man sounded like he was losing his mind. The hologram just sighed.

"It was the consensus of 50 Materials. The military gave us a very generous out in exchange for that specific spot. It keeps our losses within the 'annoying' range rather than the 'catastrophic' range. If we’d said no? I don't even want to think about it. You would have been replaced by a 51st Material—one owned entirely by the Empire."

The hologram waved a dismissive hand as if shooing away a fly.

"Do your best, I suppose. Your options are pretty limited now: run for it, or try to conquer the Alpha Star System. And forget about the Fortress. If you touch that, the Empire will stop being 'experimental' and start being 'apocalyptic.'"



Bruno, the master of Otto Station and head of the local Resistance, clutched an ancient, clunky mobile phone to his ear. He paced his office, glancing at the door every three seconds.

"Is this line actually secure, Mr. Phantom?"

"Of course it is," Phantom’s voice crackled back. "It’s not using your network at all. I’m snatching the signal directly."

"Directly? You’re all the way in Katsushika! How is that even possible?"

"How? I just set up a private, high-speed network for a very limited area."

"...I'm even more confused now."

"Haha, it’s simple, really. I 'borrowed' a few of the Empire’s Faster-Than-Light Communication Relay Ships and tweaked them to only talk to the phones in your possession. You could say it’s a bit of an absurd waste of a high-priority Communication Band, but hey, it works."

Bruno blinked. "You did what...? Does that mean the contents of the suitcases are also...?"

"Exactly. Every suitcase is packed with the same goodies. Give me a list of people who won't sell you out for a sandwich, and my courier will make sure they get their deliveries."

"Right... And what do you want from us? Are we supposed to march into your line of fire?"

Phantom let out a genuine laugh.

"Ahaha... No, sorry. We don't need that. I mean, a rebellion would be a nice distraction, but it wouldn't be very efficient. You’d be crushed in an hour, and I’m not in the business of wasting lives. I have a much better use for your ships."

Bruno’s voice turned serious. "I'm listening. Give me the details."

"With pleasure."

Phantom began to outline the plan. Bruno had been braced for a suicide mission, but as the explanation continued, his dread evaporated into pure, shocked disbelief.

"That's... it's so simple, yet... it’s brilliant. Who the hell are you, really? How do you even come up with this stuff?"

"It's just part of the job description," Phantom replied, his voice brimming with amusement.
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Chapter 123

Sorry to have kept you waiting. For now, things have reached a bit of a breathing room.

Initially, the public directed suspicious glares toward the mysterious Fortress that had appeared out of thin air. Since its existence defied all common sense, it birthed a swarm of rumors that raced through the neighboring stations. Some predicted it was an EAP conspiracy; others dared to hope some Mega-Corp had finally reached out a helping hand.

"The broadcast seems legit. Word is our Station Master reached out to the Imperial Government directly."

"What? I thought we and the Empire were at each other's throats?"

"The story is that 50 Materials cut a deal with the feds. They went a little too hard on the ‘destroying plants’ thing, so this is supposed to be a temporary replacement."

"Oh, so they break it and now they want to play hero? Wait, does that mean the real owner of that factory is 50 Materials?"

"Gotta be. You really think those corporate suits would teach the military the Refining Method? Not a chance. Marshal Cornelius probably pulled some strings in the background."

"Makes sense... Hey, more importantly, you hear the latest? Rumor has it the anti-government types are about to make a move. Word on the street is they’re planning indiscriminate terror attacks across every star system."

"What?! Are we safe? I can't be getting caught up in that kind of mess!"

"It’s the work of lunatics. Better keep your eyes peeled."

The merchants traded intel like currency, fueling a fire of rumors blended with equal parts truth and total nonsense. Half of these tales were born of natural paranoia; the other half were deliberate plants.

From the Empire’s perspective, being seen as "intervening" was a PR nightmare. It was a guaranteed headache, and the internal military factions weren't about to play ball. Those in the know wondered why the brass was taking such a convoluted approach, but when the provider of the Refining Method makes a request, you don’t say no.

On the flip side, 50 Materials was desperate to keep the fact that the Imperial Government had the Razor Metal Refining Method under wraps. They knew it would leak eventually, but they needed to control the blast radius. They had to prepare for the inevitable chaos and the economic fallout. If they went public now, the stock market would suffer a record-breaking hemorrhage by breakfast.

Because their interests were temporarily aligned, the Imperial Military Intelligence Department and 50 Materials engaged in a massive, coordinated gaslighting campaign. The Enzio Alliance couldn't afford to have their own lies exposed, so they tried to tighten their grip on the network, but it was like trying to catch smoke with a net. Since the rumors were being funneled through the Resistance, they bypassed Enzio’s controlled routes entirely.

"Guhehe... And that concludes stage two."

Taro sat on the bridge of the Plum II, wearing a vulgar, self-satisfied grin on the seat he’d practically fused with by now. According to the reports from the Resistance, his master plan was proceeding with terrifying smoothness.

"When you make that face, you really do look like the final boss of some evil syndicate," Marl remarked, resting her chin on her hand with a look of pure exasperation.

Taro responded by throwing his arms wide in a grand, theatrical gesture.

"Fufu... Justice? Evil? Such trivialities! I am the Guardian of Virgins and the grand head of the All-Galaxy Virgin Union! Anyone who dares cross Lord Teiro only has themselves to blame. My company even boasts Alan, the Union's number two! Defeat? Impossible!"

"...Yeah, yeah. Good for you. Anyway, are you sure about this 'wait and see' approach? Shouldn't we take the initiative and go on the offensive?"

Is it just me, or has Marl-tan been a bit chilly lately? "Uh, it'll be fine. They’re definitely coming here. I know being on the defensive is a disadvantage, but once 'that' kicks in, the board is going to look a lot different."

Taro checked the BISHOP calendar and clock.

It had been half a month since they’d established their defense line in the Nipori Star System—the neighbor to the Katsushika Star System—to intercept the Enzio fleet. The main Enzio force had stalled after the Factory Fortress popped up, but fresh reports said they were back on the move. Their destination was clearly the Alpha Katsushika trade lines. To everyone watching, it looked like the Enzio Alliance’s last-ditch effort to survive.

"I get that, but what if they call in reinforcements? They’re desperate. Won't they just scrape together every ship they have and swarm us?"

Taro wagged a finger in a "tsk-tsk" motion.

"That, unfortunately for them, is impossible. In fact, some units are actually deserting the Expeditionary Force to head back to their own territory."

Marl’s eyes went wide. "Wait, what?"

"This, right here," Taro said, slapping the report in his hand before sliding the paper-clipped document across to her.

"Paper reports in this day and age...? Whoa. You’ve been doing some seriously dirty work behind the scenes. Are you sure you aren't an evil mastermind?"

"Guhehe! If I win, I’m the hero. That’s how it works."

"I mean, I guess... but you’ve really stopped caring what people think, haven't you? So, how are you actually luring them away with this Diversion?"

"Hm? Oh, that. I just spread a little rumor through the traders visiting the Factory Fortress. I told everyone there’s a massive Resistance cell inside Enzio territory plotting a total government overthrow. I even had them 'accidentally' discover some plausible-looking bases and staged a few minor terrorist incidents. You know, for credibility."

"Wait, Taro! Is Bruno and his group going to be okay doing that?"

"I mean, yeah, they might have a rough time, but they knew the risks when they signed up. So now, the Resistance fleet that 'retreated' from the Expeditionary Force is popping up all over Enzio space like a bunch of ghosts. The Enzio government is freaking out—they have to station fleets everywhere just to keep a lid on things."

"Right... but what if they actually try to wipe them out?"

"Then we use the secret maps to help them vanish into places the government can't follow. But honestly, it’ll be fine. Phantom is leading the ground ops using Alan's network... I don't see those two screwing up. They’re basically uncatchable."

"I see... That is a truly nasty duo. And since Enzio needs enough force to actually suppress them, they have to tie up way more ships than the Resistance actually has, right?"

"EXACTLY!! If they lose a suppression battle, it’s game over for them, so they have to over-commit. We’re pinning down a massive, superior fleet for the long haul without firing a single shot. It’s cheaper than a skirmish and twice as effective. A top-tier Commando is worth an entire fleet, seriously."

Taro checked the clock again, his mood reaching a fever pitch.

"Is it that time already? Etta, thanks for the hard work today. See you tomorrow."

Etta, who had been nodding off, gave a sleepy, "Okaaay." She rubbed her eyes, mumbled a "Goodnight," and trudged off toward her room. It was past 21:00—her shift was officially over.

"I’m a little jealous that her job is basically just staying awake... I wonder if I can get an upgrade for some convenient functions like that."

"Yes, yes, stop dreaming and start the scan. The real show starts now."

The EAP’s biggest nightmare in defending Alpha Katsushika was the Enzio Expeditionary Force’s fleet of Stealth Ships. The absolute worst-case scenario: a stealth fleet slips past the patrols and nukes the Katsushika Stargate. Etta was a god-tier early warning system, but she was useless while she was snoring. Taro had to keep his nerves fried to a crisp.

"Yeah, yeah, I’m on it... You know, Marl? Once this war is over, I am going to sleep until I rot."

"Oh, come on. That’s a total death flag, isn't it? Don’t say stuff like that, it’s bad luck... Though, I agree. I could use a solid year of sleep."

"Right? I’m running on fumes here. Sometimes I actually envy Koume... Speaking of which, Marl-tan, if you’re back here, does that mean things went well on the other side?"

Marl gave him a confident thumbs-up.

"'That' is currently in orbit around Planet Katsushika IV. Koume and I went through absolute hell to get it there, so you’d better not miss... Also—"

Marl looked up at the ceiling, her expression softening into something sad.

"With this latest round of mods, the Plum II has zero room left for upgrades or versatility. Between the strain and the running costs, we’ll probably have to scrap her after the war... We’ve sacrificed everything for this, Taro. Don't fail."

"I see... Got it."

Taro looked up at the ceiling with her, his hand sliding over the familiar fabric of his seat.

To make this operation work, they had forcibly crammed a massive Faster-Than-Light Communication device—the kind usually reserved for a Network Relay Ship—into the Plum II. It was way beyond the ship's electronic capacity. They’d gutted the module system’s versatility and hacked into the basic hull structure just to find the voltage and bandwidth. The ship was now so hyper-specialized that it was useless for daily life and impossible to restore. The core was still intact, but that was about the only part of the original ship that was "safe."

At the very least, I’ll make sure your final performance is a masterpiece.

Taro muttered the thought to himself and dove into the monotonous scan analysis that had become his nightly ritual.

"Nine hours to go... Every time I do this, I feel like I’m losing my mind."

Taro groaned at the tedious work.

However, whether by a stroke of luck or a curse of fate, his shift ended less than thirty minutes later.

[EMERGENCY INCOMING TRANSMISSION: EAP 4 HAS ENGAGED ENEMY UNITS.]
Episode 124

"They’re finally here... right, Teiro?"

Taro was currently busy staring a hole through the bridge’s main viewer, his eyes wide enough to swallow saucers. He was half-convinced the data screaming from the comms was some kind of elaborate prank. He stood there, frozen, until Marl’s voice snapped him back to reality with the grace of a cold bucket of water.

"I—I know that! Koume, you reading me? Looks like our uninvited guests finally pulled into the driveway!"

Taro hollered over to Koume, who was busy poking at the electronic guts of the ship. He took a deep breath, then another, trying to convince his heart to stay inside his chest.

[I HEAR YOU LOUD AND CLEAR, MR. TEIRO. I AM EN ROUTE TO MY STATION. THE ADDITIONAL EQUIPMENT IS SITTING AT A NINTY-FOUR PERCENT OPERATIONAL RATE. WE ARE GOOD TO GO FOR THE 'SNEAKY TRICKS' PORTION OF THE EVENING.]

"Booya!" Taro pumped a fist. If they were going to pull off their secret trump card, the Plum’s communication array had to be firing on all cylinders. "All right, nothing left but to actually do the thing. Marl, give everyone the heads-up."

"On it," Marl said, her fingers dancing across the console. "Flagship Plum to all RS1 vessels. The EAP fleet has made contact with the enemy. All hands, battle stations! I repeat, this is the Plum—"

As Marl handled the fleet-wide broadcast, Taro patched himself through to EAP General HQ.

"RS1 to EAP 1. We’ve got word from EAP 4 that they’re trading paint with the bad guys. Give me the breakdown."

"『This is EAP 1, loud and clear. Sending the data packet now... Teiro, is this it? Is the big one finally starting?』"

"Yeah... probably. The Enzio guys are in a rush. No reason for them to play footsie and send their ships in one by one."

"『Fair point. We’ll proceed under that assumption.』"

"Good luck. Keep the data link open and don't let it drop."

Taro cut the line with Lin and started scrolling through the incoming data. 

Frontal breakthrough formation in Area A4. Tons of standard Cruiser-class hulls... wait.

"Is this a diversion?" Taro muttered, drawing on his surprisingly vast experience in 'getting shot at.' He threw the star map onto the main monitor. Area A4 was smack-dab next to Star Nipori. No sane tactician would invade from there; the stellar heat would turn their ships into glowing infrared beacons. It was like trying to sneak into a house while wearing a suit made of neon flares.

"Sorry I’m late, Mr. Teiro! What’s the damage?"

Koume came tumbling onto the bridge, scurrying toward her operator station. Taro watched her scramble up her custom-built wooden ramp and hop into her seat. 

"Party’s just getting started," Taro said, nodding at the map. "Enemy's knocking on the door at A4. No idea how many, but I doubt it’s the whole parade. The real question is where the main force is hiding... anyway, you're on the sticks, Koume."

[LEAVE IT TO ME, MR. TEIRO. DATA LINK: HARD-WIRED. SIGNAL LOSS: ZERO PERCENT. I MUST SAY, THIS FASTER-THAN-LIGHT COMMUNICATION GEAR IS SIMPLY DELIGHTFUL.]

"Well, we did break several laws of physics and logic to cram it in here. Okay, everyone! Move to Area B2. Eyes peeled, sensors hot. If you see anything that looks like a ship, we run away as planned. If it’s quiet, we circle back to A4 to help the EAP guys."

Taro hammered commands into BISHOP. Marl took over the fleet comms, leaving Taro to sweat over the math.

[LINKAGE OVERDRIVE: ACTIVATED]

The bridge dissolved into a psychedelic blue smear before snapping back into reality. The moment they arrived, Koume’s fingers became a blur on the scanners while Marl checked the ship’s vitals.

[WIDE-AREA SCAN: NO CONTACTS, MR. TEIRO. MOTION SENSORS: QUIET AS A GRAVE.]

"Same from the rest of the fleet," Marl added. "Unless there are stealth ships playing hide-and-seek."

"Got it... ugh, what a pain." Taro rubbed his chin. If they rushed to A4 now, they’d save the EAP fleet a lot of trouble, but if they fell for a trap and missed a hidden enemy, they’d be toast. 

[UPDATE: EAP 4-22 AND SHIP NO. 24 HAVE TAKEN MODERATE DAMAGE. ENEMY E04 HAS BEEN TENDERIZED. THE EAP 1 FLEET IS MOVING TO AREA D3. THEY ARE ATTEMPTING A CLASSIC PINCER MANEUVER.]

"Hmm... screw it, let’s wait a beat. All ships, spread out! I want every piece of space junk in this sector scanned twice!"

The RS1 Fleet fanned out. Scanning from different angles was the only way to catch a stealth ship with its pants down. Jamming was like a flashlight—it only worked if you were looking directly at it. By hitting the sector from a dozen different directions, they could peek behind the enemy’s electronic curtains.

[DETAILED SCAN: NEGATIVE. SYSTEM STATUS: CLEAR.]

Taro squinted at the BISHOP monitor. "So, we're clear? For now?"

"I hate this," Marl groaned. "Not knowing where the enemy is makes my skin crawl."

"Tell me about it. How much longer until our Sleeping Beauty wakes up?"

[ETTA ONLY RECENTLY ENTERED HER SLUMBER CYCLE. SHE REQUIRES THREE HOURS. IF YOU WAKE HER EARLY, I BELIEVE WE WILL HAVE A REPEAT OF THE 'INCIDENT.']

Taro winced. The Incident. 

A few patrols back, Taro had decided to wake Etta up because a sensor had twitched. It was a disaster. Not only was she as useful as a wet noodle in terms of scanning, but she had also gone into a full-blown, frothing-at-the-mouth berserker rage. Taro had come away with enough bruises to look like a human eggplant. According to Phantom, a Sonarman’s brain was basically a high-voltage transformer; if they didn't get their nap time to process the data-load, they tended to explode. Or make Taro explode.

"Even if she wakes up in three hours, she’s going to be a total nightmare... Hey, Koume. You think this timing is a coincidence?"

Koume went silent for a long moment.

[DATA INSUFFICIENT. HOWEVER, THE PROBABILITY OF INTENTIONAL COORDINATION IS STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT.]

"You think Enzio was waiting for her nap time?" Marl asked. "I mean, she is one of theirs..."

"I don't know if she was brainwashed or just really loves a schedule, but Etta hits the hay at 21:00 sharp, no matter what," Taro said. "Is there a leak somewhere?"

The fact that they were harboring Etta was a state secret. To the Enzio Alliance, they were just up against a fleet with a suspiciously good sensor suite. It was a stretch to think they knew exactly who was behind the screen.

"Koume’s right, we can't be sure," Marl said, tilting her head. "Besides, I doubt this fight will be over in three hours. If they were going to exploit her absence, wouldn't they wait for the climax?"

"True," Taro muttered, crossing his arms. "Well, if we have a spy, I'll deal with it later. For now—ugh, looks like enemy reinforcements are prepping to drop into A4. Let's move!"

Taro scowled at the screen and ordered his fleet to regroup. 

A few moments after Taro’s ships vanished into streaks of light, something changed in the void. Caught in the distant glow of Star Nipori, several dull, metallic hulls began to shimmer. They deployed their retractable engine thrusters with fluid precision and began to glide through the dark.



"Retreat! Move it or lose it!"

The EAP 4 Fleet Commander was screaming into his headset. He was sticking to the script: trade a few shots, look busy, then get the hell out of dodge. The frontal pressure wasn't even that bad, but the Drive Particle readings suggested an enemy tsunami was about to crash down on them.

"Commander, Ship No. 24 is dead in the water! Their engines are blown!"

"Dammit! Get them out of there! Eject the pods!"

"Drive Particle levels are spiking! Reinforcements could drop in any second!"

"I know! RS1 is on the way!"

According to EAP 1, Taro’s fleet was already burning thrusters to get to them. They were still a ways off, but they just had to hold the line a little longer.

"Where is the main force? Still no visual?"

"Negative, sir! The jamming is too thick! We’re blind!"

"How?" the Commander hissed. "We heard the Enzio Expeditionary Force was crippled, but they still outnumber us two-to-one. What are they playing at?"

The Enzio fleet had been halved thanks to Taro’s psychological warfare and "terrorist" pranks, but they were still the bigger dog in the fight. While Enzio was busy chasing ghosts in their own territory, the EAP was stuck babysitting trade stations to keep the corporate bigwigs from wetting themselves.

"Commander! RS1 is almost here!"

The Commander let out a breath he didn't know he was holding. He watched the sensor screen, tracking the Drive Particle ripples from RS1's incoming Space Reservation. Everything looked fine—until he noticed something that made his blood run cold.

"Wait... where are the Enzio reinforcements? They reserved their space way before RS1 did, didn't they?"

The enemy reinforcements were a no-show. Yet, the Space Reservation signatures were still being maintained. Which meant...

"............SON OF A— IT’S A FAKE!" the Commander roared. "Get EAP 1 on the horn! Now! Tell them the enemy’s actual destination is somewhere else! It’s a Space Reservation feint! Don't fall for—"

But the operator didn't even get the message out. 

At that exact microsecond, a massive new Space Reservation signature flared to life. Right in the middle of the fleet’s rear flank.
Chapter 125

"Alright, we’re here—whoa, talk about a total cluster!"

Teiro clicked his tongue as he stared at the blizzard of incoming transmissions and the chaotic spray of Drive Particles lighting up his screens. Communication logs were scrolling past faster than a speed-reader on espresso, and Drive Particle signatures were popping off everywhere like popcorn in a microwave.

"Report from EAP 1, Mr. Teiro," Koume announced. "The enemy appears to be engaging in deception maneuvers using Overdrive Space Reservations."

"Yeah, I can see that. It’s hard to miss. But man, what a pain in the neck."

The Radar Screen was a mess—a jittering swarm of ripples that looked like a lake surface during a monsoon. Ghostly Space Reservations were flickering into existence behind the fleet, only to vanish and reappear right under their noses. Teiro stood there, scratching his head and looking pensive, until Marl chimed in.

"Can’t we just, you know, ignore them?"

"In a perfect world, sure. But if even one of those blips turns out to be a real ship, we’re toast. It’d be a repeat of that disastrous withdrawal battle from before." And I am really not in the mood for a sequel.

"Oh, right. And this time, it’s not like we can just keep running forever."

"Exactly. Besides, even if they didn't chase us, why would they bother? If I were them, I wouldn't risk a scrap; I'd just slip past us and make a beeline for the Alpha Star System. Much less paperwork that way."

Teiro grumbled as he began prepping for the inevitable chaos. He triggered a sequence of automated BISHOP functions, and within seconds, the ship hummed with murderous intent. You couldn't pull this off in a brand-new vessel, but the Plum II was like a well-worn pair of boots. Teiro had coded optimized functions for every one of the ship's weird quirks and hardware hiccups.

"Alright, let's merge with the main force, soak up some of this pressure, and drift toward the rear. No need to be heroes and push back. All ships, start blasting!"

On Teiro’s mark, the RS1 fleet unleashed a synchronized Beam barrage. Nearly a hundred lances of light tore through the void toward the distant enemy, resulting in a series of satisfying, destructive flickers.

"Like some wise guy probably said: if you throw enough at the wall, some of it’s gonna stick. All ships, free fire! Koume, send out the 'Who To Kill First' list."

"Understood, Mr. Teiro. [DATA LINK: UPDATING]."

"Teiro! Some of the Space Reservations just went solid!" Marl shouted.

"Dammit. I knew this wasn't just a giant game of peek-a-boo."

Several of the fluctuations on the Radar Screen flared with intense light, hardening into fixed points.

"They dropped out of Drive way out in the boonies... What’s the angle here?"

The new signatures were miles away—well beyond the effective range of their Beams.

"And there’s only three of them... that’s creepy. Be careful, Teiro."

"Yeah, I hear ya. I’ll tag ‘em in red. If they so much as sneeze in our direction, I want the alarm going off... there."

Teiro tweaked the radar settings so the suspicious blips glowed a menacing crimson, then went back to monitoring the enemy ships that were warping in piece-meal. They were scattered all over the place at extreme distances, showing absolutely no interest in actually joining the fight. Twelve ships had dropped in so far, but their plan was about as clear as mud.

"Mr. Teiro, I’ve detected a massive fleet Driving in directly ahead at long range. Count exceeds one hundred units. Likely the enemy’s main force."

Teiro practically pressed his nose against the monitor. The enemy was moving in a long, thin vertical column—an "arrow" formation. It was a tactician's nightmare; they were practically begging to be shot. Only the first few ships in their line could actually fire back, while Teiro’s side could bring every single gun to bear.

"Did they botch their link warp? I don’t get these guys. Like I said, no need to push. Let's just see how—wait, what?"

Teiro’s voice trailed off as he watched the Radar Screen.

"We’re winning..." he muttered.

"We really are winning," Marl added, sounding just as confused.

The allied bombardment was chewing through the lead enemy ships like a chainsaw through butter. The enemy kept charging straight ahead with a sort of suicidal honesty, seemingly paralyzed by the concentrated firepower.

"Transmission from EAP 1, Mr. Teiro," Koume reported. "They are switching to Plan D."

"Plan D? As in 'Decisive' or 'Dumb'? Are they going on the offensive?"

"Looks like it. EAP 1 and 2 are spooling up their Drives. They’re leaving EAP 3 behind to guard the base."

"I mean, I guess this is the 'big moment,' but... doesn't this feel a little too easy?"

Teiro scratched his chin, his brain gears grinding. This enemy Expeditionary Force has been in the thick of it since the war started. They're veterans. They’ve managed to win even when outnumbered. Would a bunch of pros really screw up a warp this badly? Especially when they’ve got enough Electronic Warfare Craft to fake a whole fleet?

"Marl, can we get Sakura on the horn?"

"One sec... and, you're on."

Sakura’s face popped up on the monitor.

『"Ah, son-in-law! How goes the skirmish? I heard you’ve finally bumped into the riff-raff."』

She was trying to look relaxed, but her smile was twitching. It was her "I am a very serious Commander" face.

"Hey, Sakura. For the hundredth time, let's lose the 'son-in-law' bit. But listen—can you and EAP 3 stay put for a while?"

『"Hmm? But Rin tells me the front line is practically a victory parade!"』

"Maybe, but it smells fishy. I’ve got a bad feeling they’re about to pull a rabbit out of a hat, and I’d rather keep our eggs in separate baskets."

『"I see... Very well, I shall follow your lead. I’ll let Rin know, though perhaps you should tell her yourself? She tends to be quite... compliant... where you are concerned."』

"Nah, Rin might agree, but her fan club won't. It’ll stick better if it comes from a heavyweight like you rather than some random guy with a spaceship."

『"Ho ho! Is that so? Well, I suppose I am a pillar of the EAP. Leave it to me!"』

Sakura puffed out her chest, looking immensely proud of herself. Teiro ended the call with a wry smile and turned back to the radar.

"Man, if I’m wrong about this, they’re gonna have my head on a spike after the war."

"Look on the bright side, Mr. Teiro," Koume said. "If we lose, you won't have to worry about the executioner at all."

"Heh, efficiency! I love it. Alright, looks like EAP 2 aborted their jump. Let’s get to work."



On the bridge of the Battleship Inferno, Lorenzo’s hand shook as he slammed back a drink. He focused on the liquid fire burning its way down to his stomach. He wasn't trying to get hammered, but if he didn't dull the edge of this soul-crushing tension, he was going to snap. Losing here didn't just mean a bad performance review; it meant a casket.

"Status of the Sunflower Squad?"

"Sir! Approximately fifty percent are in position."

"Has the enemy noticed?"

"No, sir. They’re alert, but haven't made a move toward them. Wait—"

Lorenzo whipped his head toward the subordinate.

"The enemy's second fleet has cancelled their Drive! The Space Reservation has been cleared."

Lorenzo’s eyes went wide for a split second. He clicked his tongue and glared at the holographic tactical screen.

"Was I too obvious? No, as long as their main fleet keeps coming, it’s fine."

He tried to soothe his own nerves. He thought of the ships currently being vaporized—his own men. They were pure bait, sacrifices for the greater good. He couldn't afford to let their deaths be meaningless.

"They’re good, I'll give them that. Especially this one. 'Rising Sun,' was it?"

He narrowed his eyes at the fleet marked 'RS1,' which was pulling off maneuvers that were frankly insulting to the laws of physics. He pulled up the BISHOP data bank.

"I see. This is the one... Any sign of the live-ammunition weapons or the unidentified attacks from the reports?"

"No, sir. Nothing like that yet."

"Keeping their cards close to their chest, eh?"

Lorenzo crossed his arms, his leg bouncing irritably. He didn't think a single warship could flip the script on a whole war, but he’d seen enough "unlucky" flagship snipings to be paranoid. What if they targeted his Electronic Warfare Craft? What if they—

"It would be a disaster if they noticed the Sunflower Squad... Crank up the pressure! Push them! But don't let them retreat!"

He needed RS1 stuck in the middle of the board. Lorenzo barked orders into the comms and fed commands directly through BISHOP. His fleet responded, throwing themselves at the front line with renewed, desperate aggression.

"Enemy EAP 1 has Driven in! The front line is about to buckle!"

Lorenzo nodded grimly. He’d already lost over thirty ships—half of them confirmed as "Sunk." Cold sweat matted his hair. It was a bloodbath, but it was his bloodbath. He’d planned for this. But if the line broke too early, the EAP would swarm his main force before they could even finish forming up. The casualties would be... unspeakable.

"Sunflower Squad! Why aren't they ready!?"

"Seventy percent deployment, sir!"

"Tell them to move it! We’re running out of time!"

The battle was mostly going his way, but the EAP main force had arrived way ahead of schedule. His carefully crafted lure was falling apart, and his "lethal blow" wasn't fully charged.

"Sunflower Squad at eighty percent!"

"Fleet B, Battleship Littorio reports Moderate Damage!"

"The enemy main fleet is punching through the center! The line has collapsed!"

Lorenzo felt a hysterical urge to rip his own hair out as the bad news piled up.

"What do I do... what do I do..."

He clutched his chest, staring at a single flashing function on his BISHOP interface. The Sunflower Squad wasn't fully deployed. He didn't know if it would even work.

"Battleship Littorio is gone! They’re pouring through the gap!"

"To hell with it! Activate Operation Drive Storm! DO IT NOW!"
Episode 126

"Central front, Ship E3 heavily damaged... Wait, correction. Firing has ceased. Sinking Assessment confirmed!"

At Koume’s report, Teiro pumped his fist like he’d just hit the jackpot. 

"The guys from EAP 4 must be losing their collective minds right about now. That was a big fish!"

Both the Enzio Expeditionary Force and the EAP Fleet only hauled a few Kilometer-class Battleships around. The enemy vessel they’d just sent to the scrap heap was one of those rare prizes—a major achievement for the record books.

"The pressure in the center is fading," Marl noted. "Look, Teiro. The enemy is tucking tail and running."

Sure enough, the Radar Screen showed the enemy fleet high-tailing it away from the front lines in a state of sheer panic. Teiro let out a celebratory huff, but that nagging feeling in his gut hadn't quite packed its bags yet.

"...Hey, Koume. That mystery squad—the one hovering way out in the boonies—are they still multiplying?"

Teiro couldn't take his eyes off those strange markers. They were warping into positions well beyond firing range and their numbers were ballooning. Nearly sixty of them were already scattered across the void.

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. However, it appears the show is over."

"Over? Why?"

"Yes, Mr. Teiro. The random Overdrive Space Reservations we were tracking have completely ceased."

"You’re right... I mean, I appreciate the peace and quiet, but what the hell is this? It’s giving me the creeps."

Teiro stared at the monitor with eyes the size of dinner plates, trying to make sense of the nonsense. The mystery unit was positioning itself as if to surround them, but there were far too few ships for a proper encirclement. If they wanted to break through, they could do it without breaking a sweat.

"Maybe they’re observation ships?" Marl suggested. "You know, for boosting their targeting accuracy?"

"I won't say no, but do they really need this many? Five high-speed boats would do the trick."

"Is there not a possibility they intend to rendezvous and attempt a pincer attack, Mr. Teiro?" Koume asked.

"Logically, that’s the best fit... but they’re way too far out. We’d be back home for dinner before they even closed the trap, wouldn't we?"

"Well, true... but honestly, they’re lined up so perfectly. Maybe they’re planning a naval parade?"

Teiro’s jaw hit the floor at Marl’s joke. She waved her hands dismissively. "It was a joke, okay?" 

But Teiro wasn't laughing. Something clicked.

Lined up perfectly? What? Why does that give me the heebie-jeebies?

He squinted at the Radar Screen, studying the marked enemies. They were deployed three-dimensionally, so it looked like a mess at first glance, but now that she’d mentioned it... they were spaced at perfectly equal intervals.

Think. Think... This happened before. Not that long ago. I know this...

His brain spun like a hamster on caffeine until a memory of Alan’s voice surfaced.

"Well, I suppose so. Considering the amplification effect from linked copying, the idea that there's only one ship—"

Teiro bolted upright, his eyes nearly popping out of his head.

"............Oh, crap."

Cold sweat drenched his back. His hands began to twitch.

"Crap! This is bad! Really bad!"

Teiro let out a scream of pure terror, his fingers dancing across the BISHOP interface while his eyes stayed glued to the screen. He slammed the activation sequence for the Plum’s Faster-Than-Light Communication System, forcing a link to every allied ship in the sector. Only the Plum’s specialized gear and Teiro’s frantic multitasking could pull off a feat like this.

"RS1 to all ships! The enemy is about to drop a Large-scale ECM Attack! Deploy Anti-Electronic Warfare Drones immediately! I repeat—"

As he broadcast the warning, he simultaneously jammed the emergency launch signal for the Cats. He didn't even wait for a "roger" before blowing the Drone Bay doors open.

[DRONE SYSTEM CONTROL: SCRAMBLE LAUNCH]

"—A Large-scale ECM Attack is... Dammit! Here it comes!"

From the ring of enemy ships he’d been tracking, a synchronized pulse of blue energy erupted. It looked like a ripple in space, perfectly timed down to the microsecond. Like overlapping waves in a storm, the pulses interfered with and amplified one another, swelling into a literal tsunami of electronic death.

"Plum to Anti-Electronic Warfare Mode! Mr. Gon, I’m counting on you for the ECCM!"

"Got it! Leave it to me!"

The wave swallowed every allied ship in the sector, expanding further and further. Teiro couldn't tell if the drones had made it out in time, but he could see allied ships erupting into spectacular plasma fireworks as the blue wall slammed into their hulls.

"Koume, disconnect! Marl, protect the Overdrive Device!"

Koume didn't hesitate. She yanked her cables and dove into a protective cocoon of insulating sheets, burying herself until she was completely hidden.

"Overdrive Module disconnected! Teiro, hang on!"

The wave hit.

"Ugh!"
"Kyaaa!"

The ship bucked like a bronco. Teiro and Marl white-knuckled their seat rests. The Drive Particles were throwing a party with the ship's electronics, causing every light and screen to go haywire. The vibrations felt like the engine was trying to eat itself.

"D-dammit! Marl, damage report! And Koume, you still in there!?"

"Not yet, Teiro! There's more!"

The hull groaned again. The particle waves, fired from every direction, were hitting in staggered intervals. Each time a pulse passed through them, the Plum flickered like a dying lightbulb, and sparks showered from the consoles.

"Son of a—! How are those all Electronic Warfare Craft!?"

"Fifteen percent of electronic systems are toast... Sending the damage list now!"

Nursing a fresh set of bruises, Teiro skimmed the report. When he saw the Overdrive Device wasn't on the casualty list, he finally let out a breath he didn't know he was holding.

"Minimal damage, considering the power of that ECM... Thank god for the drones."

After the last time Koume had been fried by an electronic attack, Teiro had learned his lesson. He’d swapped half the drones on the Plum—and every other drone-capable EAP Ship—to Electronic Warfare Specifications. They couldn't fire back with their own ECM, but they acted like a localized lightning rod against incoming pulses.

"Looks like we survived the worst of it. You guys okay over there?" Gon’s voice crackled over the comms.

"Yeah, we barely made it by the skin of our teeth. Those drones saved our lives."

"Just doing enough to earn my paycheck. Heading back to the barn."

"Roger that... Marl, what’s up?"

Teiro noticed Marl staring at her BISHOP terminal with a look of grim intensity. She held up a hand to silence him, frozen in place.

"The Check Program is acting weird... Teiro! Get your respirator on! Right now!"

Teiro didn't ask "Why?" He just reached down, yanked the lever on the Life Box, and slammed the mask over his face.

"The sensors aren't flagging it, but something in the Life Support System cracked. Oxygen levels are plummeting... I’m going to check the hardware."

"You’re kidding... fine. Go! Koume, backup! Oh, and you can come out of the blankets now!"

Marl vanished out the door with a Life Box in hand. Koume emerged from her pile of insulation, wiggling like a caterpillar.

"I am on it. But first..."

"First what?"

"Does it not seem unusually quiet, Mr. Teiro?"

Teiro blinked. He strained his ears. He could hear the low hum of the engines and the faint whistle of the vents. 

"No, seems normal to... me..."

He trailed off. The realization hit him like a physical blow.

"Wait... why is it so quiet?"

He frantically pulled up the ship's status on BISHOP.

[COMMUNICATION CONTROL MECHANISM: OPERATING NORMALLY]

"The Plum’s comms are fine... which means—"

Teiro turned pale as he looked at the Radar Screen. The allied fleet was a mess, their formations shattered into chaotic clusters. Meanwhile, the enemy was already regrouping with terrifying efficiency.

"It is highly probable that the communication network has been pulverized," Koume explained. "The Data Link is severed, and the local frequencies are flooded with noise. One moment... I will attempt to filter the transmissions."

As soon as she finished, the speakers exploded with a cacophony of panicked voices.

"—This is CS4! HQ, do you co— respond! This is CS4!"
"—It’s no use... Hey, try another frequency—"
"—Th... report... s. The situation is—"
"—Oh god!! ...elp us!!"
"—The target is unkn— !! Someone, give me coordinates—"
"—Look out!! We’re gonna coll—!!"

Screams, confusion, and raw fury. Teiro’s hands shook as he dug through the logs for anything from EAP 1.

"What a nightmare... Rin... Hey, Rin!! Come in!! Give me something!"

"...ro-san? Is that you, Mr. Teiro!? Oh, thank goodness! Wait, one second!!"

Teiro stared at the console, dumbfounded. He hadn't actually expected an answer.

"Rin? Wait, Koume? How is she getting through? Why is the Plum the only one not deaf and blind?"

"It is not quite like that," Koume replied. "A direct ECM attack that targets only specific parts of a ship's hardware does not exist, Mr. Teiro. This is a sector-wide blanket of communication jamming. We can still hear them because of the boosted communication system we installed for this operation. It is 'almost' identical to the hardware used in a Neural Net."

She emphasized "almost" with a tone that made Teiro’s face twitch. "I see."

"Total blackout... this is bad. This is really, really bad..."

He stared at the Radar Screen. The enemy fleet had already recovered and was now picking off the confused EAP ships like fish in a barrel.

"What do I do... how do I fix this..."

If the Plum were a genuine Neural Net liaison ship, he could have rebuilt the entire network in a heartbeat. But he only had the "light" version. He could link ten ships, maybe a few more, but that was it. There were two hundred allied ships out there floating in the dark.

"At this rate... wait. Neural Net?"

Teiro looked up at the ceiling, his expression vacant for a long moment. Then, his eyes sharpened. He steeled his resolve.

"Alright. Let's do this. I’m not letting these bastards win that easily!"



Editor’s Note: All previous mentions of "EMP" have been standardized to "ECM." Since it’s debatable whether these are electromagnetic pulses, and "ECM" covers jamming and direct electronic attacks in the Galactic Empire's terminology, please interpret it as such.
Chapter 127

While Teiro was busy psyching himself up, the bridge of the Battleship Inferno was a full-blown party, with the crew high on the absolute devastation their latest stunt had caused.

"Enemy comms are ninety-nine percent toast, sir!"

"Sunflower Squad reports ECM output is stable. We can keep this electronic blackout going for about a hundred and thirty minutes!"

"We won’t need nearly that long. This’ll be wrapped up in an hour tops," Lorenzo replied with a smug grin, finally letting out a long-overdue sigh of relief. "They’ve got nowhere to run, after all."

The drive particles whipped into a frenzy by Operation Drive Storm were currently dancing to a very chaotic, very unpredictable beat. In this technobabble hellscape, calculating the [SPACE RESERVATION] required for an Overdrive—which, obviously, relied on those very particles—was effectively impossible. Attempting a warp was essentially a one-way ticket to nowhere.

"I’d almost love for that fleet hanging back to try and play hero, though that’s probably wishful thinking," Lorenzo mused.

"But it could happen, right?" a subordinate asked.

"Who knows? Unless they’re total morons, they’ll send a scout first. And since that scout will get tangled in our web and go silent, they’ll just be left back there, shivering and confused."

Lorenzo leaned back, watching the tactical screen as enemy ships were picked off one by one like sitting ducks. The enemy was already showing the classic signs of a panicked rout; organized resistance was practically nonexistent. A fleet that couldn't talk to itself was just a bunch of fancy WIND.

"Enemy Battleship Frumpfil—confirmed sunk!!"

The bridge erupted into cheers at the news of the EAP Fourth Fleet flagship's demise.

"Littorio’s debt is paid in full... Alright, keep pushing! Total annihilation!"

Lorenzo sank into his chair, feeling a massive weight lift off his shoulders. 

"All that’s left is EAP 1’s Horn and EAP 2’s Cherry Blossom. We can harvest the Horn right here and now... Victory is in the bag."

Lorenzo stared blankly into space as he took another swig of his victory liquor. He’d dealt with everything from rogue food stations to refinery Factory Fortresses, but it looked like he was finally going to win this absurd war. He still didn’t trust that creepy old guy who’d lent him the Electronic Warfare Craft, but he supposed he owed him a thank-you note.

"Alright, it’s practically over. You, take over the—"

Just as Lorenzo was about to hand over the reins, thinking his work was done, a subordinate shouted a report that made no sense.

"Drive particle surge detected from the enemy fleet!"

"Wait, what? A desperate final struggle? Throwing everything at the wall to see what sticks?"

"Haha, probably... wait... CORRECTION!" The subordinate spun around, eyes bulging and voice several octaves higher than normal. "SPACE RESERVATION LOCKED IN! TARGET: THE KATSUSHIKA STAR SYSTEM!"



Back on the silent bridge of the Plum, Teiro had his eyes clamped shut as he wrestled with the communication controls. His hands were twitching in the air as if playing an invisible piano, and his face was twisted in a grimace every time a fresh spike of pain shot through his skull.

[COMMUNICATION CONTROL MECHANISM: NO MATCH]

[COMMUNICATION CONTROL MECHANISM: FIXED: NO. 02]

"Alright... let’s spread this... to the whole fleet..."

[BISHOP: FUNCTION REPLICATION: COMMUNICATION CONTROL MECHANISM: QUANTITY 256]

[COMMUNICATION CONTROL MECHANISM: FIXED: NO. 03]

[COMMUNICATION CONTROL MECHANISM: FIXED: NO. 04]

[COMMUNICATION CONTROL MECHANISM: FIXED: NO. 05]

Replicate... replicate... ugh... more replication...

Teiro was pouring every ounce of his focus into duplicating and overriding the communication functions for specific ships. In seconds, the BISHOP display was a flickering mess of data. The sheer volume of info was making his vision strobe, and his eyelids were twitching like they were trying to escape his face.

"I shouldn't have... ripped out the [AUTOMATIC RELAY FUNCTION]... but I never thought I’d use it like this... Koume, link up with EAP 1."

Teiro muttered through the waves of nausea. Koume turned silently, her digital avatar spinning as she began working in the BISHOP workspace Teiro was currently melting.

"Data link with EAP 1 established."

"Goooood... you know the drill, right?"

"Indeed," Koume replied. "I’ve already got Mr. Alan on the line, Mr. Teiro. He says he’ll have his end finished in five minutes. Also, Mr. Rin sent over the [MASTER KEY]."

"That’s a relief... but this is hurting way more than I expected, so tell 'em to step on it."

Teiro wasn't just trying to talk to the local ships. He was hijacking the Plum's massive comms array to link with a relay vessel currently deep in Enzio territory. By dumping the actual processing onto that distant ship and using the Plum as a glorified router, he was cobbling together a janky, localized [LIMITED NEURAL NETWORK] right in the middle of a war zone.

"The Resistance guys might be a little spooked by the mystery signals, but they’ll just have to deal."

Since it was an open network rather than a direct line, anyone could technically eavesdrop. Fortunately, the only people listening were the Anti-Enzio Resistance, so it didn't really matter. At worst, the enemy would figure out where they were jumping a bit faster, but they had enough Electronic Warfare Craft to do that anyway.

"Keep it up, Mr. Teiro! Simultaneously calculating Overdrive coordinates and comms relays for two hundred ships is a nightmare, but you’re the man for the job!"

Teiro managed a weak shrug at Koume, who was doing digital pirouettes on the console. 

Calculating jump coordinates for two hundred ships in a particle storm was a task that should have required a supercomputer the size of a moon, but for Teiro, it was just a matter of scale. As long as each individual calculation was simple, doing two hundred at once was just... annoying.

"Yo Teiro! Sounds like a real circus over there. Hang tight, almost got it... Alright, I’ve hacked the whole fleet. Overdrive Devices are mine. It’s a cakewalk when you’ve got a Master Key."

Teiro sighed at Alan’s ridiculously casual tone. Still, the man’s deep, reliable voice gave him a much-needed boost of confidence.

"The fleet must be losing their minds right now," Koume giggled. "Since we can't actually tell them what’s happening."

Teiro let out a wicked little "Heheh" in response.

"In five minutes, they’ll be building statues of me. Alright then... two hundred-ship [FORCED LINKAGE OVERDRIVE]... Bang."

Teiro shaped his hand into a gun and pointed it at the flagship on the [RADAR SCREEN]. 

The moment he pulled the imaginary trigger, the entire fleet was swallowed by a blinding blue light.



"FIND THEM! Where did they go?! Get the Electronic Warfare Craft to trace those wakes!"

Lorenzo was officially panicking. His "decisive" victory had just evaporated. He knew his opponents were slippery, but he’d let himself get cocky. Ever since he’d formed the Expeditionary Force, he’d forgotten what losing felt like.

"J-Just a moment, sir... Got it! The neighboring system! They jumped out near Katsushika IV!"

"Katsushika? That’s the Rising Sun’s backyard, isn't it? Are there orbital defenses?"

"No, sir. They’re nowhere near the actual headquarters. Katsushika IV is just a massive gas giant. There’s no sign of any civilization in the area."

"So they’re just catching their breath... Do they plan to jump to their base from there?"

"Most likely. With that distance, it’ll take them at least fifteen minutes to spool up their drives again."

Lorenzo snorted. The enemy base would have beacons, making the next set of calculations a breeze. If they didn't move now, the enemy would be gone in a quarter-hour.

"We’re going in. All ships, Overdrive as soon as you’ve got your formation back!"

Lorenzo barked the order and plopped back into his chair.

"No more tricks. It’s a straight-up slugfest now... I wanted to keep my losses down, but fine."

He wasn't worried about winning, but he wanted to keep his numbers high for the inevitable post-war political mess. Enzio was one big happy family for now, but once the fighting stopped, every Alliance would be grabbing for power. He needed an army to make sure he was the one holding the leash.

"Sir, we still outnumber them nearly two-to-one," his adjutant pointed out. "In a head-on fight, the math is entirely on our side."

"Is it?" Lorenzo muttered. "History is full of idiots who lost with double the numbers. Tell the men again: this isn't like the other fights. Don't blink."

Lorenzo wasn't just talking to the adjutant; he was trying to convince himself.



"EAP 4 is in. The whole gang’s here."

Teiro nodded silently at Koume’s report. He looked at the [RADAR SCREEN], watching the allied fleet stumble into a semi-coherent formation.

"Hey, Teiro... do you think we can actually win this?"

Marl had made it back to the bridge after patching the [LIFE SUPPORT SYSTEM]. Teiro looked at her, then back at the massive gas giant looming outside.

"Depends on our trump card, I guess... even if we’re basically testing it in production."

A secret weapon was currently orbiting Planet Katsushika IV. The entire war rested on its shoulders—and by extension, on Teiro, the man who had to pull the trigger. He looked calm, but he was currently fighting a losing battle against the urge to throw up.

"Enemy arrival in three... two... one..."

"Alright!" Teiro yelled, psyching himself up. "Let's do this!"

Win or lose, this was the grand finale.
Chapter 128: The Orbiting Junk Showdown

“Bwahahaha! Now this is what I call a party!”

As the enemy fleet unleashed a tidal wave of Warp Jammers, Teiro couldn't help but let out a cackle. Marl, on the other hand, looked like she was agreeing with him strictly under protest.

“They really aren't going to let us walk away, are they? It’s so over-the-top that I guess laughing is the only sane reaction left,” she grumbled.

Nearby, the gauges measuring Drive Particle stability were spasming like they’d just discovered electricity, and the Overdrive Device was screaming a never-ending chorus of warnings. 

[WARNING: DRIVE PARTICLE INSTABILITY DETECTED. OVERDRIVE FUNCTIONALITY COMPROMISED.]

While Teiro doubted every ship in the vicinity was getting hit this hard, the primary Warships were definitely being pinned to the mat.

“The probability of the Overdrive actually engaging in an emergency is fifty-fifty at best,” Koume noted, her voice as cool as a cucumber. “This appears to be quite the high-stakes gamble.”

Teiro took the news with a weary shrug. “It’s been a gamble since we woke up this morning, hasn't it?” he quipped. “So, how do you think they’ll play it? I’ll bet ten thousand Credits they come charging straight at us. They’re terrified of us slipping away toward the station, so they’ve got to be in a rush.”

“Really?” Marl countered. “Then I’ll bet they split their forces in two. I agree they’re in a hurry, but they’ll want to end this even faster. They’re going to try to surround us.”

“In that case, Koume shall also participate,” the ship’s AI announced. “Koume predicts the enemy will not move at all, and she bets her entire life savings on this outcome.”

Two pairs of eyes blinked in surprise at Koume’s bold declaration. “And why do you think that?” Marl asked.

“The disparity in Large-scale Ships,” Koume replied matter-of-factly. “The Enzio Expeditionary Force still has four intact Kilometer-class Battleships. The EAP side has only two. In a long-range bombardment, that is a crushing advantage. From their perspective, it is only logical to avoid the risk of a close-quarters engagement.”

“But if they stay back, we can just reach the home base... oh. I see...” Marl’s voice trailed off as she glanced back at the particle gauges. 

Teiro’s expression soured. Right, forgot about that. “Since the jamming is going to stop half of us from escaping anyway, they probably figure that if we run, they’ve already won. In fact, us retreating might actually play right into their hands.”

“And if we try to force an Overdrive, they’ll probably take that as their cue to finish us off,” Marl added. “So... what’s the plan?”

“Hmm. What to do indeed...” Teiro rubbed his chin, closing his eyes for a moment of intense, possibly absurd, contemplation.

Truth be told, the defense facilities at Katsushika were about as useful as a screen door on a submarine. They were built for Anti-WIND operations, making them woefully inadequate for actual Fleet Combat.

“The absolute worst-case scenario is exactly what Koume said,” Teiro muttered. 

If the enemy sealed off their Overdrives and picked them apart from beyond their reach, it was game over. It was a boring, solid tactic with zero risk for Enzio. In a chaotic melee, luck and skill could flip the script, but in a long-range slugfest? The EAP’s tiny chance of victory would shrink to zero.

“However, they’re a bit too far away for that to work... which means there’s only one thing left to do.”

Teiro grabbed the comms and hailed Sakura aboard the Cherry Blossom.



“We’ll be shot in the back! What on earth are you thinking!?” 

Sakura’s Adjutant was practically vibrating with confusion as he cornered her. Sakura suppressed the urge to flinch away from the stern-faced old man and stood her ground, her voice ringing with authority.

“We will draw them in. I am prepared for the sacrifices this entails. If necessary, be ready to use the Cherry Blossom as a decoy... Rapid Turn, Steering Squad! Did you not hear me!?”

The helmsmen shrunk into their seats, casting nervous glances at the Adjutant. Everyone on the bridge looked at Sakura like she’d finally lost her mind.

“Lady Sakura... do you really trust that man that much?” the Adjutant whispered. He had clearly sensed the secret pact between Teiro and his commander, and now his suspicions had turned into a grim certainty.

“Of course I trust him. But it’s more than that,” Sakura said, her gaze drifting toward the viewscreen. “I cannot share the details due to the risk of information leaks, but I have a very sound reason for this... even if it sounds like madness.”

She stared out into the void where the enemy fleet lurked. They were too far to see, but their oppressive presence felt like a weight on her chest.

“Listen, Jiiya. Don’t trust the Son-in-law. Trust me. The fate of the EAP and Takasaki is riding on this. I’m perfectly capable of keeping my romantic life and reality in separate boxes.”

The Adjutant stared at her for a long beat. Finally, he turned on his heel and barked at the crew.

“Steering! What are you waiting for!? The Commander ordered a Rapid Turn!”



“The enemy is turning!”

At his subordinate's report, Lorenzo finally gave in to the urge to tear his hair out.

“What are they thinking!? There’s a limit to how much common sense you can ignore!”

He had their Overdrives locked down with enough jamming to stop a sun. Fleeing wouldn't help them. Their only prayer should have been a desperate, all-out charge.

“Perhaps they intend to fight within the planet’s gravity well?” the Adjutant suggested, looking worriedly at his boss. “With a planet that size, it would make a formidable shield.”

“Maybe,” Lorenzo grunted, though he wasn't convinced. “But that’s too passive. It’s a delaying tactic, not a path to victory. This is a decisive battle! If they lose, they lose everything. There’s no point in trying to minimize damage now.”

He clutched his stomach, his ulcers screaming. If a hole opened up in his gut right now, he wouldn't even be surprised. It was just that kind of day.

“All Large-scale Ships ready to fire,” the communication operator announced.

Lorenzo fell into a deep, silent brooding. Eventually, he nodded. “Fine. The plan stands. Whittle them down from long range. But stay sharp. If they aren't complete idiots, they’ve got something up their sleeves.”

“A trap?”

“Who knows? If nothing happens, all the better... Give me more data on Planet Katsushika IV.”

“I’m afraid it’s a remote system, sir. What’s in the data bank is all we have. I believe someone in the Maintenance Squad is from around here, though. Shall I summon them?”

“...No, forget it. I was just bothered by the amount of debris. Open fire!”

Lorenzo squinted at the clouds of junk in the satellite orbit on his radar. He tried to shake the feeling that something was wrong. It was just small-scale debris. It shouldn't be an obstacle.

“Enemy Battleships are returning fire. Total of eight gun ports active. That’s eight fewer than projected.”

Lorenzo nodded, feeling a rare moment of satisfaction. The enemy ships were designed for forward-facing fire; they could only bring half their guns to bear when retreating. 

“Focus everything on the Bulkhorn and the Cherry Blossom. Once those two are scrap, the rest are just a headless mob.”

He drained his glass, wondering when the wine had started tasting like copper.

Thanks to the four-to-two advantage, the slaughter was entirely one-sided. The EAP managed to land one hit on an Enzio ship early on, but that was their only highlight. An hour into the exchange, a massive explosion rocked the flagship Bulkhorn.

“Don’t let up! No need to rush! Finish them off slowly and surely! And stay alert!”

Enzio’s fleet followed his orders to the letter. Despite their overwhelming lead, they scanned the void like a cornered animal, terrified of missing a single twitch. They lost one Battleship to damage, but it stayed afloat.

“Acting as a shield... Admirable, for an enemy,” Lorenzo muttered.

The Cherry Blossom had thrown itself in front of the burning Bulkhorn. Lorenzo ordered all three of his remaining ships to concentrate fire on the newcomer. With the Bulkhorn screened off, it was a three-on-one execution. He kept his fleet at a distance, maintaining the perfect range for the execution.

“Seven enemy ships have confirmed Drive-out!” a subordinate shouted joyfully.

Lorenzo pumped a fist. Without any hope of a favorable rematch, that wasn't a tactical retreat—it was a rout. And if seven had made it out, it meant at least fourteen had tried. His jamming was holding at a fifty percent success rate. It was over.

“Finally... I’ve won,” he whispered to himself.

The radar showed escape pods and small craft launching from the Bulkhorn. The ship was dead in the water. Even the Cherry Blossom had stopped firing. Any moment now, the surrender would come.

“If they offer to surrender, do not—I repeat, do not—kill them. If the leadership dies, the post-war reparations will be a nightmare to process. If there’s no one to bill—”

Lorenzo froze. A strange sensation of wrongness washed over him. He squinted at the tactical screen, searching for the source of his unease.

“...What is this debris doing? Why is it there?”

The massive cloud of junk that had been whipping around Planet Katsushika IV at high speed had suddenly broken orbit. It was now moving in a massive, sweeping ellipse.

“......No way.”

He frantically opened the BISHOP interface to calculate the trajectory.

“No way! No way!”

The debris wasn't just drifting. It was carving a giant arc through space—a route that pierced directly through the heart of his fleet.

“Cease fire! All ships, target the debris! Dammit! This is—”

The points of light accelerated, screaming toward his fleet. As they closed in, the 'debris' began to scatter as if each piece had a mind of its own. His fleet scrambled to intercept, but the three hundred-plus objects began to writhe and weave, dodging the incoming Beams with impossible agility.

“They aren't rocks! They’re live-ammunition weapons!”
Episode 129

It was a trippy sensation.

A crowd of "hims" existed simultaneously, each handling a different part of the workload like a well-oiled committee of one. Every sense was shared across the board; there wasn’t a hint of lag or a single "who’s on first" moment between his multiple selves.

"It’s huge... but I can cram even more in there."

Teiro scanned the digital void of [BISHOP CYBERSPACE] and began copy-pasting new functions into the empty gaps. He'd drop a fresh version of his consciousness into the slot to keep an eye on things, then hop to the next available bit of real estate.

"More. I need more."

He had 324 units to babysit. He’d already assigned eight functions to each one, but Teiro was aiming for at least fourteen. The more thruster and sensor control functions he could juggle, the more he could make those machines dance like acrobats on a sugar high. He’d never tried to run 4,536 control functions in parallel before, but right now, he felt like he could out-calculate a supercomputer while blindfolded.

“Booyah! Nailed a big one. Suck it, Enzio!”

“This one’s out of gas and dead in the water. Anyone need a hand?”

“Bingo! Medium-sized ship, coming right up—and down!”

“Watch out, the point defense over here is getting spicy!”

“Another one bites the stardust. This is too easy.”

He held strategy meetings with himself, hurled insults at himself, and shared a laugh with himself. Whether it was actually necessary or just him losing his marbles, he didn't know—and he didn't care.

Targets and the annoying laser beams they spat out. Thrusters and shields. He kept his units pushing forward, focused on a singular goal. It was mind-numbingly simple. It was no different than the subconscious effort of holding a spoon, chewing, swallowing, and keeping up a conversation over lunch.

“Man, it’s cozy in here.”

“Of course it is. We’re the kings of this castle.”

“No distractions. Just us and the data. Bliss.”

In the corner of his eye, he could see Marl and Koume’s faces. They seemed to be shouting something at him, but he couldn't be bothered to listen. He was looking at two worlds at once, but BISHOP’s realm was clearly the superior choice. No hunger, no stress, just pure, beautiful simplicity. Reaching the goal was the only thing that mattered. Everything else wasn't just unnecessary—it didn't even exist.

"I wonder what’s under the hood of these functions?"

"Only one way to find out. Take a peek."

"Look, there's a bunch of used-up ones over there. They haven't been purged yet."

Teiro grabbed a nearby function and peered inside. The [THRUSTER CONTROL FUNCTION] was a sardine can packed with tiny command lines and variables, refreshing at a blistering 120 times per second. Each individual command was a basic logic gate: Is this condition met? Toggle this switch. Crunch this number. 

"Okay, so what’s inside the command lines?"

"Who knows? Let's crack 'em open."

"We’re staying here forever, anyway. Might as well learn the local geography."

Teiro leaned into a violently strobing command line and ripped it apart with digital brute force. A flood of glowing particles erupted, filling his vision like a bucket of stars spilled across the floor. The particles themselves were meaningless; the only thing that mattered was how the light clumped together. Where the light gathered thick, it was a 1. Where it was thin, a 0.

"It’s like a galaxy."

Teiro stared, absolutely captivated by the shimmering array of raw information. If he could just spend eternity drifting in this sea of data, life would be perfect.

"Just close your eyes. Let go."

His vision blurred into a hazy smudge, and a wave of heavy, soul-crushing drowsiness hit him.

"Eternity is right here. Just take it."

His knees buckled. He let his body sink onto the digital floor. He’d been buzzing with energy just a second ago, but now he felt like a battery drained to zero.

"We did good. We worked hard. Time for a long, long nap."

It was a tempting offer. Teiro slowly let his eyelids droop.

One of the "him"s standing nearby dissolved into a cloud of particles. Then another. And another.

Eventually, the legion of Teiros was gone, leaving only one.

"And... that's that."

The sparkling dust began to settle, fading into the dark.

But then, in the middle of that dying galaxy...

A single, lonely speck of blue light.

"...I have to go back."

He forced himself to sit up, though his body felt like it weighed a thousand tons. Even opening his eyes felt like a feat of Herculean strength. 

He had things to do. Even in this place where he was a god, he couldn't do them here.

"Earth... I have to get to Earth!!"

"Guh—! Hack! Cough!"

Teiro lurched upright, hacking like he’d just swallowed a gallon of seawater. His vision was stained a terrifying shade of crimson, reflecting the bridge of the Plum. Marl’s face was inches from his, her expression twisted in a mask of pure panic.

"Teiro! Are you back? It's me! Do you know who I am? Here, wipe your nose!"

Marl gently dabbed at his face with a towel. It was instantly soaked in blood. Teiro stared at the red rag, his eyes widening.

"I’ve made it a rule... never to forget a beautiful woman... but damn, that's a lot of blood. Is it normal to leak this much from your face?"

"How should I know?! You’re going to pass out from blood loss if you don't stay down... Tell me the second you feel weird, okay?"

"Yeah, yeah... maybe I went a little overboard?"

Teiro muttered to the ceiling. Koume rolled over to his feet, her mechanical body clicking.

"That is a reasonable assessment, Mr. Teiro. You performed massive, high-speed calculations for a prolonged period under extreme stress. While the brain itself doesn't 'feel' tired, the rest of your meat-suit begs to differ. Thinking isn't a brain-only activity, you know."

"Yeah, fair enough. I'll be more careful... but I feel like I'm forgetting something."

Teiro slumped back into his seat, staring blankly at the overhead lights. His sinuses were throbbing, and his head felt like it was being used as a drum.

"Something important... eh, whatever. I'm starving. I could go for some pasta... AH!"

He bolted upright with a shout that probably rattled the hull.

"Enzio! What happened to the war? What day is it? Where am I?!"

"I believe calling the enemy a 'Pasta-Prick' is a bit uncalled for, even for you, Mr. Teiro."

"I didn't call them that! The pasta just triggered my memory! Seriously, what happened?!"

"What happened? You happened," Marl said, looking exasperated. "You took them all out. Don't you remember?"

Teiro blinked, a giant mental question mark appearing over his head.

"We are currently in a ceasefire while they consider our demand for surrender, Mr. Teiro," Koume reported. "The EAP made the proposal, and the Expeditionary Force is expected to begin disarmament shortly. For your information, it has been approximately two hours since you launched your attack with the [LARGE-SCALE WARHEAD WEAPON]."

"I was out for two hours? Wait, surrender? We actually won?"

"Yeah. And it was a nightmare without you," Marl sighed. "Bella took over for Rin and handled the field command. If she hadn't stepped up, we’d be space dust right now."

"Ahaha, sorry about that... So, did everything go according to plan after I checked out?"

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. After your [MODIFIED MINE] strike, the fleet turned back for a second pass. It devolved into a chaotic close-quarters brawl. The EAP emerged victorious, though the cost was high."

"We lost seventy-five ships in total. And among them were..."

Marl trailed off, looking away. Teiro felt the weight of her silence and gave a somber nod. 

"I see."

"Our company lost eleven ships... We're down to half our strength."

He accessed the fleet data through BISHOP. The list was grim. Eleven rows were highlighted in stark, bloody red. The casualty count sat at 587 souls.

"The Second Fleet was almost wiped out. Bella-san must have taken the brunt of the fire herself."

Knowing her obsession with responsibility and "face," Teiro figured she’d shoved her own units into the meat grinder to protect the rest. Her subordinates weren't the type to back down, and that kind of suicidal bravado probably kept the rest of the EAP from breaking.

"............Teiro?"

Marl leaned in, her eyes searching his.

"Oh, uh, I'm okay. Everyone knew the risks. Nobody expected to win a war without getting some scars."

Teiro leaned back, crossing his arms and staring at the ceiling again. He stayed quiet for a long time, his mind drifting back to that tiny blue speck he’d seen in his data-dream.

"...Why?"

His voice was a whisper, barely audible.

"Why do I... want to go back to Earth so badly?"

Teiro liked his life here in the Galactic Empire. He had people who needed him, and people he cared about. Sure, he felt nostalgic, but was it worth throwing all this away for a planet he barely remembered? He wasn't some kid who needed his parents, and even his memories of his family were getting fuzzy around the edges.

And yet, he knew with absolute certainty that he would keep chasing that blue dot.

"It’s not even a feeling anymore... is it a mission? An instinct? What the hell is driving me?"

His existential crisis was cut short by Koume’s chirping.

"Mr. Teiro, the Enzio Expeditionary Force has accepted our terms. We have a live feed with Mr. Rin and Admiral Lorenzo."

Teiro groaned, "I have to be there too?"

"Yes, you do. Patching you in now."

"Yeah, hi. This is Teiro, everyone's favorite target. What's up? Can't you just talk to Little Tokyo or Mr. Takasaki for this stuff?"

Rin’s dry, tired laugh crackled over the comms. "The other side insisted, Teiro-san. Besides, we can't exactly leave the man of the hour out of the victory talks."

"I just drew the blueprints and pushed the buttons. The EAP did all the heavy lifting and paid the bills. The warheads were literally Enzio’s own mines—we just put some cheap walkie-talkies on them."

"That may be, but money and labor are replaceable. A tactical genius who can manually control hundreds of warheads is not."

"Ugh. Fine. But I was mostly unconscious, so I don't feel very 'genius' right now. Is the Admiral there?"

"I am," a new voice boomed. [NEW PARTICIPANT: ADMIRAL LORENZO].

"Hey there. Teiro here, CEO of Rising Sun, proud partner of the EAP. So, uh—"

Teiro paused, trying to find the right tone for talking to the guy he just humiliated.

"Good game, everyone. I know there’s probably some hard feelings, but let's put that on the back burner for now."

"Hmph... I am Lorenzo of the Enzio Alliance First Expeditionary Fleet. I accept your sentiment... though it stings to know I was bested by a brat."

The bitterness was thick enough to clog a vent. Teiro gave a wry smile and moved to cut the small talk.

"If you hadn't chased us into the planet's orbit, I wouldn't have had the junk I needed to hit you. Anyway, what's the occasion? I don't really have the authority to sign treaties or anything."

"Oh, nothing so formal. I simply wanted to see the face of a potential future colleague."

"Come again?"

"You are a unique and brilliant asset. Once the dust settles, I shall ensure you are granted an appropriate rank and treatment within our ranks."

"Wait, what are you smoking? This wasn't a skirmish; you lost a [TOTAL WAR]. Enzio’s going to be carved up like a Thanksgiving turkey."

"Heh. Do you think so? We merely lost a single engagement. Why you believe that equates to winning the war is quite beyond me."

The Admiral’s voice was dripping with unearned confidence. Teiro felt a cold prickle of unease. It didn't sound like a bluff—it sounded like Lorenzo knew something they didn't.

"Morning, Teiro. Can I ask you a question?"

Before Teiro could respond to the Admiral, a voice came from behind him. He turned to see Etta rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

"Busy right now, Etta. Can it wait?"

He tried to be gentle, but what she said next made his blood run cold.

"Way out there. Right by our house on Katsushika. There are lots and lots of scary black ships hiding in the dark. Don’t we have to go find them and beat them up like usual?"
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In a world dominated by "limited wars"—where tactical-level skirmishes were grandly labeled as full-scale conflicts—Teiro had allowed himself a dangerous thought. 

Hurry... just hurry...

He had studied strategy from the annals of history. He had convinced himself that he was the only one who truly understood the art of war. Looking back, it was a staggering display of pure, unadulterated arrogance.

"Please, just let me be in time..."

He hadn't been able to find the enemy at Katsushika. While there was a non-zero chance they were hiding behind some clever trick, it was hard to believe they could slip past Etta.

The enemy was already bearing down on the Alpha Star System.

Teiro fought the sudden, violent urge to strangle himself. His eyes were bloodshot, fixed forward as the ship hurtled through space. The Imperial Alpha Route, usually a bustling highway of merchant fleets, was an eerie, empty void.

[[APPROACHING DRIVE-OUT POINT, MR. TEIRO.]]

The usual vibrations rattled the ship’s hull before tapering off into a high-pitched whine. In his pit of despair, Teiro barely registered the noise. He wordlessly initiated a [[WIDE-AREA SCAN]].

"......How?"

The radar began chirping, populating the screen with data on celestial bodies, stations, and nearby vessels.

"......After I worked so hard. After everything."

The station appeared to be intact, but the space surrounding the Stargate was a graveyard. Countless ships and a massive cloud of debris clogged the view.

It was a scene of total, unambiguous destruction.

"Dammit... dammit all to hell!"

Teiro buried his face in his hands, his shoulders slumped in defeat. A wave of crushing lethargy and helplessness washed over him, and he couldn't stop a sob from escaping. Beside him, Marl’s eyes welled with tears, her small fists trembling.

"............"

Silence filled the bridge, save for the low, rhythmic thrum of the engines. It was a hollow, agonizing sensation—as if every ounce of effort he’d exerted had been unceremoniously spat upon.

"What am I... what am I even supposed to do now...?"

The words tumbled out as a pathetic mumble. He wasn't asking for an answer; he was just mourning out loud.

"A communication is incoming from the fleet ahead, Mr. Teiro."

"............"

"Mr. Teiro?"

"......I hear you. Put it through."

Teiro closed his eyes as the channel opened. He braced for the inevitable: a demand for his surrender or a mocking dismissal. If the Stargate connecting the Alpha Star System to the Imperial core was gone, the war was effectively over. Attacking now would be nothing more than a spiteful, petty gesture.

"『............Yo.』"

A deep, gravelly voice echoed through the bridge. Teiro’s eyes snapped open. He bolted upright.

"............Ah. Ha... haha."

The sound escaped him before he could catch it. His grief-stricken face contorted, and a hysterical laugh bubbled up. Marl tilted her head, looking utterly baffled, while Koume just spun in circles without a word.

"『Your finishing move is weak, you little brat. Try being the adult who has to wipe your messy ass for once.』"

At the sound of that grumpy, familiar voice, Teiro’s laughter turned into a roar. Marl finally recognized the speaker and joined in, her tears turning into giggles.

"『What are you cackling at? Hey, you listening, kid?』"

"Ahaha! Sorry, sorry. It’s just... things were getting a bit dark. Thanks, Dingo."

"『...Hmph. I’ll be demanding a massive cut for this later, believe me. I just hope you don’t end up regretting that thank-you once you see the bill.』"

"Heh, fair enough... By the way, is the Stargate okay?"

"『I wouldn’t say "okay." Some desperate bastards tried to snipe it from long range. It took a few hits. Transfer capacity is going to be halved for a bit, but it’s nothing a month of repairs can’t fix.』"

"I see... thank God..."

Teiro turned his attention back to the [[TACTICAL SCREEN]]. The fleet clustered around the Stargate belonged to the White Dingo. The "debris" he’d seen wasn't the remnants of his allies—it was the shredded remains of the Stealth Fleet.

"So... for real? We actually won?"

Marl stepped up beside him, resting a hand on his shoulder. Teiro looked up and met her gaze with a grin.

"Yeah. We won."



Meanwhile, on another bridge, a certain old man was vibrating with pure, unbridled rage, his legs shaking as he spat out a stream of curses.

"Why... why did this happen?! This isn't how it was supposed to go!"

He slammed his fist into his seat, his eyes bloodshot and bulging. After a few minutes of lamenting his own misfortune, he used BISHOP to summon a crewman. A soldier appeared shortly after and offered a crisp salute.

"Well?! Why haven't we departed yet? If we don't move now, we’re all going to the gallows!"

The soldier gave a non-committal nod. He checked the time on an electronic tattoo glowing on his left wrist.

"It’s almost time. Don't worry. We’re taking a route through the edge of the California Route, so it’s going to be a long trip. We’re putting you into cold sleep now."

The old man nodded silently. Given how little of his life remained, he wasn't about to waste his final years staring at a bulkhead during a long-haul flight.

"There won't be any issues, right?"

He felt a sharp prick in his neck. A sedative began to harvest his consciousness, dragging him down into the dark.

"Oh, no issues at all. Rest easy."

The soldier offered a polite, chilly smile. He stepped toward the old man and pulled the lever to seal the cryogenic Capsule.

"I see... Wait... you... I don't... recognize you..."

The old man’s voice trailed off as his eyes fluttered shut. The soldier leaned in close, whispering just as the cover snapped shut.

"My name is Phantom. I suppose you could call me your biological son."

The old man tried to force his eyes open, but the drugs won.



The war between Enzio and the EAP concluded with an EAP victory following the total annihilation of the Enzio Main Fleet.

The news rippled across the Alpha Region Space like a shockwave, and the petty skirmishes breaking out in various sectors vanished almost overnight. On the EAP side, there was dancing in the streets; on the Enzio side, there was a heavy, suffocating silence.

However, it didn't take long for the Enzio citizens to breathe their own sigh of relief.

The massive web of lies spun by the Enzio Alliance Government leadership was dragged into the light. When the citizens realized they hadn't actually been fighting the Empire itself, they were furious—but also relieved. At the very least, they wouldn't have to face the Empire's legendary, merciless brand of retaliation.

"But what’s going to happen to us now?"

The average citizen didn't know the gory details of what the Alliance Forces had done. But the fact that their side had engaged in indiscriminate attacks on civilians was common knowledge. Now that the "Imperial Oppression" had been revealed as a hoax, those acts were seen as unforgivable.

"Is the EAP just going to take over everything? You’ve got to be kidding. The military did that on their own!"

"Who cares? You think they see a difference? We’re the ones who provided the ships!"

"We took them back at the end! Besides, we were tricked!"

The debates raged back and forth, circling a drain of uncertainty. There were no easy answers, but that didn't stop anyone from shouting.

The meeting to decide that very fate was currently being convened in the heart of Little Tokyo.

"Right then. Let us begin the discussion regarding the post-war settlement of the EAP-Enzio War," Lin announced, her voice ringing through the hall.

The delegates around the massive round table nodded solemnly. Nearly a hundred people were packed into the room, with advisors and staff standing in rows behind them. Teiro and Marl were there, seated in the place of honor right next to Lin. Only Sakura, sitting on Lin's other side, held a more prominent position.

"As you are aware, the war itself was conducted under rights recognized by the Empire. This conference will not be litigating the legality of the conflict itself. Our focus is the attacks on the civilian population and the subsequent reparations. Are we in agreement?"

Lin scanned the room. A hand shot up.

"Understood, but are we handling this separately from the standard war reparations?"

"We must. The Enzio Alliance Government is currently unresponsive and in a state of total collapse. We expect the government to dissolve entirely."

"So the bill has no one to send it to... Can their remaining assets cover the standard reparations, at least?"

"Yes," Lin replied. "Most of it will be in the form of physical assets like ships, but it should cover the baseline. The real problem is..."

Lin gestured to the screen behind her. It showed the skeletal remains of a destroyed space station, accompanied by a number for the total damages that had too many zeros to count.

"This amount. No matter how hard we squeeze them, they cannot pay this. Normally, we would levy this against the Enzio territory itself, but that would be unprecedented. Why should the uninvolved populace pay for the military's madness?"

The room went quiet. In a typical Limited War, you just billed the participating corporations. But this was different. The debt was too massive to ignore, and the EAP public would riot if they just let it slide.

"If we bill the general corporations of Enzio too hard, they’ll just go back to fighting. It would be a new war."

"Don't even joke about that. Neither side can afford to keep this up. If we enter a true Total War, we’re just talking about mutual suicide."

"We need to talk to them directly. We need a delegation."

Every eye in the room turned toward Lin. She nodded and looked at the person sitting right beside her.

"Agreed. For the selection of representatives, we will go with Little Tokyo, Takasaki, and..."

Teiro, who had been halfway to dreamland, suddenly realized the room had gone quiet. He blinked and looked up.

"...And Mr. Teiro of Rising Sun. If there are no objections, we shall proceed."

The conference hall remained silent. The trap had been laid, and Teiro was walking right into it.
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"Whoa, whoa, wait a second. What kind of mental gymnastics did you have to perform to land on that conclusion?"

Teiro was currently having a minor meltdown. They were looking over the results of the Post-war Settlement Meeting between the representatives of the EAP and the Enzio Alliance, and he was not a fan of the fine print.

"What do you mean, 'what kind'? That’s my line, you idiot. You were literally sitting right there when they decided it!" Marl shot back, her face a mask of pure exasperation.

They were all gathered in the Katsushika office—Alan, Bella, Clark, and the rest of the Rising Sun’s heavy hitters. The only one missing was Phantom, who was apparently currently en route to join them.

"Well, sure, I was physically present, but whether I actually agree with it is a whole different ball game, right? Besides, come on. Halfway through, they started talking about all that technical, deep-dive stuff. I didn't understand a lick of it, so I spent the entire time sketching caricatures on my tablet. Here, check this one out."

"Wow, that’s actually really good. It’s that bald guy from the Enzio delegation, right? Pfft, it’s a spitting image... Wait, no! That’s not the point!! What is wrong with you?!"

"H-hey, relax! I was listening. Sort of. I didn't have any specific complaints at the time, so I just stayed quiet... but I didn't think they’d actually pull this move."

Teiro gave a sheepish, wry grin and looked up at the massive screen dominating the meeting room wall.

"'Form the Alliance for the Construction of a New Order within the heart of the Enzio Alliance Territory,' huh? Haha... they sure make it sound easy. Do they have any idea what a colossal pain in the ass this is going to be?"

Alan looked over at the disgruntled President. "Alright, Boss. Let’s just take it one step at a time. How much of the map did they actually carve out for our sphere of influence?"

"Let’s see... it says we’re responsible for everything from Alpha through Katsushika, including the Otto Star System and the Roma Star System."

"Roma?!" Alan barked. "That’s their economic nervous system! I can’t believe Enzio actually signed off on that... Ah, I get it. The Resistance must have been pulling strings in the background."

"Oh, so that’s how it is?"

"Roma aside, every other sector on that list is a primary hub for Resistance activity."

Teiro groaned. "Man, if I’m going to be popular with a crowd, I’d prefer it to be beautiful women... but no, it’s just a bunch of middle-aged dudes."

Muttering complaints under his breath, Teiro tapped the screen to highlight their new territory on the map. It was a long, narrow, yet gargantuan strip of space piercing straight through the center of the Enzio Alliance Territory. It encompassed twelve star systems, twenty space stations, and a total population of thirty million people.

"Eight former Resistance-affiliated corporations and three large-scale Unions have already reached out to us. Additionally, we have received inquiries regarding Alliance membership from over one hundred and fifty other companies, Mr. Teiro. We cannot refuse the Unions or the Resistance-aligned companies, as their inclusion is a formal part of the Post-war Reparations. However, we will need to vet the remaining one hundred and fifty."

Koume’s voice rang out sonorously as she stepped through the door of the meeting room. The entire group stood up with a collective "Oh!" of surprise.

"You’re all fixed up?!"

"Indeed. Thanks to your efforts, I am fully restored, Mr. Teiro. It took some time, but I have been successfully reconstructed using all of my original components."

To demonstrate, Koume performed a graceful pirouette. Her frilled skirt fluttered upward before settling back down in accordance with the artificial gravity.

"By the way, Mr. Teiro. Underneath this skirt, I am wearing a garment known as a 'pannier.' There is absolutely nothing to be gained by assuming a posture as if you were trying to lick the floor."

"Dammit! Foiled again!"

"Hehe. Another man falls victim to Koume’s demonic charms," Bella chuckled.

"Alright, alright! Focus! Serious meeting happening here!" Marl shouted, clapping her hands together. She looked back at the map with a grimace. "The real problem is the reparations we have to pay to the EAP. It’s not the whole bill, but since we’re being handed the keys to the 'heart' of the territory, our share is the largest. It’s going to be a massive monthly payment. Can we even afford that?"

"No way. Not a chance. Between reconstruction and everything else, we’re going to be hemorrhaging cash for a while. I’ll be lucky if we aren't in the red. I mean, wait, why are we the ones getting fleeced if we’re on the winning side?"

"It’s just the way it works," Marl explained. "The EAP needs to collect their dues, but Enzio refuses to pay their enemies directly. Having a third party step in and shoulder the debt is the most efficient compromise."

"Right... I keep forgetting, but technically we aren't part of the EAP, are we?"

"Exactly. Psychologically, Enzio doesn't want to admit defeat to the EAP, so our position is perfect for them. It probably helps that we’ve been lending out those Food Stations for free. Even though we were technically the enemy, our favorability ratings in the surveys are absolutely through the roof."

A bar graph detailing the popularity of EAP-affiliated companies popped up on the screen. Rising Sun’s bar was so high it practically pierced the top of the frame, leaving the runner-up—Takasaki Shipbuilding—in the dust by a factor of five.

"Man, we’re popular. But the fact that a Porno Goods Transport Company is this well-loved makes me seriously worried about the future of Enzio."

"Well, yeah, but... considering the situation, do they even realize we're a porn company?"

"Oh, they definitely do," Teiro said with a confident nod. "When we sent over the Food Stations, I made sure to pack them full of our leftover porno stock. Advertising, baby!"

"WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?!!"

The Vice President promptly smacked the President upside the head, while the rest of the crew watched with pitying, "lukewarm" expressions. After the chaos subsided, Bella raised a hand and stood up. "Can I say something?"

"The practical issue here is defense. This is a massive amount of space, and our fleet is nowhere near large enough to patrol it. We took a beating in the last fight, and if we don't reinforce our numbers immediately, we won't be able to hold this Alliance together."

Teiro crossed his arms, humming in thought. "What if we leave the defense to the member companies?"

"We’ll have to do that to some extent, obviously. But we can’t let them do too much, boy. We have to be the ones holding the leash. In this business, military might is the same thing as credit."

"I get it... but that just makes our cash flow problem even worse. We need money for the startup phase. Can't we just ask them to wait?"

"We can push them a bit, but if we push too hard, we’re going to have other problems. The other EAP companies will start complaining."

"Oh, I see. They’ll start saying, 'We could make way more money if we were in charge of that sector,' right? Dammit. I’d like to see them try."

"Exactly. We beat out some of the biggest corporations in the galaxy for this spot. If we don't show results fast, the jealousy is going to get ugly."

The room fell into a heavy, contemplative silence. After a moment, Clark raised his hand tentatively.

"Actually, regarding the initial funding... we might have a solution."

"Are you serious?! Talk to me!"

"Yes. In fact, starting the day after the war ended, we have been receiving massive, unsolicited deposits from various corporations within the Enzio Alliance Territory... excuse me, the former Alliance Territory."

Teiro blinked, tilting his head. "Wait, what? Why?"

Clark gave a knowing, slightly mysterious smile. "Can’t you guess?"

"Not a clue," Teiro replied flatly.

"The transfer reason listed for all of them is: 'Voluntary Payment for Patent License Fees.'"

"Patent fees? We don't have anything that fancy... Oh! OH!"

Teiro practically leapt out of his chair. Marl and Alan looked equally stunned, while Bella let out a bewildered laugh. "You've got to be kidding me."

"Yes, it is exactly what you suspect," Clark confirmed. "They are paying voluntary fees for the use of the Food Stations and their Seedlings. The amounts are staggering. In some cases, the sums are so high I’d almost suspect they were bribes."

Clark tapped his terminal, bringing up a list of the deposits on the main screen.

"Whoa... that’s insane. I guess when you have this many people, even 'small' voluntary fees add up to a mountain of cash. Wait, is this mostly the Resistance guys again?"

"Indeed. Approximately sixty percent of the funds come from companies affiliated with them. I suspect this is their way of saying 'thank you' in a way that helps us move forward."

"I see. I mean, I only did it to help our own cause, but I guess it really does pay to do people a favor. So, is this enough to keep us afloat for a while?"

"It is. However... that is assuming we can repay the Wartime Fund we borrowed from the EAP."

Teiro’s face immediately soured, looking like he’d just bitten into a lemon. To fund their various combat operations, he had taken out massive loans from the EAP. Even with the EAP covering their half of the bill, the remaining debt was astronomical.

"Well, skipping out on the bill isn't an option... so, I guess we'll just have to ask them to let us slide for a bit..."

Teiro started muttering to himself, but Koume cut him off mercilessly.

"I am afraid that is not possible, Mr. Teiro. The contract contains extremely rigid repayment clauses. Failure to comply could result in late fees that would drive the company into bankruptcy."

"Are you for real? Dammit, it was the middle of a war! I didn't have time to read the fine print!"

"No, no, no! You have to stop doing that!" Marl wailed, looking horrified. "One of these days you’re going to accidentally sell the whole company!"

"Which is precisely what is happening now," Koume added helpfully.

"That’s not funny!" Marl snapped. She stared at her own terminal for a long minute before throwing her hands up in defeat. "She’s right. This contract is ironclad. There isn't a single loophole. They must have had this paperwork ready to go for years just waiting for an emergency. We really need to step up our game."

"Ugh... I guess I took Lin too lightly just because we're friends... but business is business, I guess. What are we gonna do? Oh! I know! What if we get a loan from Takasaki-san?"

Marl’s eyes narrowed. "Oh, that sounds wonderful. I’m sure they’d be more than happy to just give a giant pile of money to their 'future son-in-law.' They’d probably enjoy it, even."

"Hey, hey! That 'son-in-law' stuff is just something they’re saying on their own, okay? Marl-tan?"

"I wouldn't know. I have no intention of meddling in your 'private' life," she said, turning her nose up at him. "But yes, that would solve the funding issue."

"Wait, wait! Don't be like that, Marl-taaan!"

As Teiro frantically tried to soothe a pouting Marl, a voice crackled through the office intercom.

[I HATE TO INTERRUPT WHILE YOU’RE ALL BUSY.]

"Oh? Phantom? You back already?"

[YEAH. I’M STARTING MY FINAL APPROACH NOW. MORE IMPORTANTLY, I’VE BROUGHT AN INTERESTING GUEST. I THINK YOU’LL ALL BE QUITE PLEASED TO MEET HIM.]

"Oho? Is it a lady? Biologically speaking?"

[AHAHA. UNFORTUNATELY NOT. HE’S MALE... DAL ENPHO COLEMAN. FORMER DIRECTOR OF THE IMPERIAL MILITARY’S SPECIAL WEAPONS RESEARCH INSTITUTE. FINAL RANK: COLONEL. HE’S A HUNDRED-AND-SIX-YEAR-OLD MAN, AND ALMOST CERTAINLY THE MASTERMIND BEHIND THIS ENTIRE WAR.]
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"Is this guy... is this guy the one behind the whole war?"

Taro muttered the question as he stared at the old man sitting blindfolded in the chair. The group had migrated from the meeting room to the Interrogation Room, dragging the elderly prisoner along for the ride.

"On paper, he doesn't seem to belong to any faction," Phantom said, looking down at the man with eyes that suggested he was inspecting a particularly offensive piece of trash. "But he’s undoubtedly the mastermind. His profile matches Admiral Lorenzo’s testimony perfectly. Besides, the man is an expert in Electronic Warfare and Biological Weapons. It explains why Enzio’s sudden specialization in Electronic Warfare was so unnaturally effective."

The sheer coldness in Phantom’s gaze sent a shiver crawling down Taro’s spine.

"You aren't going to kill him, right?" Taro asked tentatively.

"...I know the rules."

Phantom stepped toward the old man, ripped the eye mask off, and jammed what looked like an automated syringe into his neck. A moment later, the prisoner hacked and coughed, his pale, sickly green eyes fluttering open.

"...I see. Captured, have I been?"

The old man scanned the room, his face twisting into a mask of pure displeasure as he realized the situation.

"That’s the long and short of it," Phantom replied. "By the way, you should know me quite well. I’m about to start the interrogation. You’re going to be cooperative, aren't you?"

"I suppose so... I have no desire to experience the very torture methods I designed myself."

"And there you have it, Teiro-kun. I’ll leave the rest to you."

Phantom stepped back, and Taro responded with a reluctant nod. He was curious about the loaded exchange between the two, but he decided to shove that curiosity into a box for later.

"Let’s start with... well, what was your goal?"

The old man tilted his head. "Goal?"

"You had to have one. You didn't just hijack Enzio for the fun of it, did you?"

"The expansion and exercise of one's own power is a goal in itself. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but there is no grand, noble cause that will satisfy your sensibilities."

"So... just vanity and a desire for self-display?"

"In the sense that it was for my own benefit, yes. You’re quite articulate for someone so young."

The old man grinned, a condescending, greasy little smirk. Taro felt a surge of irritation, but it vanished the moment he looked at the man's bound limbs. No matter how much the old guy tried to act like a villainous mastermind, he was just a tied-up geriatric destined for the guillotine. It was almost pathetic.

"Look, I don't know much about you, but couldn't you have done this differently? Weren't you a big shot in the Imperial Military?"

"Hmph. Staying in that rotting Imperial Military would have limited my potential. I have encountered a much greater existence, young man—something the Empire couldn't hope to compare to."

"............Huh?"

"The likes of you... no, even the Empire itself is nothing more than a tiny, insignificant flicker before her. Once you have touched her greatness, you no longer find any value in human life."

"Whoa, whoa. What is this? A religious pitch?"

"Religion!" the old man barked. "Is everything you cannot fathom 'religion'? She is not some vague concept. Anyone can see her! One can even touch her! She is everywhere and nowhere. Look—she’s standing right there."

The old man’s bound hands managed to point toward the space behind Taro. Taro shook his head at the absurdity of the gesture. This Interrogation Room was a literal vacuum-sealed box; no one was getting in or out.

Or so he thought.

"............Eh?"

Taro turned his head and froze. There was a woman standing there. He rubbed his eyes, certain his brain was misfiring, but she remained. She was young, beautiful, and completely naked. Her face was an expressionless mask of cold indifference.

"No, wait... what?"

His brain scrambled for an exit strategy, and he looked toward the door for help. Alan was leaning against the frame, his mouth hanging open so wide his cigar was practically a structural hazard. Alan was glancing between the door and the woman, looking like a man who had just seen a cat bark. He clearly had no idea how she’d gotten past him.

"Don't move! Who are you? Answer me!" Phantom barked, his gun already drawn and aimed. Even his voice, usually like steel, had a hint of a wobble to it.

"............"

The woman ignored the room entirely, gliding forward with slow, deliberate steps. She looked positively ethereal—to Taro, it seemed like she was actually glowing with a pale blue light.

"Stop! Are you deaf?!"

Phantom’s voice was wound tight with tension. Then came the roar of a massive gunshot. Taro clamped his hands over his ears, grimacing as the sound bounced off the metal walls.

...This is getting really bad.

Phantom had aimed for her legs, but the woman didn't even flinch. Taro assumed Phantom had missed on purpose as a warning, but the man pulled the trigger again. And again.

"What the hell is this thing?!"

It was the first time Taro had ever heard Phantom sound genuinely rattled. The gun was now leveled at the woman's chest—bullets that should have turned her vitals into swiss cheese.

Okay, something is seriously wrong here.

Finally clocking the sheer insanity of the situation, Taro lunged for Marl. He stood in front of her like a human shield, inching backward toward the door.

"Ah, Great Mother... it seems I was unable to understand your words after all. Please, grant me my punishment."

The old man spoke with a face full of ecstatic devotion, like a martyr seeking salvation. The woman stopped directly in front of him and—

"What the... what the hell..."

She crushed the old man's head like a ripe melon and vanished into thin air.

Aside from a sharp, short scream from Marl, the room fell into a deafening silence. Nobody moved. Nobody could even process the physics of what they’d just witnessed.

"What was that...?" Alan muttered, finally breaking the silence.

"I have no idea. But the old man is... yeah, he’s definitely a goner."

Taro glanced at the interrogation chair, now painted a vibrant shade of crimson, and immediately looked away. A human being without a head was not something he wanted to see before lunch.

"I have accessed the room’s recorder, Mr. Teiro," Koume said, her expressionless face turning toward him. "Unfortunately, there is no record of anyone entering or exiting this room other than the people currently present. How should we interpret this?"

Taro could only manage a helpless shrug. 

"I was leaning against the damn door the whole time!" Alan snapped. "Is there any chance she was hiding in here from the start?"

"No, that is impossible, Mr. Alan," Koume replied. "The Biological Sensors deny the existence of any other biological entity."

"It wasn't human," Phantom said, crouching down to poke at something on the floor. "A mass hallucination, or perhaps a weapon utilizing holographs. I can't imagine how, but we have to assume it’s something in that vein."

Taro looked over his shoulder. There were fist-sized holes in the floor where the bullets had hit.

"The bullets passed exactly through where I aimed and impacted the floor," Phantom noted. "Perfect accuracy. I’d bet my life that if we analyze those slugs, we won't find a single trace of blood or tissue on them. Only floor material."

"Uh... so the bullets just... went through her?"

"Apparently... even though I can barely believe my own words."

Phantom closed his eyes and shook his head, looking like a man ready to resign from reality. Taro tried to wrap his head around the implications, but his brain just gave him a 'file not found' error.

"H-hey... did anyone... I mean, besides Koume, did anyone access [BISHOP]?" Marl asked, her voice trembling.

The group traded glances and shook their heads.

"It’s weird," Marl continued. "Besides Koume’s access, there’s a massive amount of communication data being recorded. And it’s all through [BISHOP]."

Taro’s eyes went wide. He pulled up the [BISHOP] interface and checked the logs.

"What is this? It doesn't look like an encrypted code... there’s no pattern at all. It's just noise."

The group, who had been looking at him with a shred of hope, let out a collective sigh of despair.

"Maybe someone overwrote the logs with random noise to hide their tracks?" Alan suggested, crossing his arms and looking grim. "But... no, that’s..."

"Are you thinking it was a Remote Weapon controlled via [BISHOP]?" Phantom asked, finishing Alan’s thought. "It sounds insane, but... is it theoretically possible?"

"Theoretically? Yes. Since [BISHOP] is hardwired into the brain, you could project a hallucination. But blowing a man's head off? How do you explain the physical trauma?"

"Is it possible the Empire developed a new weapon?"

Alan scowled. "...I left the military ten years ago."

"Alan, knock it off. This is an emergency."

"Damn it! Fine! No, I’ve never heard of anything like this. There are nerds in the Weapon Development Department poking at that kind of tech, but they’re still just fumbling in the dark!"

Alan was practically shouting now. Taro wondered how Alan knew so much about the nerds in the Empire's development wing, but the vibe in the room was definitely 'don't ask.'

"...How are we supposed to explain this to the EAP?" Marl whispered.

The room collectively winced.

"We’ll just have to give them the recorder data and tell the truth," Alan said with a cynical smirk. "Not that they’ll believe a word of it."

A few murmurs of grim agreement followed. Taro hated that this was going to cause friction with the EAP, but they were stuck. This incident made them look like they had backroom ties to Enzio—or worse, that they were the real masterminds. Rising Sun had gained the most from this war, after all, and plenty of people were already eyeing them with suspicion.

"For now, let’s clean up the... mess," Taro said. "It’s probably pointless, but maybe an autopsy will show something. Stick him in a cryosleep unit and we’ll get a doctor to look at him when we get back. Also, this guy had a base of operations in Enzio, right? Do we have the coordinates?"

"Yeah, we should have them," Phantom replied. 

That was the only silver lining in this absolute dumpster fire of a situation.

"It was likely a small research facility," Phantom added. "I told the local Resistance to secure it, so it should be intact... but actually, who knows? We need to move."

"Right. If this was a hit to shut him up, the lab might be next on the list."

"Exactly. Leave the body to me. You get to the bridge and point the nose toward Roma."

Taro nodded at Phantom and sprinted out of the room. He had no idea what was going on, but if there was something he could actually punch or fly toward, he was going to do it.
Episode 133: The Morning After the War

“KEEP THE SOCKS ON, I BEG YOU!!”

Taro bolted upright in his seat, his scream echoing through the room. His hazy consciousness clawed its way back to reality, and he realized with a start that he was on his usual, familiar bridge.

“Exactly what kind of dream were you having?” Marl asked, looking at him with a mixture of pity and judgment. “Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re almost at Roma Station 1.”

Following Marl’s lead, Taro rubbed the sleep from his eyes and looked at the primary viewscreen. Looming before them was the beating heart of the former Enzio Alliance Territory—the sprawling, massive Roma Multi-Connected Station.

The dead old man’s laboratory turned out to be nothing special. It was tucked away in a depressingly standard Industrial District within the station. Much like Katsushika, the area was a mechanical jungle, with heavy machinery and industrial components packed so tightly it felt like a forest of cold steel.

“Well, this looks like a giant pain in the ass,” Taro muttered.

The floor was currently a ghost town, but it was vast. A thorough search was going to be a soul-crushing time sink. A quick scan revealed four massive data-aggregation units; in any normal factory, having even one of those would have been considered overkill.

“Hey... nothing like that is going to happen again, right?” Marl asked, clutching the hem of Taro’s shirt. She looked genuinely spooked.

“Look, the BISHOP Control Device is disconnected, so we should be safe. Probably. Assuming that 'Great Mother' thing was actually related to BISHOP in the first place.”

Taro tried the handle of the machine control room, but it was locked tight. He took a tactical step back, watching as Phantom stepped forward. With a horrific, ear-piercing screech of rending metal, the assassin forced the door open with his bare hands.

“You know, if you just switch the control panel to the manual lever, even a civilian like you could open it,” Phantom quipped, brushing dust off his sleeves. “I am an operative, not a forklift.”

Taro offered a sheepish grin and stepped into the room that served as the factory’s brain. Normally, this place would be a hive of activity managed by BISHOP, but now it was just a Spartan room filled with dark displays.

“It’s no good,” Marl said after poking at the hardware for a few minutes. “Without BISHOP acting as a translator, this is all just gibberish to us.”

She turned to look at the ship's AI.

“Leave it to me, Miss Marl,” Koume said with a graceful bow. “I shall stream the data to the general terminals. You may view the results there.”

Koume extended a sleek cable from her wrist and plugged herself into the terminal. She stood perfectly still for a moment, her expression blank, before her eyebrows shot up. “Oh my.”

“What is it?” Taro asked.

“This is... peculiar. Several of the command sequences for these machine tools are written in a logic system entirely different from the standard BISHOP Assembly. Koume finds this to be a highly fascinating development.”

“Assembly... that’s the middleman software, right?” Taro racked his brain for his basic IT knowledge. “It turns BISHOP’s commands into... what was it? Machine Language? The ones and zeros the hardware actually understands?”

“AFFIRMATIVE, MR. TEIRO,” Koume’s voice chimed. “Hardware is fundamentally binary. BISHOP’s high-level commands are translated by the Assembly and then passed to the machine controls.”

“Okay, so what’s the big deal if it’s different?”

“It means, Mr. Teiro, that these machines were designed to receive instructions in a format that ignores the Galactic Standard entirely. It isn’t the whole floor, but roughly thirty percent of the machinery here follows this 'alien' logic. I have managed to decode a few strings. Shall we see what they do?”

Koume turned her gaze toward the massive observation window and began a low-volume digital mutter. The rest of the group followed her lead, staring out into the darkened factory floor.

“Oh, look. That crane is moving.”

A faint whir broke the deathly silence of the industrial tomb. One of the machines—a massive unit shaped like a walk-in bathtub—began to groan. Several hooks suspended from the ceiling started to retract their wires, pulling something heavy from the depths of the vat.

“...Good God,” Alan whispered.

Marl let out a sharp, horrified gasp. Bella didn’t bother with shock; she went straight to creative profanity, cursing out the dead mastermind to the empty air.

“That son of a bitch... what was he planning?”

The object being hoisted into the light was a nightmare made of scrap. It was a jagged, misshapen heap of industrial waste, compressed and welded together with a design so fundamentally wrong it made Taro’s stomach turn just looking at it.

It was, without a shadow of a doubt, a WIND.



For a while after the war ended, Taro worked like a man possessed, barely stopping to sleep.

The schedule was every bit as brutal as the wartime rush, but Taro found he preferred this kind of 'busy.' He didn't have to worry about a sudden hull breach venting his friends into space, and he didn't have to kill enemies who were just fighting for their own version of justice.

“Well, the financing looks solid. I’m just glad Sakura’s dad is a reasonable guy,” Taro sighed.

He had been negotiating a massive loan from Takasaki Shipbuilding. Because Takasaki was part of the EAP, they couldn't give him their full official backing, but they had promised a private loan that was basically the next best thing.

As for his relationship with Sakura, Taro had been blunt: I can't even think about that right now. Surprisingly, the old man hadn't pulled the plug on the money. The President of Takasaki had simply told him, “If you can’t think about it now, think about it later.” He clearly still wanted to marry his daughter off to Taro, but he wasn't using the loan as a leash. Sakura had thrown a tantrum, but that was par for the course.

“The Management Rights Auction is going great, too,” Marl said, grinning at her handheld terminal. “We’re looking at a massive windfall.”

They were in the Katsushika office. Usually, the place was a madhouse, but it was currently quiet during the lunch break.

“Democracy is truly a convenient tool, Mr. Teiro,” Koume observed. “It allows one to disperse responsibility across a crowd while simultaneously shaking them down for enormous sums of money. A truly magnificent system.”

“No, no, that’s... that’s not really the core philosophy of democracy, Koume. Or at least it shouldn't be.”

Taro had decided to auction off management shares of the new Alliance to various member corporations. Rising Sun kept the final veto power, making it more of a "Mayor System" like the one they used in Katsushika. The companies that bought in got a seat at the table and a voice in the assembly, which gave them a stake in the Alliance's success. For Taro, who had spent a long time dealing with the decentralized chaos of the TRB Union, this felt like home.

The result was a double win. Taro got the massive pile of liquid capital he needed to jumpstart the Alliance, and the member companies were suddenly incredibly motivated. 

“The suggestions are already pouring in,” Marl said. “Everything from schedules for regular assembly meetings to concrete proposals for initial operations. It’s a huge relief.”

When a company drops that much cash on a seat, they want the investment to succeed, whether for profit or just for the bragging rights. For Rising Sun—who had been expecting a lot of post-war resentment over ceded territory—this corporate greed was a godsend.

“Some of these members are bigger than we are,” Taro noted, rubbing his neck. “We’ve got to make sure we keep a tight grip on the reins. By the way, how’s the investigation into the lab going?”

Koume stopped typing. “The intelligence department under Mr. Alan is still digging, but they’ve hit a wall. The sheer variety of different languages and Assemblies used in that facility is staggering. It will take a significant amount of time to produce a cohesive report.”

“Fair enough. But we need to be thorough. We still don't know how Enzio managed to field that many Electronic Warfare Craft. The answer has to be in that lab.”

“He’s right,” Marl agreed. “If we want to stop a second or third war from breaking out, we need to understand that tech. We might even need to loop the Empire in on this.”

“Yeah. We’ve got Lyza and Dean as bridges now. And after that Razor Metal business, they’ll probably be a lot more cooperative than before.”

Taro tossed his terminal onto the desk and stood up, stretching his back until it popped. He walked over to the large screen on the wall, scanning his own messy, handwritten notes about the future of Rising Sun.

“I guess things aren't getting quieter anytime soon,” he murmured.

“Is that a complaint?” Marl teased.

“Haha, hardly. Dr. Alsimov already took off to investigate the Empire’s early history. I’m expecting big things from him... Earth. The real Earth.”

In the center of the screen was a drawing Taro had made himself—a crude, blue sphere representing his home. A holographic projector caught the image, making the distorted blue star float in the air.

I don’t even know if I’m at the starting line yet, or if I’m staring at the finish line, Taro thought. Hell, I don't even know which direction I'm facing.

He turned back to look at the two women in the room.

“I’m going to need you both to stick with me until the very end. Don’t let me down.”

Marl and Koume exchanged a look, then turned back to him with smiles that clearly said: As if you had to ask.



Author’s Note:
We are entering a new chapter, so the next update will be slightly delayed (likely about a week). I need a little extra time to hammer out the detailed plot points. I hope you’ll bear with me!
Chapter 134

I’m terribly sorry to have kept you waiting. 

The new arc begins now!



"……It’s so peaceful."

Taro sat in the President's office, staring vacantly out the window with the utterly slack expression of a man whose brain had turned to mush.

The view outside wasn't exactly a scenic vista; it was just a sprawling expanse of iron bulkheads plastered with corporate advertisements. Still, he could at least make out the tiny movements of people scuttling along the streets below. It was leagues better than the drab, unadorned interior of the office.

"Maybe I should buy a fancy frame and a painting for this place... Or wait, is everything just digital displays these days?"

At Taro’s half-muttered question, Marl—who was busy hammering away at a keyboard nearby—looked up.

"Not necessarily. If we’re talking market share, small displays are way more common, though."

"Well, yeah. Makes sense. You can swap the picture whenever you feel like it."

"True. But the value of a one-of-a-kind original or a piece of 'art' isn't really about convenience, is it? I don't know much about the subject, but apparently, there's a value inherent to the object itself."

"Hmm…… I don’t know a damn thing about art either. I guess I’ll just buy something that looks expensive so the clients don’t think we’re a bunch of hicks."

The office they were currently lounging in wasn't the one in Katsushika. This was the newly established Rising Sun Roma Branch in Enzio’s capital. It also doubled as the headquarters for the RS Alliance, meaning it would be their primary base of operations for the foreseeable future.

Naturally, that meant they’d be hosting frequent guests. Depending on who walked through those doors, they might encounter people who placed a high premium on "culture" and "refinement." Since they couldn't exactly pick their visitors, they had to prepare for every social scenario.

"Then pray, leave that to me, Teiro-san. I happen to possess a certain... expertise regarding the arts."

The third person in the room spoke up with a smug air of confidence. Taro gave Liza a casual "I’m counting on you," before returning to his bored vigil at the window.

"Was daily office work always this mind-numbingly dull?"

Marl let out a heavy sigh at Taro’s remark—a comment that would have deeply offended anyone with a real job.

"If you're so bored, you’re more than welcome to help me with this paperwork, you know? ……But I get it. We were so ridiculously busy before that this feels like a total crash. It’s the post-war rebound."

Liza chimed in with a nod of agreement.

"Most likely. Still, it is a boredom we should welcome. To be perfectly honest, I am quite finished with riding transport ships while trembling in fear of some invisible enemy. I’d be happy to never see a cockpit again."

Liza frowned, her brow furrowing as if the mere memory left a bad taste in her mouth. During the Anti-Enzio War, she had been the mastermind behind the curtain. Not only did she keep the existing business running, but she had also juggled the nightmarish logistics required to keep a fleet supplied.

"Well, we won't have to deal with that many Stealth Ships ever again. Enzio was just a freak occurrence…… probably," Taro said, though he sounded remarkably unconvinced by his own words. 

Liza seemed to have finished her task; she stood up, clutching several data chips. "I certainly hope so," she replied with a poised, cool air. She then turned toward the door and reached for the knob—a physical motion she clearly wasn't used to—and exited the room.

"She almost walked face-first into the door for a second there."

"I saw. Honestly, I still do it sometimes too."

Because of "that specific incident," the President's office had been outfitted with a completely air-gapped, independent BISHOP Control Mechanism. As a result, BISHOP couldn't control anything outside from within the room, and vice versa. The door, serving as the literal firewall between the two worlds, had to be operated using the ancient, primitive method of turning a handle.

"Couldn't you at least install a normal sensor-activated automatic door?"

"No, no, Marl. It’s about the romance. It’s got that retro charm, you know?"

"I think it’s just a nuisance…… but whatever. More importantly, Teiro, have you actually settled on a future policy for the RS Alliance?"

Taro flashed a thumbs-up. "You betcha."

"Heh, color me surprised. I figured you were just sitting there with your head empty."

"Hey! I use my brain! Sometimes!"

"Pfft, I’m joking. So, what’s the big plan?"

"Heh. Listen and be amazed………… Hmm."

Taro stared at Marl, falling into a sudden, pregnant silence. Marl tilted her head, waiting for him to continue, but he remained quiet.

He watched her hands with intense, predatory focus, as if waiting for the perfect window of opportunity.

Feeling the awkwardness of his silent gaze, Marl shifted uncomfortably. She reached for a cup of tea and brought it to her lips.

Taro grinned. 

Frowning with suspicion, Marl took a large, healthy gulp.

Right as she began to swallow, Taro dropped the bomb.

"We’re going with an expansionary policy."

Marl performed a spectacular, high-pressure spit-take, dousing Taro from head to toe in lukewarm tea. As Taro sat there with a look of pure, masochistic ecstasy, Marl delivered a lightning-fast right straight.

Taro tumbled grandly out of his chair, shouting, "Thank you very much!!"

"What the hell are you thinking?!"

"S-Sorry... That was a waste of perfectly good tea."

"Not the tea! An 'expansionary policy'? Are you out of your mind?!"

Marl lunged at him, her face inches from his. Taro, his face flushing slightly from the physical proximity (and the punch), waved his hands. "Ah, no, not that kind of expansion."

"I’m not talking about pushing into EAP or White Dingo territory. I’m talking about the back. The deep frontier."

Taro leaned back and used his BISHOP link to project a Regional Star Chart onto the wall display.

"The Professor mentioned it once, remember? The early territories of the Empire should be located further back, beyond Enzio. If we’re going to find them, we’ll need to establish permanent footholds in the frontier, depending on the distance."

"I mean, maybe…… but is it right to make 'frontier development' an official Alliance policy? If it’s just for an investigation, we could just set up a temporary outpost, right?"

"Well, that was the original thought. But I actually got a message from Dean…… Look, I don’t want you to tell the others about this yet."

Even though the room was soundproofed to a paranoid degree, Taro leaned in close to Marl’s ear and whispered.

"…………You’re joking. For real?"

Marl’s eyes went wide. She pulled back, looking at him with utter disbelief.

"It’s no joke. It’s so absurd you almost have to laugh. Almost."

Taro gave a dry, mirthless chuckle and shrugged. What he had just told her was the latest intel from Dean regarding the Empire's recent movements.

"The Empire is advancing into the Alpha Sector…… I mean, I know it's not impossible, but why now? They’ve ignored this place for hundreds of years."

"I don’t know for sure, but I can take a guess. I bet it’s this."

Taro pulled a mobile terminal from his pocket and swiped to a saved news headline: COMMUNICATIONS LOST WITH SEVERA REGION. SIGNS OF INDEPENDENCE MOVEMENT DETECTED.

"This is…… Ah. I see. That explains it."

Marl caught on instantly, her skepticism turning into grim realization.

"Exactly. It’s on the complete opposite side of the galaxy, but they’ve started cutting ties with the Empire—either by blocking info or blowing up their Stargates. If you dig around, the net is full of similar reports."

Taro scrolled through the screen, showing a long list of filtered news snippets.

"In that case, the Empire doesn't have much of a choice. Whether there’s an active secession movement here or not, they’re going to secure the region just to make sure independence isn't even an option."

"Right. Bella-san runs the Alpha Star System with the Empire's blessing, and I’ve at least made sure we’re on their radar regarding Katsushika. But everywhere else? It’s a free-for-all. Everyone is just squatting on systems and claiming it’s their territory, and the Empire hasn't officially recognized any of it. Granted, the Empire is basically doing the same thing on a bigger scale."

"I suppose…… but how much of the map are they going to swallow?"

"That’s the million-credit question. If they just wanted to stop an independence movement, they’d only need to lock down the area around Katsushika. But if they’re chasing profit? They’ll keep going. Based on the data, this is what Teiro-chan and Dean predict."

Taro shifted his focus to the large screen, using BISHOP to paint the map. The red zone indicating "Imperial Territory" expanded steadily, only stopping once it had consumed Enzio, the EAP, and a significant chunk of the White Dingo’s turf.

"……You have got to be kidding me. They’re just cherry-picking all the most developed systems!"

The projected Imperial zone included star systems teeming with massive space stations. These were the economic engines of the Alpha Region Space—the very places meant to be the heart of the post-war reconstruction.

"Haha…… honestly, when I saw this prediction, I seriously considered just blowing up the Stargate in the Alpha Star System myself."

"Don't even joke about that! ……Though I totally get why you’d want to."

"Yeah. We risked our lives to protect this place, after all. But the timing of this 'advancement' feels oily. Dean thinks this might be the 50 Materials getting their revenge."

"Revenge…… You mean they’re harassing us without even getting their hands dirty? That’s disgusting!"

"Whoa, it’s just a theory. Calm down, Marl-tan. Don't take it out on me!"

Taro held up his hands to ward off the fuming Marl, who looked ready to punch something else.

"Anyway, that’s why I don’t think developing the 'center' of the sector is a good idea right now. We put in all the work to rebuild, and then the Empire shows up tomorrow and says 'Thanks, this is ours now'? I couldn't stomach that."

"I see your point. That makes sense. But shouldn't you tell Lin? She needs to know."

"……Mmm, yeah. Eventually. I’ll tell her when the timing is right."

"Wait, what does that mean? Why not tell her right now?"

"Personally, I’d love to. But as the head of the Alliance, it’s not that simple. To be blunt... we won a bit too hard. The military balance in the sector is completely broken, and it’s dangerous."

"……I see. Hmm. Being a big shot involves a lot of unpleasantness, doesn't it?"

In the wake of the Total War, the EAP had emerged with a crushing military victory. While the actual reparations hadn't been paid yet, they were currently seizing Enzio’s warships as collateral. In the current Alpha Region Space, the EAP was an apex predator with no equal.

"If Lin had total, absolute control over the Alliance, it might be fine, but……"

Taro knew that was impossible. Democratic organizations had their perks, but they were messy. If public opinion swung toward "The RS Alliance is too powerful and needs to be taken down," Lin would be forced to follow that mandate. If she were an autocrat like the Dingoes, she could steer the ship based on personal trust, but the EAP wasn't built that way.

"In a worst-case scenario, we have to prepare for the possibility of the EAP becoming an enemy. If the Empire’s expansion knocks the EAP down a peg, it keeps the regional balance stable. If I can use the Empire, I’ll use 'em. I’ll use anyone." Taro sighed. "I guess I’ve become a bit of a villain, huh?"

Marl let out a soft sigh of her own. Taro peered at her face nervously, worried she might be disgusted by his cold pragmatism, but she suddenly flashed a mischievous, girlish smile.

"I’m not a child, Taro. I understand how the world works. There are going to be more painful decisions ahead…… but when those times come, I’ll be right there with you. So make sure you keep talking to me, okay?"

She gave him a gentle, encouraging smile. Overwhelmed by her kindness, Taro’s heart swelled. 

"MARL-TAAAAAAN!"

He lunged forward to wrap her in a hug, but her magnificent right hook caught him flush on the jaw, snuffing out his consciousness in a heartbeat.
Chapter 135

"An inspection?"

Taro, who had been lounging around the bridge of the Plum with all the grace of a discarded wet noodle, raised a skeptical eyebrow.

"That’s right, an inspection. You’re planning to develop the deep frontier, but you don’t have the faintest clue what kind of place it actually is, do you, Boy?" Bella asked.

Before he could mount a defense, she cut him off. "In that case, it’s faster to just go and see the damn place."

"Well, sure, I guess... but I have been looking through the data banks and the scout reports, you know?"

"Oh, I’m sure you have. And let me guess—it looks like a vast, desolate world of impoverished borderlands and untouched sectors? Something like that?"

"Erm, yeah. Pretty much?"

"Then tell me, Boy. What’s it really like? How do those people live? What do they actually want?"

"That’s..."

Taro’s mouth snapped shut. He looked down, falling into a rare moment of pensive silence as he chewed on Bella’s words.

"You’re right. I should probably see it for myself. Now that you mention it, I don't think I even know how an average person lives out here," he admitted after a beat, sounding genuinely apologetic.

Bella flashed him a grin. "Good. You can start learning now."

"Alpha Sector, RS Alliance Territory, DI38 Area: the Wyoming Star System, Mr. Teiro," Koume chimed in. She was staring at the Star Chart projected on the monitor, though her eyes were vacant as she pulled the data directly from the ship's brain. "It is the outermost fringe of the Old Enzio Territory. Official records claim a population of forty thousand, but projections suggest the actual number of residents is several times higher."

To Koume, direct-lining into the data bank was as natural as breathing, but to Taro, it still looked like a neat magic trick.

"As expected of Koume-chan, the walking encyclopedia. So, which station are we hitting?"

The monitor displayed several stations within the system. Every single one of them was a clunky, outdated hunk of space-junk.

"Wyoming IV is the only logical choice," Koume replied. "Or rather, it is the only choice period."

"Eh? Why? Are we not welcome at the others? Am I going to get shot at? Because I’d really like to avoid getting ambushed today."

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. The issue is scale and infrastructure. Aside from Wyoming IV, none of the stations possess docking facilities capable of handling a ship of Cruiser-class or larger. As for whether or not we will be attacked... I have no data to support a conclusion."

"Whoa... don’t say scary stuff like that with a straight face, kiddo."

Taro wondered if that was Koume’s version of a joke while he squinted at the image of Wyoming IV on the screen. It was a block-modular station that looked like someone had glued a bunch of shipping containers together and prayed to the gods of physics.

"I’m bringing the heavy hitters along, so it’ll be fine. If you’re that worried, want me to call Phantom back?" Bella asked.

She was standing behind him with her arms crossed, smirking. Flanking her, as usual, were two massive slabs of meat from the Security Department, standing at a stiff parade rest and staring into the middle distance.

"No, Phantom-san is busy enough as it is. I’ll leave the heavy lifting to you, Bella-san. If we don’t get more boots on the ground soon, we’re going to be up a creek without a paddle."

The recent war had left the Rising Sun Alliance with a chronic case of "not enough people." General operations were manageable, but the lack of qualified Warship crews was a crisis-level headache.

Currently, Taro had Phantom pulling double duty: teaching at the Battle School and headhunting talent. Between his bounty hunter days and his general roguishness, the man had plenty of connections, and Taro was leaning on him hard. Sure, Phantom would be the ultimate bodyguard, but Taro couldn't just keep the guy on a leash for his own peace of mind.

"If push comes to shove..." Taro muttered.

"If push comes to shove?" Bella prompted.

"I’m running away at full throttle. I’ll fling crap at them if I have to, but I'm getting out of there."

Bella blinked, her smirk wavering. "Right. Well... you do that. Feel free to use whatever... projectiles you see fit."

Taro felt a surge of perverted pride at having actually made the unflappable Bella hesitate.

[DOCKING APPROACH: COMPLETE]

The ship's AI, BISHOP, announced their arrival at Wyoming IV. Taro looked at the camera feed of the station—which looked like it was held together by rust and sheer stubbornness—and let out a long sigh of relief that they hadn't accidentally punched a hole through the hull.

Seriously, the beacon coordinates were off by a mile. How do people not crash into this thing every day?

Grumbling to himself, Taro moved toward the airlock, flanked by Bella’s security detail. Every surface of the station's docking arm was covered in rust and grime. He’d told Marl and Koume to stay on the Plum, and seeing the state of this place, he was glad he did.

"Relax, Boy. That suit you're wearing is top-of-the-line. If we lose atmospheric pressure, it’ll deploy a protective membrane automatically. You’ll have a good few dozen minutes of life support even in a total vacuum."

"I see... And what happens if rescue doesn't show up after those dozens of minutes?"

"Well, isn't it obvious? You’ve got two perfectly good arms, don't you?"

"Oh, right. For praying to God. Thanks, that's real comforting."

They zipped through the pier on a High-speed Moving Lane and reached the station's main gate within minutes. Usually, a hub like this would be teeming with people, but here, the place was a ghost town. He counted maybe five people in the entire area.

"Uh, guys? Is there even an economy here? Or do they just trade rust for dirt?"

It was a known rule of thumb that gate-side commerce accounted for nearly thirty percent of a station's economy. Taro had never seen a gate area this dead in his life.

"The frontier is like this everywhere," Bella said, gesturing with her chin. "Look, here comes the welcoming committee."

A man who looked remarkably ordinary—and perhaps a bit too nice for his own good—was walking toward them.

"Hi there. I'm Teiro from Rising Sun. You must be Mr. Smith?"

The man bobbed his head, looking a bit overwhelmed. "Yes, that’s correct. I am Smith Vahlen, the Station Master of Wyoming IV. A pleasure to meet you... I was told this was an inspection, but has something gone wrong? Are we in trouble?"

"Oh, no, nothing like that. As you probably know, I’ve been stuck—I mean, entrusted—with leading the Alliance, so I’m doing a bit of a tour. Just trying to get some boots-on-the-ground perspective to help with future management."

"Oh! I see! How very noble of you! Please, right this way. I’ll show you the sights!"

Smith eagerly led the way. Taro appreciated the enthusiasm, but he couldn't help but wonder how bored the guy must be. Usually, a Station Master wouldn't give a personal tour to anyone unless they were being bribed or threatened.

"As you can see, this is our Industrial District. We have several asteroids nearby that haven't been stripped bare yet, so we maintain a modest refining business. It’s the station's lifeblood."

The "Industrial District" turned out to be a cluster of filthy factories. Apparently, "zoning laws" were a foreign concept here, as ore-processing plants were shoved right up against food-processing units.

"I think I'll pass on lunch," Bella whispered, her face twisted in a look of pure disgust. Taro just gave a pained nod in agreement.

"And this is the Commercial District. To be honest, it’s seen better days. It’s mostly just basic retail and daily necessities. Depopulation has been a problem for decades, so new business is... rare."

Just like the gate, the commercial area was a wasteland of "For Lease" signs and shuttered storefronts. There was a market further down that seemed to have some life, but compared to the neon-drenched bustle of Katsushika, it was practically a funeral parlor.

As Taro watched the lifeless market with a frown, a squad of people in space suits marched out from a side corridor. They gave the Station Master a crisp salute and kept moving.

"That’s our defense force," Smith explained, noticing Taro’s gaze. "I honestly don't know what we'd do without them. We only have three Warships to our name, so we’re pushing those pilots to the breaking point."

Taro nodded. "Sounds rough."

"It is. They could make so much more money if they moved to the inner systems... I can't thank them enough. Since we're short on ships, they handle everything from transport to surveys. They’re the local heroes."

Smith beamed with pride. "Now, onto the next stop!"

Taro followed along, though he hadn't seen anything yet that didn't make him want to go back to his ship and take a long shower.

"The Living Quarters are a bit of a mess. It’s a jumble of blocks from several different eras. It’s a labyrinth in there; even with a map, you’d get turned around. Stay close."

Calling it a "jumble" was an understatement. It was a slum. In a normal station, housing blocks were standardized and neatly stacked. Here, it looked like a giant had tried to pack a suitcase by jumping on it. The "roads" were just the awkward gaps between haphazardly placed containers. The floor was bare, unpolished iron that lacked even basic non-slip coating.

Wait, if this is the floor, does that mean I'm walking on someone's roof?

Taro stopped, glancing around as a weird feeling crawled up his spine. He couldn't quite put his finger on what was wrong, but Bella beat him to the punch.

"It’s too quiet," she hissed into his ear. "Slums are supposed to be crowded. They're supposed to be noisy. I haven't heard a single child crying or a baby screaming since we got here. These people don't have the credits for soundproofed modules."

Taro’s eyes widened. She was right. He looked around again. There was almost nobody in sight. Every once in a while, he’d spot a weary laborer or a low-level official, but that was it. No families. No crowds. No life.

"Either they don't want us seeing the locals, or they’ve got everyone locked down for 'safety,'" Taro whispered back.

He kept following Smith, his mind already racing. If I have to sneak back in here later, I’m definitely going to need a better plan than 'throwing shit.'
Chapter 136

"Yeah, this definitely isn't the kind of place you’d put on a tourism brochure," Teiro muttered, surveying the gloom.

In the dim, narrow alleys, people with apathy etched into their faces loitered aimlessly. There were bodies everywhere—likely the homeless—curled up on the ground behind makeshift partitions of thin, tin-like iron sheeting. Their presence turned the already cramped passage into a claustrophobic gauntlet where two adults could barely squeeze past each other without trading sweat.

This wretched atmosphere had been the constant ever since Teiro sneaked into the Living Quarters. It wasn't just one bad block; the whole sector was a sprawling monument to urban decay. Privacy was a myth here; the air was thick with the sounds of cramped lives—the drone of distant conversations, the sharp wail of infants, and the chaotic shouting of children echoing from the shadows, exactly as Bella had described.

"A word of advice, Mr. Teiro. Please prioritize your safety," Koume said from behind him, her face as expressionless as a polished countertop as she scanned their surroundings. "While I take pride in my multi-functional nature, I am afraid I won't be of much use if things turn... violent."

"I know, I know," Teiro replied curtly. He reached up and felt the reassuring weight of the handgun tucked inside his jacket.

I thought I picked out the perfect set of rags for a disguise, but compared to the locals, I still look like I’m wearing a tuxedo. I really should have hit up a flea market first.

In a place this desolate, the secondhand clothing market had to be thriving. Teiro cursed his lack of foresight. The heavy, lingering stares of the people they passed were beginning to make his skin crawl.

"Let’s wander around a bit more and then head back to the Commercial District. Koume, you got the route? Because I honestly have no idea where the hell we are."

"Rest assured, Mr. Teiro. While the terrain is an intricately messy three-dimensional maze, it is remarkably simple compared to an electronic circuit. This is child's play."

"Glad one of us is confident. Well, let’s try heading that way for now."

"Certainly, Mr. Teiro. Might I ask what is in that direction?"

"No clue. That’s exactly why we’re going."

Teiro gave a nonchalant shrug and set off with a brisk pace. Koume, dressed in a utilitarian work uniform similar to his, followed in his wake as they pushed deeper into the heart of the Living Quarters.

"An open facility... What’s this? A hospital?" Teiro stopped to peer into a building with a wide-open entrance. Inside the spartan structure, a line of people with hollow, lifeless eyes stretched back into the shadows.

"No, that seems unlikely, Mr. Teiro. This is most likely a Distribution Facility or a soup kitchen. It appears the local food situation is quite dire."

At the front of the line, a man wielding a massive ladle was serving the crowd, slopping a soup-like substance into whatever cups or bowls the residents held out.

"Is this the fallout from Enzio’s Food Policy?"

"Who can say, Mr. Teiro? The only thing Koume can say for certain is that the people here are profoundly impoverished."

"Poverty, huh..." Teiro frowned. 

He watched a man shuffle out of the facility with his meager prize and caught a glimpse of the contents. "Is that porridge? Looks like it’s made from rice."

"It is likely that the Food Stations distributed by the EAP are being utilized here, Mr. Teiro. Currently, Natural Food is being consumed primarily out of sheer necessity rather than preference."

"I see. So the rich get to keep their traditional bread and steaks, while everyone else gets this... Man, I originally developed that stuff for the high-end luxury market."

Teiro felt a bitter irony twist in his gut. What was supposed to be a boutique product for the Natural Food Faction—the elite health-nuts of the galaxy—had been rebranded as survival mush for the starving. He didn't hate that it was helping people, but the gap between his intent and the reality was a jarring reminder of how unpredictable the universe could be.

"Hey, you... you lining up or what? Make up your mind!" a gruff voice snapped from behind.

Teiro turned to see a surly-looking man glaring at him. "Ah, sorry about that," Teiro said, bowing his head and stepping aside to let the man pass before making a quick exit.

"On a side note, Mr. Teiro," Koume added as they walked, "the official maps issued by the Station Management Department make no mention of that facility. It would be wise to treat their data as fiction."

"Ugh. If the maps are wrong, it means they’ve completely lost control of the situation on the ground, right?"

"That is a logical deduction. Furthermore, I highly doubt the Management Department has any accurate data on these residents. The official population counts and economic reports are likely works of pure imagination."

"Hmm. We’re going to need a strategy for the illegal residents. Maybe a temporary amnesty or some kind of exception? If we try to enforce the rules by the book, this whole place is going to explode."

"Indeed. Riots would be a certainty. Our current containment facilities wouldn't be able to hold even a fraction of the resulting arrests."

"Sigh... Well, I guess it was worth coming here just to learn that. I was all ready to charge in and 'restore order,' but it looks like I need to spend a lot more time cooking up a nuanced plan. A long-term one."

Teiro began mentally scribbling edits onto his Alliance Operations Plan. Applying rigid, bureaucratic logic to a powder keg like this was a recipe for a very loud disaster.

"Rapid change only invites chaos. Your caution is wise... By the way, Mr. Teiro. Regarding our little 'undercover' excursion, did you happen to request a security detail from Miss Bella?"

Teiro blinked, tilting his head. "What are you talking about?"

Koume didn't look at him, keeping her eyes fixed forward. "Please continue looking straight ahead. We have been under constant surveillance by multiple individuals since we left the Distribution Facility. I have attempted several random course corrections, but they remain at a fixed distance. Unless we are bound by the red strings of fate, Koume calculates the probability of this being a coincidence as zero."

"Well, that’s depressing. I’ve already decided my red strings of fate are strictly reserved for beauties. Let’s get out of here."

"I concur, Mr. Teiro. However, is there not a lingering possibility that our stalkers are, in fact, gorgeous women?"

"Koume, whenever you smile like that, it usually means something terrible is about to happen to me. They’re all dudes, aren't they?"

"Oh my, how cynical. But yes, they are indeed all men."

"Right. Time to go."

Ignoring Koume’s mischievous smirk, Teiro intentionally let his jacket fall open to reveal his gun. He drew it, gave it a casual, conspicuous flourish over his head, and then tucked it back into his holster.

If they keep coming after that, they’ve got a real objective. Assassination, kidnapping, something fun like that. If they do, I’ll call Bella and we sprint for it. If not, they’re just local thugs looking for an easy mark.

Recalling the lessons Phantom had beat into his head, Teiro began to walk away with a relaxed, easy stride. Koume watched him for a moment with a look of genuine surprise before trotting to catch up.

The shadows behind them remained empty. The tail had been cut.



"So, how was it, kid? Find anything useful?"

When they returned to the moored Plum, Bella was waiting for them, lounging comfortably in the captain's seat.

"Yeah, I learned plenty... but honestly, I don't even know how to process it yet."

"Oh? How so?"

"I have my own opinions on what I saw, but at the end of the day, I’m just an outsider looking in. I have no idea what the people actually living in that mess—the 'insiders'—really think."

"I see... Heh. You’re going to be a good leader, kid."

"Don't start with that. And stop calling me a kid, I'm not a child."

Teiro tried to duck away, but Bella reached out and messily ruffled his hair anyway.

"To me, you'll always be like a little brother. But listen... if you’ve got time to kill, why not find a local collaborator? Everything gets easier when you have someone you can trust to give you the straight talk."

"I mean, sure, but does Miss Bella have someone like that?"

"Of course I do. In the Alpha Star System, we run marginal operations—everything from sewage treatment to prostitution brokers. Basically, all the 'bottom-tier' jobs are handled by subsidiaries of the station management. It’s a secret, obviously. To those workers, I’m just a 'reliable big sister' who keeps the lights on."

"Right... so you get the raw truth from the employees. I guess you can’t fix a problem if you don't know what it actually looks like."

"Exactly. You should try a few things out. Our regular employees are all middle-class with stable paychecks; their opinions are skewed. You could send Alan or Phantom to do the digging, but you’re the type who needs to see it for yourself, right?"

"Yeah. Hearing it and feeling it are two different things."

Teiro thought back to the crushing poverty he’d witnessed on Wyoming. He had "knowledge" of the problems in the frontier, but he hadn't "understood" them. What he found was nothing like the sanitized version in his head. 

He’d assumed that in a world of FTL travel and advanced robotics, poverty was a relative term. He’d imagined people complaining about having iron furniture instead of real wood, or eating synthetic algae instead of organic steak. 

He hadn't imagined people wondering if they were going to eat at all.

"I realized I was rich before I even knew what money was... Hmm. What to do? I should probably build an organization like yours, Bella."

"That would take way too long."

"True. Maybe I should go undercover? Slink into the shadows?"

"Who knows? Like I said, try things out. You're young... Oh, speaking of which."

Bella looked up at the main screen, bringing up an external feed. The camera zoomed in on a small, battered Work Ship floating a short distance from the Plum.

"That’s a debris salvage vessel belonging to a tiny outfit called Todd Company. Eight employees, all of them locals living in the company dorms. Looks like it’s seen better decades, doesn't it? It’s not going to explode this second, but I bet they’d be thrilled if someone fixed it for them."

The ship was hobbling through the void, its thrusters spitting out uneven, stuttering gas. Several cables trailed behind it, with workers in pressurized suits tethered to the ends, performing manual salvage. The propulsion system was clearly malfunctioning, leaving the ship wobbling in a way that looked suicidal.

"I see... You’ve really done your homework, haven't you? Fine then. I’ll go get ready."

Teiro gave a nod of thanks for the assist and ran back down the pier toward the Commercial District market.

He needed a change of clothes—something suitable for a grease-stained, overworked maintenance tech. He’d need tools, too. And a backpack full of the various junk parts required to keep an ancient, dying ship from falling apart.
Episode 137

"You expect me to wear this? If it’s all the same to you, I’d really rather not..."

They were in the common room of the Plum II. Marl was currently holding up a pair of second-hand work clothes with two fingers as if they were a biohazard, eyeing them with extreme prejudice. The design was ancient; despite the reinforced padding on the elbows and knees, the fabric looked so thin it might dissolve if she sneezed too hard.

"Come on, they’ve obviously been laundered and disinfected... Wait. Huh? Is that a faint whiff of something?"

"...Absolutely not. Look, it’s not like we’re in a massive rush, so let’s give these the full ultraviolet treatment and a deep scrub first. I am not catching some space-plague just for the sake of a costume."

"Don't be so dramatic. Most diseases are cured in like, five minutes these days, right?"

"And what if it’s one of those nasty ones you can only cure in the inner city? Besides, how are you going to feel if you end up catching an STD while you’re still a virgin? Could you live with the shame?"

"W-w-w-who said anything about me being a virgin?! Regardless... damn, you’re right. That’d be a trauma for the ages. Washing! We’re washing them! And sterilizing! Definitely sterilizing. Good call."

Teiro scrambled to stuff the clothes into a bag and shoved them toward Etta, who was hovering nearby looking for something to do. Etta snatched the laundry with a cheerful "Leave it to me!" and bolted off, humming a little tune.

"She’s certainly a hard worker. I have to say, the ship’s been sparkling lately, and it's wonderful."

Simple chores like cleaning and laundry had become Etta’s daily routine, and she seemed to find a bizarre amount of satisfaction in them.

In a crisis, she was a top-tier sonar operator, but in times of peace, she was just a young girl. She didn't have Marl’s technical wizardry or Liza’s shark-like business instincts.

"I actually wish she’d put that much effort into her studies... but she’s clearly allergic to a desk and a screen."

Between her chores, Etta was using the Plum’s data bank to catch up on general education. She was shockingly ignorant of how the world worked—in that sense, she and Teiro were two peas in a pod.

"If she likes working, let her work. Once she realizes she needs knowledge to do the job better, she’ll tackle the books soon enough. Anyway, Teiro, back to the point. How exactly are we planning to approach the target?"

Marl crossed her legs on her chair, her posture demanding a proper briefing. Teiro let out a thoughtful "Well, see..." and laid out his grand scheme.

"Hmm... I get it. But why the long way around? There are dozens of simpler ways to do this."

"Yeah, but... this way sounds way more fun, doesn't it?"

"............I see."

Marl’s face went flat. It was the look of a woman who had realized arguing with a brick wall was more productive.



Sophia was turning 130,000 hours old this year—roughly fifteen—and today was just another installment of her boring, grueling life.

"Boss, the scrap is starting to drift. Can I get another wire?"

Encased in a spacesuit, she muttered the request into the plastic dome covering her head. The adult-sized suit was baggy and cumbersome, making every movement a chore, but she never complained. To her, this was just what 'existing' felt like.

"I'll send Rammy over. Just keep it steady for the tow... dammit, this piece of junk never works when I need it to!"

Through the comms, she heard the Boss kicking something in frustration. Sophia didn't know much about the inner workings of ships, but she could tell their vessel was having another one of its mechanical tantrums. The Debris Collection Ship, her only lifeline to reality, groaned and wobbled with a sickening, anxious rhythm.

"Sophie! I'm coming in from the bottom. Catch it on your side!"

Rammy drifted over from the collection ship, wire in hand, maneuvering behind a massive chunk of scrap that used to be part of a hull. She popped up on the other side a moment later and tossed a hook toward Sophia.

"Securing it now! Keep an eye on the tension!"

The fragmenting scrap wood was cinched tight by the wire. Once Sophia saw Rammy wave and back off, she put some distance between herself and the load too.

If a jagged edge snagged your suit, you were done for. One little tear and you’d be dead of decompression before you could scream. Apparently, there were "magic" suits out there that could seal holes instantly—or so Rammy claimed—but those belonged to a world Sophia would never see.

"Boss, start the winch."

Once the coast was clear, Sophia signaled the comms. There was no verbal confirmation, but the slack wire slowly pulled into a taut, lethal line, indicating the process had begun.

"Big haul today. We're gonna be late getting back."

Rammy floated over to Sophia, waving her hands to vent a bit of heat.

"Yeah... I need to send a message."

Sophia thought of her little brothers waiting at home. She’d have to find a moment to shoot them an email. If they were lucky, she'd tell them to eat and go to bed without her.

"Alright, get your asses back here. And don't forget the bags!"

"Roger," Sophia replied. She checked the small-debris collection bags tethered to her waist and began the slow hand-over-hand trek back to the ship along the guide wire.



"Howdy, howdy! TM Repair, at your service!"

When they finally stepped onto the pier, they were greeted by a man in work clothes who was practically vibrating with a forced, hand-rubbing friendliness. A woman in matching gear stood beside him, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else on the planet. Sophia wondered who the hell they were but quickly decided it wasn't her business.

Still, the fact that their long shift had been cut short might have been thanks to these two. For that, Sophia gave them a silent, tiny thanks.

"Ah, yes, hello! Thank you for coming. Could you, uh, take a look at things right away?"

Their Boss—usually a loudmouthed tyrant—was being suspiciously polite. Sophia watched the spectacle with mild fascination until the Boss snapped. "What are you two gawkng at?! Move it!"

She and Rammy scrambled toward the cargo bay.

"He doesn't have to scream all the time," Rammy grumbled as they reached the mountain of debris. 

"Just ignore him," Sophia said, already waving a radiation meter over the piles. Some of this junk was spicy enough to melt your marrow if you weren't careful.

"What is this...?"

Sophia spotted a piece of scrap she’d never seen before and hoisted it up. It was a round metal object about a meter wide. Normally, it would be a nightmare to move, but the cargo bay’s gravity was dialed way down. She could lift it with ease.

"Don't mess with that too much. Boss’ll blow a gasket if you break it," Rammy warned, looking nervous.

"True," Sophia agreed, setting it back down. It didn't matter what it was; any profit from a "good find" went straight into the Boss’s pocket anyway.

"That's a Fridman Corp DCD-747 Sensor Lens, Common Style. A mass-produced masterpiece from the old days. It’s rare to find one in such good condition."

A voice came from behind them. Sophia spun around to see the woman in the work clothes standing there.

"I’m Maru. The Boss gave me permission to look around, so don't mind me."

The woman approached and offered a hand. Sophia hesitated, then timidly shook it.

"I'm Sophia. This is Rammy... Um, you really know your stuff."

Sophia didn't know if the technical jargon was right, but the woman spoke with such effortless confidence that it had to be true.

"Well, I’ve been around. I used to do work like this not too long ago," the woman said, a nostalgic smile playing on her lips. 

Sophia gave a polite "Oh, wow," but she was screaming internally. Up close, the woman’s face behind the visor was incredibly beautiful. Why would someone like her be a Salvager? In this world, being that pretty was a golden ticket to a much cleaner, easier life.

"Sorry to bother you. I just got a little curious."

With a casual wave, the woman named Maru sauntered out of the cargo bay. Even in low-G, her movements were perfectly fluid. Sophia wasn't sure if she’d really been a Salvager, but she was definitely a veteran of low-gravity labor. You didn't move like that without years of practice.

"She was so pretty! And she said she was one of us!" Rammy chirped, her hands moving twice as fast now from the excitement.

"Yeah," Sophia replied. She felt a similar spark. In a life where every day was a carbon copy of the last, even a weird visitor was a treasure. Aside from the Boss’s shady business partners, when was the last time someone had actually come to their workplace?

"Hey! Those two talk to you? You weren't rude, were you?"

The Boss’s voice boomed from behind them, and they both bolted upright.

"No... we just talked for a second. They said this thing might be rare."

Sophia pointed at the round metal. The Boss let out an intrigued "Oh?" and immediately told them to treat it like a fragile egg.

"Who knows if it’ll actually sell for much... Anyway, about those two. They’re going to be staying in the dorms with us for a while starting tomorrow. You two are in charge of looking after them."

The Boss spoke as if he were discussing the weather. Sophia opened her mouth to ask Why? but swallowed the question. There was no point. If the Boss was in a good mood, the best thing to do was stay quiet.

"Don't get all tense. They said they just want to see how we live. They're city folk, think this place is a 'novelty' or something... Hmph. Bored rich idiots. They're probably laughing at us hicks on the inside."

The Boss spat on the floor and walked off. Sophia and Rammy shared a look and a heavy sigh before getting back to work. They didn't have a choice. If they lost this job, they and their brothers would be starving on the streets by next week.

To Sophia, this was the way things were, and the way they would always be. This had been her life for four years, and there wasn't a single sign on the horizon that things were ever going to change.

At least, not until those two showed up.
Chapter 138

"This is absolute garbage. I didn't think it would be this pathetic," Marl hissed.

She stripped off her grease-stained work jumpsuit and flopped onto the sofa in her underwear. The recreation room’s sensors registered her spiking body temperature and responded with a sympathetic puff of cool air.

"Y-Yeah, no kidding. Making kids that age pull those kinds of shifts is pretty brutal," Taro stammered. 

While he hovered around the fuming girl, he made sure to permanently sear the image of her healthy thighs into his retinas. She was rocking a thin, form-fitting shirt and a pair of equally snug half-pants. God, that’s scandalous, he thought, practically feeling his nose grow three sizes. Bless this ship.

"That’s not what I’m talking about! I’m barely older than those kids; that kind of work isn't exactly a rarity out here," Marl snapped, waving her arms wildly. "It’s the Salvage, Taro! The Salvage! They told me they’ve been melting down all the old scrap material this whole time. I can't freaking believe it!"

Taro blinked, caught off guard by her technical outrage. "Is that stuff actually worth something?"

"Is it worth something?! The companies that manufactured those parts went belly-up over ten centuries ago! A huge chunk of those components should be salvageable for reuse!"

"Huh. Interesting. So, what? You sell them to some fancy Collector or a Museum?"

"If they're in good shape, sure. But even if they aren't, you sell them as parts! There have to be functional modules in there that would fetch a killing. But melting them? Scrap Metal is worth pennies! It’s barely worth more than your damn virginity! It’s wasteful, it’s inefficient, and as a Salvager, I find it offensive!"

Marl crossed her arms, her chest heaving with indignation. Taro opened his mouth to offer a witty retort or perhaps a protest about his own market value, but the sheer intensity of her aura shut him down. To be honest, Taro hadn't seen an ounce of value in that junk. Personally, he’d wanted to chuck the lot of it out the airlock as soon as possible.

"You’re in a right state. What’s the drama?"

Bella sauntered into the Recreation Room, looking like she’d just stumbled upon a particularly entertaining car crash. Marl launched into a frantic recap of the situation. Once she finished, Bella let out an impressed whistle.

"I’m a total novice when it comes to Salvage, so that’s news to me. You’re saying there were relics from the really old eras in that pile?"

"Hmm, maybe? I didn't get a proper look at everything, but I didn't see anything ancient in that specific batch."

"I see. That’s a shame. I was getting my hopes up."

Taro and Marl both stared at her, eyes wide. 

"Since when are you into antiques, Bella?" Taro asked. 

Bella waved him off with a wry smirk. "Not me. It’s for my old man. If there’s stuff from the old eras drifting around out here, there might be some kind of clue, right?"

"A clue... true. Why didn't I think of that?" Marl mused.

"Now that you mention it, the Doc said this sector has been around since the dawn of time, didn't he?" Taro added, a cold sweat breaking out on his back. "Wait, this is bad. If they're just melting everything, we might be losing historical gold mines. We need to set up a proper Salvage Market, like, yesterday."

If they were just turning history into generic ingots, who knew what kind of data or records had already been vaporized?

"We need a centralized hub to manage information," Marl agreed. "Something that flags anything noteworthy the second it’s found."

"And we have to make sure the profit margin for selling the items beats the payout for melting them," Taro said, rubbing his chin. "We’d need a cheap distribution network... No, wait, that’s impossible. The scale is too massive. The area is too wide."

"It really is," Marl sighed, glancing at the Star Chart. "The Frontier is exactly what it says on the tin—the edge of Human-occupied Space. It’s endless. The population is spread thin, half the flight paths are suicide traps, and you can count the number of Stargates on your fingers."

"The overhead would be insane," Marl continued. "In some sectors, we’d be hemorrhaging money. We might have to narrow the scope."

"Bad move, kiddo," Bella interjected. "You can’t go small on a project like this. Think about it. Let’s say some lucky bastard actually gets a Salvage Market off the ground. What happens next?"

"Competitors move in," Marl answered. "But if the goal is just aggregating info, maybe that’s fine? We don’t have to own the whole thing."

"Where’s your greed? This is a massive concession!" Bella grinned. "If some corporate shark hijacks the market, they’ll have a monopoly on power. You think they’ll just hand over the 'clues' we’re looking for? Not a chance."

"She’s right," Taro said. "What if we lock it down with some legal red tape?"

"Wait, wait," Marl said, giving him a look of pure frost. "Weren't you the one constantly preaching about the beauty of liberalism and free markets?"

Oof. Right in the philosophy. Her stare is actually physically painful.

Taro looked away. "Okay, jokes aside. We can’t do it alone, and no sane corporation is going to partner with us yet. The best we can do is bake it into the general Frontier development plan."

"That sounds about right," Bella nodded.

"In that case," Marl said, "why don't we use the development around Wyoming as a model? If we build the know-how here, we can at least maintain the initiative, even if we don't have the capital to buy everyone out."

"Ah, I see. We sell the 'how-to' rather than the 'what.' That could work... actually, wait—" Taro looked up at the ceiling, a devious grin spreading across his face. "—Let’s go even bigger. Forget just the salvage; let’s overhaul the entire distribution system. If the scale is too gargantuan for any one company to dominate, we just make ourselves indispensable. Eventually, the house always wins."

"I get the 'big scale' part, but how does that make us 'the house'?" Marl asked.

"Liza, did you leave the driving to Liza for so long that you forgot?" Taro tapped his temple with a smirk. "Do you think any other company in this sector can mimic our transport routes?"



"The leader of the New Alliance has announced a massive Frontier development project... or so it says. I wonder if this place will actually turn into a city?"

Rammy looked up from a handheld terminal that looked like it had survived a war—and was at least a decade old. Her voice carried zero hope.

"The last guy said the same thing," Sophia replied listlessly, barely looking up from her empty lunch box. "Nothing changed then. Nothing will change now."

She checked her own terminal. Fifteen minutes until the break ended. Back to the grind.

"I dunno. Maybe they’ll actually give it a red-hot go this time?"

The voice was annoyingly cheerful. Sophia turned to see a man in work clothes leaning against the cabin entrance.

"Taro-san... are you done with your work?"

"Nah, not even close. Actually, I got kicked out. Maru told me I was 'in the way.' Apparently, I’m not great with 'fine motor skills' or 'following instructions.'"

"I see." 

Sophia figured he was probably the salesman of the duo. The Foreman said they were repair contractors, but she’d never heard of a mechanic who was "bad at details."

"Taro-san, you and Maru-san are from the city, right?" Rammy asked.

Taro made a face like he’d just swallowed a lemon. "Am I? I mean, technically? Marl's a city girl through and through, but me? Not so much. You’re better off asking her for stories about the high life."

He jerked a thumb toward the part of the ship where Marl was currently elbow-deep in machinery.

"...Is it true you're fixing the ship for free?" Sophia asked, finally voicing the doubt that had been gnawing at her since yesterday. The Foreman claimed they’d traded repairs for a place to sleep. It was a stupidly lopsided deal.

"Sure is. But 'free' is a strong word. We’re watching how the ship reacts to the repairs over time. Gathering data, you know? Information is dough, kid. Pure profit."

Taro peered at her through a circle made by his thumb and forefinger—the universal sign for money. He was a bit crude, but he was funny. Sophia let out a tiny giggle. She didn't really get how "info" turned into "money," but at least it sounded like they were getting something out of it.

"Well... as long as the Foreman isn't tricking you, I guess it’s fine... Oh!" 

Sophia slapped a hand over her mouth, terrified. If the Foreman heard her talking like that, he’d kill her. But Taro just winked at her.

"Don't sweat it. That bald old man looks like he’d be a pain about the small stuff. Your secret’s safe with me."

Sophia relaxed, her heart slowing down. "Thank you... I don't think he’s a bad person, really."

"Maybe. But without a Labor Standards Act or a Child Protection Act, things are a bit grim. What is this, Britain during the Industrial Revolution? At worst, it’s the freaking Middle Ages."

"Um... what?" 

Sophia tilted her head. Rammy looked just as confused. Taro just shook his head.

"Never mind. Anyway, I’m stoked to see the Dormitory!"

"Huh? The... Dormitory? There’s nothing there."

"Are you kidding? I’ve always wanted to try communal living! You know, the whole 'giggling and having pillow fights' vibe... Oh man, the possibilities are endless."

"I... I guess? I don't really get it, but we’ll be in your care starting today."

Sophia and Rammy stood and gave a polite bow. Taro mirrored them with a grin. "Same here!"

"It’s time to head back... I’ll show you to the Dormitory once the shift is over," Sophia said.

She started walking toward the workspace with Rammy. She usually dreaded the mind-numbing sorting work, but for some reason, her feet felt a little lighter today.

Maps are seriously strategic weapons.
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Taro liked to consider himself an optimist, but even he wasn't completely unprepared for the worst. However, life has a funny way of taking your lowest expectations and dragging them through the dirt just to see how much more you can take.

"This is... well. I guess this is that 'extreme downsizing' trend everyone's talking about," Taro muttered, a pained, twitchy smile plastered across his face.

He stood in a room in the Todd Company Dormitory staring at a bed—though "bed" was an insult to the word. It was little more than a couple of metal rods jutting out of the wall with wires strung between them, suspending a piece of fabric like a makeshift hammock.

"Doesn't the guy on top just, you know, die if he falls out?"

"You’re being... dramatic," Sophia said with a strained chuckle. "If you’re that worried, Taro-san, we can put you on one of the bottom ones."

The hammock-beds were stacked four-high and four-across on a single wall. The top tier was high enough to induce vertigo. A rickety ladder was bolted to the side, presumably for the brave souls who slept in the rafters.

"I’d appreciate that. Not to brag, but I have the absolute worst sleeping posture in the galaxy." 

Taro flashed a grin at the girl. 

Is she really only a year or so apart from Marl? he wondered, studying her. 

Marl had a womanly figure and a face that radiated confidence; Sophia was a gaunt, waifish thing who spent most of her time staring at her own feet. She was pretty, sure, but in a way that could easily be mistaken for a young boy—or rather, she had a face that looked like it might eventually become beautiful if it ever saw a decent meal.

"Rent and taxes are based on floor space, so I hear all the dorms are like this. Not that I’ve ever actually seen another one," Rammy piped up. She was sitting on one of the beds above Taro’s head, swinging her legs back and forth. Like Sophia, she was skin and bones, but her bright personality made her seem much more like a hyperactive child.

"I-I see... So the residential areas are that tapped out, huh? This is bad. Really bad. There’s no way we can host the Development Group here."

The Development Group could live on their ships if they had to, but the stations acting as their logistics hubs were another story. From toilet paper to torpedoes, the merchants and workers needed a place to nest. At this rate, the station would pop like a balloon the moment the population spiked.

"We’ll have to haul in some modular reinforcement blocks... or maybe just merge the stations entirely?"

If he consolidated the countless tiny space stations scattered across the Frontier into larger hubs, the management overhead would plummet. Plus, scaling up was just basic math. A Life Support System for a station of size ten didn't need to be ten times larger than one for a station of size one. The bigger the station, the better the efficiency.

"I think that’s a great idea, but maybe don't go too overboard or people will start hating you... More importantly, do I really have to stay here? Can’t I just stay on the Plum?"

Marl was currently tugging on Taro’s sleeve with a look of pure desperation, her own face twitching in a mirror of his.

"We’re in this together, Marl-tan," Taro whispered back. "Besides, you’re the one who said you never wanted to walk here again. Depending on how things go, we might be commuting between here and the Plum every day."

The trek from the station’s docks to the dorm had taken a literal hour. The main corridor, which was supposed to be a High-speed Moving Lane, had been overtaken by a sprawling shantytown of homeless people. By the time Taro and Marl had arrived, they were both spent. The path was a vertical and horizontal nightmare of ladders and stairs that Taro had already lost count of.

"Ugh, fine! I shouldn't have been so quick to agree to your crazy ideas... I'll stay. But only at night! During the day, I have work for Raijin... I mean, the company. I’ll set up a workspace in the Commercial District."

"Roger that. Let's do... Oh, sorry. My bad. It’s rude to whisper in front of people."

Taro scratched his head, noticing Sophia watching them with a worried expression. She muttered a quick "It's fine," and bolted out of the room like she’d forgotten the stove was on.

"Wow, she really doesn't like you, does she?" Marl teased.

"Hey, why is it just me? Oh—thanks."

Sophia had returned as quickly as she’d left, handing Taro a metal cup. He knocked back the chilled liquid in one go. Beside him, Marl watched him with narrowed eyes, clearly waiting to see if he’d keel over before she took a sip.

"...Whoa. This is actually amazing. What is this? Some kind of tea?"

Taro had fully expected to be served battery acid or recycled sweat. The taste was a shock to the system.

"It’s Rice Tea," Sophia said, looking relieved. "We can’t get our hands on black tea or coffee."

Marl, intrigued by Taro’s reaction, took a drink and nodded in satisfaction.

Rice Tea... well, of course. If barley tea exists, why wouldn't rice tea? Taro felt a momentary pang of shame. As a Japanese man, how did I let this concept escape me?

As Taro had a minor existential crisis over his heritage, Sophia tilted her head, looking confused. She gave a hesitant "Umm," and gestured toward the hallway.

"It’s not big enough to get lost in, so I don't think you'll have much trouble. Oh, but we don't have a bath, so you'll have to use the Public Bath nearby."

They followed Sophia as she gave the grand tour of the shoebox.

"Water costs money, so please don't leave it running. This faucet is for the Purification Tank, and this one is from the Water Supply Facility. Also, take these, just in case."

In the cramped Kitchenette, Sophia pressed small pieces of metal into their hands.

"What’s this? A lucky charm?" Marl asked, squinting at the object.

"No... it’s a key. Wow, it’s been so long since I’ve seen a physical key that I didn't recognize it for a second," Taro said. It looked like something straight off Earth—a cylinder key with specific slits and grooves.

"Yes. Sometimes the BISHOP on the door glitches out, so we use these. You just stick it in the slit and turn it like this."

Sophia mimed the action in the air. Marl immediately started practicing the "turn" with a look of deadly seriousness that made Taro want to burst out laughing.

"Is this even safe? It looks like I could forge a copy in my sleep," Marl said, eyeing the metal suspiciously.

Sophia let out a tiny "Ahaha" and shook her head. "Nobody is going to rob this place."

"Even thieves have standards," Rammy added, appearing out of nowhere to snatch the tea right out of Taro’s hand. "Besides, the scary Foreman lives nearby. None of the neighbors are stupid enough to try anything."

"Rammy!!" Sophia yelled, but the girl just shrugged and vanished again.

"I’m still a little worried," Marl muttered, staring at the spot where Rammy had been.

"Yeah. I just hope she doesn't actually hate us."

"Is that what you're worried about? Taro, she just drank after you! Indirect kiss!"

"That’s what you're worried about?! What is wrong with you?!"

Marl just gave him a "who knows?" shrug.

After the tour, Taro thanked Sophia and headed back toward the docks. He had intended to stay the night, but if the BISHOP system was that unreliable, he needed to check in with the ship first. He couldn't risk being cut off in an emergency, and he had orders to issue.

"Yeah, yeah... exactly. Go with that. Just give it a real gwaah and then a huge dobaah. And that thing... the Alliance platform. Make it feel... I don't know, 'sluggish.' Heavy."

Taro was barking orders into his comms at General Manager Clark, using gestures that the man couldn't even see. He had no idea if he was making sense, but Clark was apparently a god-tier subordinate.

"Understood. Per your instructions, we will move the New-type Plum’s design in a bold, aggressive direction. Regarding the Alliance charter, we will maintain the previous administration's framework as a base while layering in progressive reforms. As you noted, rapid change often triggers systemic rejection. A wise move. Shall we set a floor for the Frontier development bids?"

"Uh, go with your gut. But don't let too many in. It’ll be a nightmare to herd them all."

"Understood. I shall coordinate with the Alliance Council to ensure the bidding is restricted to enterprises of a specific scale."

Clark bowed on the screen and vanished.

"Seriously, 'talented' doesn't cover it. If it weren't for him and Liza, this whole company would be a flaming wreck in a week..."

Taro pressed his hands together and offered a prayer to the blank screen. To anyone else, he looked like a lunatic worshipping a monitor, but to Taro, gratitude was a spiritual necessity.

"Praying won't fix the logistics, though... I wonder what Marl’s up to."

She’d gone to the warehouse an hour ago to "prep supplies" and hadn't been heard from since. Taro decided to check on her.

"If we bring a portable BISHOP, we can maintain a low-bandwidth uplink... What else? Medical kits, obviously. Personal defense... Do we have any sentry guns in stock?"

Taro peeked into the Plum II’s warehouse to find Marl muttering to herself like a mad scientist.

"Whoa, hey! Are you planning to turn burglars into Swiss cheese? It’s a dorm, not a fortress. A sentry gun? Those things shoot anything that moves!"

"And what’s your point?!" Marl snapped, waving the metal key in his face. Her eyes were wide and frantic. Taro realized then that she was actually stressed out of her mind. "I could 3D-print a duplicate of this in two minutes! Those girls think they have nothing worth stealing, but we do! The assassination risk alone is hovering at like, ten percent!"

"Well, when you put it that way... it is a bit breezy. Bella said she’d handle security, though. Want to go ask her for the plan?"

"Fine... let's do that. Maybe a formal security briefing will stop my heart from exploding," Marl pouted.

Taro sighed, wondering if he really should just let her stay on the ship.

"Pardon the intrusion, Miss Marl," Koume said, popping her head into the warehouse. "But if the security of the door is the issue, wouldn't it be simplest to just... repair or upgrade it yourself?"

Taro and Marl froze. They looked at Koume, then at each other.

"............Koume, you're a literal genius," Marl whispered. She immediately turned back to the shelves and started grabbing high-grade alloys and sensor components.

"I have to agree," Taro laughed. "Though I’m not sure 'just fix the door' qualifies as an act of divine inspiration."

"LALALA, I CAN'T HEAR YOU!" Marl shouted, covering her ears as she began her high-speed repairs.
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"How do I even put this... it’s certainly… something," Sophia said, her voice caught in a weird limbo between genuine admiration and total exasperation. 

She was staring at the dormitory entrance. Beside her, her sister Rammy and their three younger brothers stood in various states of slack-jawed shock.

"You’re telling me," Taro agreed, nodding as he gave the newly installed door a tentative rap with his knuckles. The metal let out a low, ominous thud. Thick. Really thick. "But this isn't just 'over-spec' anymore. The damn wall’s gonna crumble before this door even gets a scratch."

Marl, currently clutching a wrench and sporting a look of immense professional satisfaction, shot them a bright, refreshed smile. 

"The warehouse was fresh out of anything else," she chirped. "I really wanted to fix the old one, but it’s such an ancient model that parts are basically artifacts at this point. It’s cheaper to just scrap it than custom-order a hinge, so I figured, why not just replace the whole thing?"

Taro squinted at the massive slab of metal. "So you just... grabbed an Internal Bulkhead Door from the Plum and slapped it on? Well, I guess it’s definitely high-grade in the 'hard to break' department."

"Right? Peace of mind is priceless! Plus, it’s compatible with Information Security Level 4. Honestly, I bet it could take a direct hit from a Frigate-class cannon. Once, anyway."

With that casual bit of terrifying trivia, Marl skipped over to Sophia. She held up the old key she’d just received from the girl and flashed a grin. "Hey, can I keep this?"

"I mean, sure... but the old door is scrap metal, isn't it? What would you even do with it?"

"Oh, it’s a vintage curiosity! I thought I’d turn it into an accessory or something. Actually, I’ll make some for everyone!"

The kids’ eyes lit up instantly. Marl gave them a thumbs-up—"One for everyone, then!"—and stuffed the jangling keys into her pocket before marching off.

"Uh... Maru?" Taro called out to her retreating back. 

She was probably heading to the office, but she didn't seem to hear him. She just kept walking without so much as a glance over her shoulder.

...Okay, that’s weird. Is she sick?

Taro let out a low groan as he replayed her smile in his head. To Sophia and the kids, it probably looked like her usual cheery self, but to him, it felt just a little bit brittle. A little bit... off.

"Is something wrong with Maru-san?" Sophia asked, noticing Taro’s confusion. "She seemed fine to me."

"Yeah, hopefully that’s all it is... Anyway, you guys were heading to the Daycare, right? Lead the way."

Taro forced a burst of energy into his voice and gestured for the three brothers—who were currently vibrating with excitement over their promised "gifts"—to move out.



After dropping off Sophia’s brothers (ages ten, nine, and seven) at the Daycare, Taro headed for the Temporary Office to catch up with Marl. The space they’d rented to handle communications with the Rising Sun was so cramped it was practically a closet, but compared to the dormitory, it was a five-star resort.

The place was stark—just the BISHOP control rig and a few essential terminals—but as a makeshift base, it did the job. It’s gonna be a disaster if clients or employees actually start showing up here, Taro thought, but neither of them were the type to care about optics, so they let it slide.

"I’ve got the final notes on the post-war settlement here," Marl said, tossing a terminal at him. Taro caught it mid-air. "Looks like the EAP wants to establish several Demilitarized Zones in Enzio territory."

"Are they high?" Taro blurted out. "Seriously? With the way the WIND population has been exploding lately? That’s insane."

While they’d been busy on the Anti-Enzio Front, the WIND hadn't exactly taken a vacation. Attacks were popping up everywhere. There hadn't been any total planetary genocides yet, luckily, but the "minor" damage was stacking up. Shipping costs were skyrocketing because every freighter needed a private army just to cross the street, and the economy was taking a nosedive. Inflation was basically aiming for the moon.

"I get where they're coming from—they want to respect the victims and their families," Marl said, shrugging with a look of pure defeat. "But we need defense platforms and at least a skeleton crew garrisoned there. Problem is, nobody can agree on what 'minimum force' even means."

Taro grimaced. She’s right. 

On a planet, you could at least station enough troops to buy time for a localized evacuation. But on a space station? You either have enough firepower to vaporize the entire attacking force, or you’re a sitting duck. A single WIND drone could tear a station apart if left to its own devices. They didn't care about time. They were patient little monsters.

"And if we deploy a full task force, it’s not exactly 'demilitarized' anymore, is it?" Taro muttered. "Even if they allow defense platforms, those things are basically useless without a fleet to back them up. A static gun is just a target."

"Exactly. We can’t exactly turn every outpost into a Fortress-class hub. And the WIND are getting smarter. Simple fixed batteries won't cut it anymore."

"Hmm... What if we built armored Floating Batteries?" Taro suggested, his mind spinning. "Stick some engines on a turret so it can move, and link the sensors to the station’s main grid? Hey, if we made them small enough to fit in a cargo bay, that’d be incredibly handy, wouldn't it?"

Marl stared at him. "...You just described a drone, Taro."

"...Oh. Yeah. I guess I did."

Taro swiped his finger across the terminal, dragging the entire "Defense" folder into the "Later/Probably Never" pile. 

"Well, if push comes to shove, I do have one idea..." 

Taro crossed his arms and stared at the ceiling. Marl looked up, surprised. "Really?"

"Yeah. Though... it’s a bit diabolical. Okay, it’s really diabolical." He glanced sideways, catching Marl’s eye. "If we can't protect the place where they live, we just move the people to a place we can protect."

The two of them spent the next few hours hashing out the specifics before calling it a day. Marl headed back to Sophia’s Work Ship to "continue repairs." In reality, Marl could have finished the job in two hours flat, but she was intentionally dragging it out over several days for her own reasons.



"Yo, runts! You still alive?"

Taro picked up the high-energy trio from the Daycare and spent the walk home playing tag and giving shoulder rides. The kids had taken to him with terrifying speed, and Taro found himself actually enjoying the company of the little monsters. 

Kids are the same whether they’re on Earth or some rust-bucket station in space. All they care about is having fun right this second. God, I’m jealous.

He navigated the cramped Residential District, trying to remember if he’d ever been that carefree. The memories were so faint they were practically ghosts. I wonder if the day will come when even this tiny lingering scent of 'normalcy' vanishes, he thought, glancing up at the distant, metallic "sky" of the station.

"Welcome back, Taro-san! Dinner’s ready!"

Sophia greeted them at the door, and soon all seven of them were packed into the room for a meal. The menu: fried rice—a culinary gift to this world from Taro himself!!—and some watery, tasteless soup. Throw in a side of nutrient paste, and you had a feast. 

Taro realized he was genuinely having a good time. There was no Security Squad hovering over his shoulder to prevent assassinations, and no corporate vipers waiting for him to slip up during a deal. Sure, Bella’s Security Department was crawling all over the surrounding modules, and any anomaly within a hundred meters would be intercepted instantly, but for this one moment, Taro felt like he could just... breathe.

"Please, try not to fall out," Sophia said, looking worriedly at the hammock.

"I’m on the bottom bunk, I'll be fine," Taro laughed. 

He hopped into his wall-mounted hammock, and a few moments later, the lights flicked off. Usually, they dimmed gradually, so the sudden darkness was a bit of a shock, but it felt strangely nostalgic.

There’s a real sense of connection here... I wonder which life is actually the 'happy' one.

In the heart of the Galactic Empire, you had everything. You never lacked for anything, and you didn't even have to leave your house to work. But the human element was paper-thin. Most people only knew others as faces on a screen.

But here? You couldn't do anything without someone else. The guy at the Daycare was covered in grime and didn't even own a terminal, yet he knew every single kid’s name and every parent’s face by heart. In the Empire, that job had been automated into oblivion centuries ago.

It was filthy here. It was poor. Everyone was exhausted. But they were still laughing. Maybe it was just because they weren't alone.

"...I’m getting soft," Taro muttered, his brain turning to mush as sleep finally started to claw at him. 

He could hear the soft breathing of the brothers above him, and the gentle rhythm of Sophia’s breath told him she was out, too.

"Right. Soft about what?"

A whisper. Barely audible. 

Taro craned his neck and saw a silhouette standing right next to him. Marl.

"Nothing... Anyway, what’s up? Can’t sleep?"

Taro pushed himself up on his elbows to see her face, but the room was too dark to read her expression.

"Yeah... something like that. Hey... scoot over."

Before he could process the request, Marl was shove-shoving him toward the wall. Taro’s brain short-circuited. What? What is happening? He obediently plastered himself against the cold bulkhead.

"...Wait, huh? Marl? What are you—?"

"Shhh!! You'll wake everyone up!"

Marl wiggled her way into the tiny, one-person hammock. Their bodies were pressed together, and Taro was approximately three seconds away from a total system-wide panic attack. He tried to summon every ounce of his "Expert Professional Space Mercenary" calm.

"This—this isn't the toilet, you know! I mean, I’m not saying that kind of thing is off the table, but isn't this a bit fast? Or is it not? Look, I am absolutely, one-hundred-percent willing to try and understand your logic here, but—"

"...Sorry," she whispered, her voice small and heavy. "Just let me sleep here tonight. Just for tonight."

Taro’s frantic rambling died in his throat. The sheer weight of her voice acted like a bucket of cold water on his racing heart. His internal "Oh God, it’s happening" sirens fell silent.

"............Well, it’s not like I own the bed. Do whatever you want."

Taro muttered the words toward the wall. He knew there was zero chance he was getting any sleep now, but he closed his eyes anyway. He thought he heard a tiny "Thank you" from behind him, but he didn't say a word.
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"..."

"..."

The silence stretched between them, thick enough to suffocate a vacuum. Taro did his level best to ignore the soft, feminine sensation of Marl pressing up against him, but it was, of course, a complete waste of effort. His brain was firing on all cylinders, and none of them were programmed for sleep.

"...Hey, you awake?"

Marl’s voice was a tiny whisper right at the back of his head. Taro felt the goosebumps erupt across the nape of his neck.

Like I could actually sleep through this! he screamed internally.

"…I don’t really get the whole 'family' thing," she said.

Her tone wasn't particularly sad or hollow; she sounded like she was merely reading a weather report. Taro debated how to respond, opening his mouth only to click it shut again. Silence was probably the safer bet.

"I was alone by the time I was old enough to know what was going on, and I just assumed that was normal. I had a legal guardian, sure, but they were just a name on a screen that checked my medical results and my grades. I think years went by before I ever actually saw a face."

She sounded almost nostalgic. Taro shifted his head slightly. "The 'program' you mentioned... was that BISHOP?"

"Mmh, no. The Special Learning Program. I mean, BISHOP is part of it, but the government throws subsidies at any kid who shows even a spark of talent. I was in BISHOP’s mechanical engineering branch."

"A scholarship, then. Advanced education for the overachievers, free of charge."

"More than just free. The Galactic Empire bankrolls everything. Food, housing, life—they even make sure you live pretty comfortably. Honestly, if it weren't for that, I can't imagine where I’d be. Probably stuck as some grunt doing menial labor, never knowing any better... just like those kids."

At Marl’s words, Taro looked up toward the corner where Sophia and her siblings were curled up. He felt the rustle of clothing against his back; Marl had likely followed his gaze.

"Do you know why their parents aren't around?"

"Nope," Taro replied. It was actually the first he’d heard that they were gone for good.

"They went to the city to find work four years ago and never came back. The kids are still putting on a brave face, waiting for them, but Sophia and Rammy seem to suspect the worst."

"The worst? I mean, there’s always a chance, isn't there? Maybe they got held up or—"

"There isn't. They’re dead."

Taro’s mouth snapped shut. That was the grim reality he’d been hoping to avoid.

"Bella looked into it for me. A transport ship was hit by the WIND four years ago. Their parents' names were on the manifest."

"I see... well, yeah, she would check. But why don't the kids know? You’d think someone would have sent word."

"Someone? Who?"

"I don't know! The company that owned the ship? Or at least the government or the local authorities?"

"They aren't Imperial Citizens, Teiro. You don't get 'services' like that without a family registration. Besides, the guy who owned the ship was a sole proprietor. He checked out at the same time his ship did."

"Oof... that’s just bleak."

Taro let out a long sigh, a cocktail of aimless anger and exhaustion. After another stretch of silence, he finally spoke up.

"So, is that why? Are you feeling a bit of family-envy?"

"...No, it’s not that. Well, maybe a little, but that’s not the main thing."

Marl sounded uncharacteristically hesitant. She cleared her throat softly. "Don't laugh, okay?"

"I'm listening."

"I'm scared of them. Those kids."

Her voice was so small he almost missed it. Taro jerked in surprise. "Scared?"

"Yes," Marl whispered. "It’s not just them, really, but right now... people are scary, Teiro. You’re completely defenseless when you sleep, right? Being in the same room as someone else in that state... it’s terrifying. I can't stand it."

"Uh... I mean, I get being a little anxious, but 'terrifying'?"

"It is... Hey, did you know? The average Galactic Empire citizen only meets another person face-to-face about four times a year."

"Four?! Holy crap. That’s not a civilization, that’s just a galaxy-wide gaming marathon in a dark basement. Are you serious?"

"Dead serious. You call it being a 'shut-in,' but to us, it’s just life. But yeah, looking back, I was definitely a shut-in. I had a major case of social anxiety, and as you can see, I’m still a mess."

"Come on, Marl, that’s not funny. You’ve been perfectly normal at the office. I’ve never seen you look scared."

"Because I don't show it. Besides, if it’s for work, I can handle it. I can stay sharp, keep the mask on. I’ve had plenty of practice by now."

"Ah, the old persona trick? Look, Marl, if it’s that painful, you can stay on the Plum starting tomorrow. There’s no reason to force yourself through this. I’m the one who dragged you along, anyway."

Taro started to turn around to face her, but Marl stopped him. "No."

"I know I’m not in a good headspace. That’s why I want to use this to overcome it. I just... I can't do it all at once. I have to do it bit by bit."

"I get it. Alright. If there’s anything I can do to help, just say the word. I’m your man."

"Pfft, thank you. But it’s okay. You’re already doing plenty for me, Teiro."

Marl giggled, a genuine, lighthearted sound. Taro tilted his head in confusion. "Doing what?"

"When I first met you, it was the first time I’d seen a human face in two years. If you hadn't come along, I’d probably still be rotting away in that Junk Yard."

Marl pressed her head firmly against his back.

"I’m grateful, Teiro. Other people are still scary, but sometimes... sometimes it’s actually fun. And that’s definitely because of you."

Her voice was slow, calm, and steady. Soon, the rhythmic sound of quiet breathing drifted from behind him. She was out. Taro carefully sat up, making sure not to wake her, and gave her head a single, gentle pat.

When I was lonely, or scared, or anxious... I feel like someone did this for me once, too.



When the announcement dropped regarding the massive relocation policy for the stations on the border of the Old Enzio Region Space and EAP Region Space, the public went wild. The message was clear: the new Alliance was dead serious about developing the Frontier. Except for shipbuilding, military stocks plummeted across the board, while infrastructure and equipment companies saw their shares go to the moon.

"RS is building a whole new market in the Frontier! Don't miss the bus!"

Businessmen screamed into their comms and scrambled to the Frontier in their personal ships. Of the two proposed development sites, one was a total mystery to everyone, but the other was a goldmine of untapped resources. The Enzio Alliance had its eye on the place for years, but their bloated military budget had never left enough room for actual development.

"There’s gotta be something in the other sector too! Knowing that leader of theirs, he’s sitting on info we don't have!"

The other candidate site was ancient, dating back to the early days of the Galactic Empire. It had been stripped of every notable resource centuries ago, and no one could figure out what its value was supposed to be. But that didn't stop the crowds. Driven by rumors and wild guesses, people flocked to the systems anyway.

"Report for you, Mr. Teiro. The capacity for the planned development sites is already hitting the redline. The relocation is moving way faster than we projected."

"It’s only been two weeks! Slow down, people..." Taro rubbed his temples. "I mean, I expected more pushback. This is basically a forced migration, and everyone’s just... fine with it?"

"It makes sense, Mr. Teiro," Bella replied. "When you move an entire Block Module, the only thing that actually changes for the residents is the position of the stars outside their windows. Why would they resist? If anything, having the RS Alliance United Fleet guarding them makes them feel safer than they ever were back home."

"When you put it that way, I guess it’s not that big a deal. And Marl did say Imperial Citizens are basically professional shut-ins. If the inside of the box is the same, who cares where the box is?"

A few people—mostly the negotiators and some local bigwigs—were fuming that the Demilitarized Zone was a 'humiliating defeat' for the RS Alliance. The actual leadership of the RS Alliance, however, didn't give a damn. The area was likely to be seized by the Empire when they eventually moved in anyway; having a legitimate excuse to move the population out now was actually a stroke of genius. Plus, it acted as a pressure valve for the EAP’s ego.

"The EAP diplomatic corps was so giddy they forgot how to act professional. Those morons seriously think they won the round," Alan said, looking utterly exasperated after his latest meeting with them.

From the EAP's perspective—ignoring the impending Imperial advance they knew nothing about—it was a massive victory. Taro actually felt a little bad for them.

Well, just a little, he thought. Pity is free, and it doesn't leave a paper trail.

He was determined not to repeat the mistakes of the Enzio Alliance—a group that, in his eyes, had gotten a lot of people killed through sheer incompetence. He kept a cool head, never overestimating his own genius, and actively leaned on the council’s opinions.

Part of him wanted to warn Rin or the EAP, but he couldn't. The EAP had the money, and now they were funneling it into their military. If left unchecked, they’d become an unstoppable monster. It was one thing if you had an absolute power like the Imperial Government keeping the peace, but having one faction suddenly tower over the others was a recipe for disaster. What happens when they get greedy?

The ideal setup is the Three Kingdoms, Taro mused. RS, EAP, and the White Dingo... though Dingo himself is the wildcard.

The White Dingo had been suspiciously friendly lately, which only made Taro more nervous. The treaty between the Rising Sun and the Dingo’s group had shifted into a standard Non-Aggression pact. Behind closed doors, it had been settled that a chunk of the Old Enzio Territory would be handed over to the White Dingo as post-war reparations. Dingo seemed to consider this a total win.

They had already signed several trade agreements, some of which were actually more favorable than the ones being drafted for the EAP. The Rising Sun leadership had crunched the numbers and concluded that Dingo had likely realized RS wasn't going to expand its military for a while. That man had a nose for that kind of thing. No one in the room was foolish enough to underestimate Dingo’s foresight or his lethality.

"In the right circumstances, we might even find ourselves fighting alongside that Dingo," Bella remarked.

No one disagreed. If the EAP grew too big, too fast, it was a very real possibility.

"I know being busy is a good thing, but this is getting ridiculous..."

Marl’s face twitched as she looked at the mountain of data chips detailing the various problems across Alliance Territory.

"Look on the bright side, at least we have a council to help. Now, let's put our backs into it!"

While Taro and the others enjoyed a relatively peaceful domestic life with Sophia and the kids at the Dormitory, their daylight hours were consumed by a murderous schedule. Before they knew it, a dedicated High-speed Moving Lane had been built leading directly to their office in the Commercial District. Rising Sun and its subsidiaries were snapping up the surrounding module blocks like they were going out of style. It had basically become the 'Rising Sun Frontier Branch.'

"It’s like we’re staging a slow-motion coup of the station. Mr. Smith isn't complaining, though—the tax revenue has him grinning ear to ear. But this is just the beginning. The real fun starts now."

Taro stood in his small office, gazing at the star map glowing on the wall.

The Great Age of Pioneering was finally here.
Chapter 142

"Ugh, you really think so? That smell is pretty rank, right?"

"It is. It's definitely stinky. I mean, I personally like it, but I know a lot of people can’t stand it."

"Ehh, I don't know. Isn't that funk the best part? It’s kind of addictive."

Taro drifted in the hazy borderlands of sleep as the voices of three women tickled his ears. He was the only one currently swaying in a hammock in the bedroom, but since the walls weren't soundproofed, every word from Marl, Sophia, and Rammy leaked in from the next room.

"Vital signs... looks normal. Now that I think about it, I haven't caught so much as a sniffle since I got here."

Taro squinted at the transparent Electronic Sheet stuck to his left wrist, confirming that his health was in tip-top shape. Having letters glow directly out of the skin on the back of his hand had been creepy at first, but he was a veteran of the "weird sci-fi biology" life by now.

Didn't they say I don't even have cavities anymore? Man, once I finally get back to Earth, the quarantine officers are going to have a field day with me.

Taro hopped out of the hammock and tapped the display to switch from vitals to the clock. Seeing he’d woken up at his usual time, he strolled into the living room with a satisfied smirk.

"Morning, ladies. Waking up to three beauties is better than any double espresso."

"If it’s so great, then wake up earlier, Taro," Marl retorted. "You’re the best cook here, remember?"

"Heheh, I’ve just got more years of practice under my belt. Anyway, something smells amazing. This isn't the usual fried rice, is it?"

"I managed to get my hands on some Processed Fungi from the Imlin Star System, so I tossed them in. Has a nice aroma, doesn't it?"

"Processed fungi... oh, so mushrooms. Got it."

Taro peered at the black fragments piled on the plate and gave them a long sniff. Sophia watched him, her eyes wide with a hint of shock as she whispered to Marl.

"Wait, aren't those... really expensive?"

"They were a gift," Marl waved it off. "Don't sweat it. Let’s just eat."

"Yeah, what she said. It's a job perk... well, I don't know if 'job' is the right word, but we get a lot of freebies. Whoa, these mushrooms are killer. What kind are they?"

"What kind? Now that you mention it, I’m not sure. Let’s check the data bank."

Marl plopped her terminal on the table and pinged Plum. Plum’s communication link bypassed the local lag and dived straight into the distant neural net, serving up info instantly.

"Let’s see... 'Grows into a white mass five meters in diameter.' Wow. Apparently, they're a staple for the Natural Food Faction because they're easy to breed. Oh, but it says 'Caution: Cultivating in areas with strong vibrations may cause the specimen to spontaneously detonate.' I wonder what that means. Internal gas buildup?"

"I don't know and I don't want to know! They're five-meter exploding blobs and the ecology section is basically just a giant question mark? That’s terrifying! What the hell are we eating?!"

"Ahaha... b-but they taste great!"

Taro glared suspiciously at Marl’s terminal while Sophia gave a pained, awkward smile. Rammy, meanwhile, wore a look of pure, unadulterated disgust as she began a systematic shuttle operation, shoveling every single mushroom from her plate onto Taro's.

Once breakfast was over and the usual banter died down, Taro dragged the three younger brothers out of bed and dropped them off at the Daycare. He hopped onto a High-speed Moving Lane, watching the rapidly transforming cityscape with a sense of pride. They zipped past community centers where, alongside the soup kitchens, his people were now busy matching refugees with actual jobs.

"It feels like half a month ago was just a bad dream," Marl mused. "Everything is so clean. It feels... right. I guess money really is everything. You can't change a thing without capital."

The roadsides, which had looked like the grimy back alleys of a decaying slum just weeks ago, didn't have a single speck of dust on them. The station management company had taken the surge in tax revenue and dumped it into hiring a literal army of cleaners. To Taro, the monthly salary was so low it was practically a punchline, but people had apparently trampled each other to get those jobs.

"It's not just about aesthetics," Taro said. "Clean streets actually drop the crime rate. On Earth... what was his name? The Mayor of some massive city supposedly fixed the subways just by cleaning them up."

"Really? I wonder what the logic is there... also, what’s a subway?"

"Think of it like a very old, very depressing version of a High-speed Moving Lane."

They arrived at the Commercial District—now almost entirely colonized by Rising Sun subsidiaries—and walked into a modest, unassuming office. They didn't stop at the reception, instead heading straight through a heavily locked, reinforced automatic door at the back.

"Good morning, Mr. Teiro. I see you haven't managed to get yourself killed yet."

Koume was waiting for them on the other side. Beyond her lay a massive, high-tech cavern where hundreds of people were buzzing around, buried in work. They had bought out every module adjacent to the original office, knocked the walls down, and wired them together. It was a full-blown underground secret base.

"Well, we only saw each other yesterday, Koume. Then again, we see each other every day... It’d be pretty weird if I transformed into a supermodel overnight, right?"

"True, Mr. Teiro. Though you seem to have forgotten that the reverse—an attractive man turning into a hideous gremlin overnight—is also a mathematical possibility."

"You’re as foul-mouthed as ever!"

Taro marched to his desk in the center of the hub. Suddenly, a voice barked "Attention!" and the several hundred employees snapped into a rigid, motionless salute.

Man, they’re still acting like a literal army, Taro grumbled to himself. He returned the salute and slumped into his chair.

"Shall we begin immediately, Mr. Teiro?"

"Yeah, yeah. Let’s do it."

Koume raised her hand, and a 360-degree hologram of a serene natural park shimmered into existence around Taro's chair. It wouldn't do for the people on the other end of the call to see the frantic, "secret base" chaos happening in the background.

"Hey there. I'm Teiro, representative of Rising Sun—the Representative Corp of the RS Alliance. Man, this intro is starting to feel ridiculous. We all know who I am by now."

Taro directed a deadpan stare at the monitor. On the screen, three hundred corporate reps were gathered in a grand hall. A few of them chuckled at Taro’s bluntness.

"Yes, we are well aware, Representative Teiro. We look forward to today's session."

The Chairman, a spry eighty-four-year-old, beamed from his elevated seat. Taro gave a casual "Gotcha," but made sure to offer a respectful nod. He didn't want to be an arrogant prick, but if he acted too humble, he’d lose his grip on the room. It was a tightrope walk. These RS Alliance Assembly Members were technically his subordinates, but they were almost all decades older than him. Even in the Galactic Empire, the "respect your elders" thing was still a hard habit to break.

"Alright, let's get down to some proper scheming. First on the list—"

He started knocking out the agenda items from the last meeting one by one. If a plan was solid, he ordered them to flesh out the details. If it was garbage, he told them why. The topics ranged from the mundane—like the ratio of public toilets to population—to the critical, like priority protocols for border skirmishes.

Usually, the Council was supposed to meet once a month, but in the current state of emergency, they were pulling weekly shifts. The fact that these high-powered executives weren't complaining proved just how serious they were.

"I see, understood. We shall proceed accordingly on that front. However, Representative Teiro... regarding the Frontier Development, our top priority. Some voices in the economic sector are expressing... skepticism."

Here we go, Taro thought, bracing himself. He wiped any trace of worry from his face, putting on his best "I have a master plan" smirk, and nodded magnanimously.

"You're talking about the candidate sites toward the Ancient Area, right?"

The Chairman nodded slowly. "Precisely. The development toward the resource zones has unanimous support. Companies are tripping over themselves to sign up, and the profit margins look spectacular. But the Ancient Area? People are negative. Is there some hidden advantage there that we’re missing?"

The Chairman tilted his head. Taro leaned back, projecting an air of total confidence. "Your skepticism is totally valid."

"Mined-out resource zones, crumbling facilities, and a population of unaccounted-for squatters that’s probably way bigger than the official records suggest... Yeah, on paper, it looks like a dump you wouldn't touch with a ten-foot pole."

Taro scanned the faces on the curved monitor. Everyone was leaning in, their eyes burning with intensity.

"But look at it this way: it’s a goldmine of a different kind. I’ve been living on the ground—oh, maybe I didn't mention it, but I’m actually in Wyoming right now. Doing a little field research. And I’ve realized something..."

He thought back to the daily grind with Sophia and the mountain of data Marl had crunched.

"There is an absurd, sickening amount of cheap labor just sitting here. We put out a call for cleaners—just cleaners!—and got twenty times more applicants than we had spots for. People are starving for work, and the actual population is several times higher than the official stats. Wyoming IV alone has four times the people we thought it did. The rest of the sector is likely the same. That's why there’s never enough food—the allocations were based on fake numbers."

Enzio’s economic planners had distributed resources based on registered residents. They hadn't counted the jobless or the illegals, meaning every shipment of supplies had been doomed to be a drop in the bucket.

"I see. You make a fair point," the Chairman replied. "Exploiting... ah, utilizing that labor force would be highly profitable for the corporations. But how do you plan to move them to the other development sites? We aren't talking about a few thousand people. If Wyoming is the baseline, there are at least forty million people in the Ancient Area."

The Chairman seemed to have expected that answer, but Taro just shrugged like it was the simplest thing in the world.

"We don't need to move them. We’ll just have them work where they are."

The Chairman’s eyes widened in surprise. Taro waved his hands theatrically, driving the point home.

"You say the resources are mined out? No way. Not even close. In fact, there’s a chance there’s more wealth there than in the standard resource zones."

"Representative... I find it hard to believe the Empire would have left a single scrap of extractable material behind during its expansion."

"Oh, I'm sure you're right. I'm sure they took everything."

"Then...?" The Chairman looked lost.

Taro gave a predatory grin. "The answer is in your own words, Chairman."

"Regarding extractable resources? Yeah, they probably picked the place clean until only the dust was left. Key word being: extractable."

Taro glanced at the Assembly Members, who were now hanging on his every word. He cocked an eyebrow.

"How many thousands of years has it been since the Empire developed this sector? I tried using the local Stargates, and they were so ancient I could barely hop a few lightyears. Technology has evolved at a terrifying pace in those millennia. With our current tech, we can tap into resources that were physically impossible for them to reach back then."

A wave of shocked realization washed over the hall. Some members stared blankly; others started laughing under their breath, wondering how they’d missed something so obvious.

"But if that's the case," the Chairman said, his voice now tinged with excitement, "wouldn't we need a massive fleet of the latest Stargates? Where on earth are we going to find those?"

Taro’s grin turned positively wicked. He held up a single finger.

"There’s a rumor going around that the Empire is planning an expansion from the Alpha Star System toward Roma. Right now, there’s a 'totally coincidental' massive migration out of that area. People are even saying the stations there might be scrapped... I wonder what kind of jerk would spread such a baseless, nasty rumor?"

The Assembly Members began to mirror Taro’s crooked smile.

"But that area is a major transport hub. The Empire would be in a real bind if they didn't have at least the base facilities ready for their arrival. I mean, we could leave them behind if they really asked nicely... but it’d be such a shame to just give them away for free, don't you think?"
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Sorry for the delay, everyone.

Real life has been keeping me incredibly busy lately, and I just can't seem to find the time...

Also, what exactly is this "Golden Week" thing I keep hearing about?



"You’ve certainly developed quite the devious streak lately. The Frontier Development Department looked like they were attending a funeral. Are you sure you don’t have a future in politics?"

Dean’s tone was purely teasing. Taro simply shook his head, silently pleading for the man to give him a break.

"I just took what was rightfully mine. Sure, from their perspective, the profits are going to be a lot thinner than they planned, but it’s not like I’m running a charity here... Wait. Dean, you knew exactly how this would play out when you leaked that info to me, didn't you?"

Taro leveled a flat, deadpan stare at the man. Dean merely offered a look of feigned, wounded innocence. Oh, my, his face seemed to say. He reached out and moved a piece on the Tritt board—a game similar to chess—that sat in the Plum’s parlor.

"I am a man of the Imperial Military, you know. I try my best to refrain from any actions that might be detrimental to the Empire. It is a mere coincidence that this expansion plan was spearheaded by the Cornelius Faction and that I happen to belong to the Reinhardt Faction."

Faced with Dean’s typical high-level deflection, Taro could only brush it off. "Yeah, yeah, whatever you say."

"I have to wonder if this is really the time for internal power struggles, though... Oh, wait! Hold on a second. I think I’m checkmated."

"I'm afraid not, my friend. How many times does this make? Honestly, you’re about two years too early to dream of beating me at Tritt. I am an honorary member of the All-Galaxy Tritt Association, after all."

Dean looked mildly amused, while Taro wore a face of pure bitterness. Ugh, for real? He had been using his parallel thinking to run a brute-force, exhaustive search of every possible move—a strategy that had made him undefeated against everyone else he knew—but against Dean, he was hopelessly outmatched. I guess there’s always a bigger fish, he sighed inwardly.

"Actually, the fact that you might be able to overtake me in only two years makes you quite the threat in my eyes..." Dean waved a hand, clearing the holographic Tritt board before swirling the liquid in his glass. "More importantly, is the Frontier Development proceeding on schedule?"

"Up until a little while ago, it was going so smoothly it was actually scary. But I guess nothing stays easy forever. Pirates are starting to sniff around, and everyone is still mostly fumbling in the dark... But the real problem is this."

Taro pulled a mobile terminal from his pocket with a grimace.

"There’s an absurd number of WIND out there. The Research Fleet is basically dead in the water because of them."

Taro tapped a few commands into his terminal, transferring the data over to Dean’s device. Dean studied the readout for a moment, then let out a sharp grunt.

"This is certainly an abnormal concentration. Nearly five times the standard density... Is there something out there? They seem to be converging toward the Ancient Area."

"We’ve got people investigating, but frankly, we've got no leads. It's not like they're human; we can't just bag one and interrogate it. I don't even know if 'ecology' is the right word, but their behavior patterns are a total mystery."

"Central is dealing with the same headache. We can estimate their age based on the scrap metal that makes up a WIND unit, but some of those components are over a thousand years old. It’s staggering to think they’ve been drifting through the void for centuries just to get here."

Dean let out a heavy sigh, standing up with his empty glass. He began to head toward the drink bar against the wall to refill, but he stopped mid-stride.

"My, what a rare pair of conspirators. Planning some sort of wicked scheme, are we?"

Riza appeared in the doorway, a small, knowing smile playing on her lips. Dean gave a casual shrug. "Something like that," he replied, holding his glass out to her.

"Why don't you do it yourself, Brother? No matter how many stars you add to your rank, your laziness never changes."

Despite her grumbling, Riza took the glass. She poured drinks for both of them and made her way to the table with a graceful, composed stride.

"I’m still not used to a life without servants. Though I suppose making my younger sister do it is a step in some direction."

Dean took his glass back, but as Riza moved to sit beside him, he held out a hand to stop her. She looked at her brother with a puzzled expression, only for him to gesture toward Taro with his chin.

"Think about who you should be currying favor with. He’s the one you need to win over."

"Hey now, what kind of talk is that right in front of the target?" Taro interjected, shooting a look at the magnanimous Imperial Navy Colonel.

Riza, however, didn't miss a beat. "You’re absolutely right," she said airily. She sat down, pressing herself flush against Taro’s side with exaggerated intent.

"Uh, Riza? Your brother is right there."

"Oh? Does that mean you wouldn't mind if he weren't here?"

"...Riza."

Dean’s voice sounded stern. Taro shot him a look as if to say, See what I have to deal with? but the Colonel’s response was entirely unexpected.

"Your hand placement is amateurish. If you’re going to rest it on his thigh, you should move it closer to the base. That’s where the nerve clusters are most dense. It’s a basic technique for distracting an opponent during negotiations."

"That is definitely not something you should be saying in front of the opponent!" Taro barked.

"You should learn these tactics as well, Taro. You need to build up an immunity. Though, in your case, you'll be the one they’re being used on... Is Alan not teaching you any of this? He’s supposed to be in charge of your intelligence department."

Dean looked genuinely concerned. Taro tried to find a comeback, but his voice died in his throat. The man has a point. I am painfully easy to rattle.

"I’ll... I’ll get used to it eventually. But don't expect anything from Alan. He’s as much of a vir—ahem, a late bloomer as I am. Wait, ah, hey! Stop! That’s way too fast! Riza, that’s too much! Not there!"

Taro scrambled across the sofa, trying to escape Riza’s hand as it slid dangerously high up his thigh. Riza let out a delighted laugh, and even Dean managed a suppressed chuckle.

"You guys are just doing this to mess with me, aren't you...?"

"An action can have more than one objective, Taro. Everything I said was factually sound. But let’s get back to business... Wait, what on earth are you doing?"

"Don't mind me. Just continue. I’ve decided this is my 'serious thinking' pose."

Taro was currently sitting with his legs clamped tightly together, his hips pushed back while his upper body leaned as far forward as possible. It was a bizarre, almost creepy posture, but it was a tactical necessity. If he didn't do it, his "representative" was going to start lobbying for independence right then and there.

Dean stared for a beat, then shrugged. "I see."

"To get to the point, there isn't a single corporation that holds the rights to the planet in question. You won't need to ask permission from anyone to conduct your investigation."

"Yes!" Taro pumped his fist.

Riza tilted her head. "The planet in question?"

"This one," Taro said, bringing up a planetary profile on his terminal.

"RPM95355. Commonly known as 'Nuke.' It was supposedly a habitable world once, but now it’s just a desert wasteland. Also, the radiation levels are off the charts."

Taro and Riza looked at the terminal together. On one side was an old photo of a beautiful blue marble that could have been Earth’s twin. On the other was the current reality: a dead, brownish-gray sphere choked by thick clouds.

"A habitable planet... C-Could this really be it?" Riza asked, her voice a mix of excitement and lingering disappointment as she leaned closer to the screen.

"That’s what we’re going to find out... though honestly, I’m hoping it’s a dud."

"I see... But how did it end up like this? The old data shows it was a textbook habitable world."

"The answer to that is..."

Taro looked over at Dean. The Colonel was staring at the terminal with a look of profound contemplation. Eventually, he murmured a soft "I see" before continuing.

"It might sound ridiculous, but I can't say it's impossible. Looking at the way people behave these days, I’m starting to think it might actually be the truth."

Dean spoke as if to himself. He fell silent for a moment before noticing Taro’s gaze and looking up.

"Nuke was a planet that was thoroughly scorched by the Imperial Navy about six hundred years ago. Because energy beams attenuate in an atmosphere, they opted for a different solution: they fired over a hundred million nuclear warheads into the crust. The surface is likely nothing but vitrified sand and miles of ash. I suspect the nuclear winter is still going on down there."

Dean recounted the horrific history as if he were discussing a boring weather report. Taro had heard of a nuclear winter—a phenomenon where the dust from explosions blocks out the sun and plunges a world into a deep freeze.

"But why? Why would they do that?"

Dean turned to Taro, letting out a soft "Hmph."

"Everything regarding Nuke is classified as top-secret by the Empire. It requires a security clearance of Colonel or higher just to see the file headers... Therefore, what I am about to say is merely a monologue to myself."

Dean set his glass on the table and stood up slowly.

"Nuke was a planet occupied by the WIND. They landed on the surface, multiplied, and began to systematically wipe out the human population. Every record of how it started has been expunged. It was likely some wretched reason—an experiment gone wrong, or a planet full of anti-Imperial groups that the government wanted to 'cleanse.' If a corporation had its entire infrastructure concentrated on that one world, it would have been a death sentence. But again, that’s just speculation."

Taro swallowed hard. Dean continued, glancing at him sideways.

"By the time the nuclear attack was authorized, there was still a massive human population on the surface. But it was only a matter of time. Unlike the vacuum of space, everything on a planet is packed together. The speed at which the WIND can multiply on the ground is incomparable to space. It is explosive."

Space was vast and empty, with distances so great they were almost comical. But on a planet, continents and oceans were measured in mere kilometers. Not light-years.

"I get it... So they decided to hit them before they could use humanity’s own resources to finish their expansion."

Taro tried to visualize the desperation of that era. But Riza shook her head.

"No, that doesn't feel right. If they just wanted to scorch the surface, they could have done that at any time—even after humanity was gone. I understand the mercy of a quick end, but would that really lead to nuking your own people? From the perspective of the ones pulling the trigger, wouldn't you at least wait until the humans were all dead?"

"Precisely," Dean agreed. "They could have used old-fashioned chemical rockets for an evacuation or sent down relief landers. But they didn't. They skipped straight to the nuclear option. And the reason for that is..."

Dean stopped at the exit, looking back at Taro.

"It’s their evolution speed, Master Teiro. The Empire was terrified. They feared the WIND would find a way to escape the planet’s gravity... You said earlier that the WIND are appearing in massive numbers in the Ancient Area, didn't you?"

Dean’s mouth twisted into a grim smile.

"I truly hope it is a mere coincidence."
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I’m incredibly sorry that the updates have become so irregular. I’m hoping to return to a normal schedule once my day job settles down! m( )m

[AIMING CORRECTION: MANUAL]

[BISHOP REDIRECT: ON DEMAND]

[RAILGUN TURRET: SALVO]

Lumps of steel screamed into the void, buried deep into other lumps of steel. The surrounding space flickered with the strobe-light violence of crossing beam fire, and every so often, a blinding flash would illuminate a graveyard of shattered hulls.

"Second Fleet, haul ass and evacuate! There is absolutely zero reason to play martyr today!"

Taro rapidly deployed the BISHOP Function Group for fleet command, barking retreat orders to the ships holding the front line. He wasn't just telling them to run for their lives; he coordinated a tactical withdrawal, forcing units to cover each other in an orderly, if frantic, retreat.

"Mr. Teiro, new enemy reinforcements confirmed. That brings the total count to 1,214 units."

Taro flicked his gaze toward the Tactical Screen, where a fresh swarm of light points was screaming in from the distance.

Another failure... dammit! Just how many of these things are there?! It’s a never-ending swarm!

Frustration boiled over, and Taro slammed his fist onto the armrest of his command seat. He bit his lip in silence for a long moment before finally broadcasting the order to the entire fleet: "Full retreat. Get us out of here."



"Rare to see you like this, General. That’s some seriously heavy stuff you’re knocking back."

"As if I could handle this sober... That was the third time, Alan. The third!"

They were at a bar in Wyoming’s Commercial District, a favorite haunt for Rising Sun employees. It was a spot for the relatively well-to-do, and Taro was currently nursing a glass of Fireball 925, sipping the liquid fire with a miserable expression.

"On the bright side, we didn't take any major losses. And if you think about the carnage those things would’ve caused if they wandered off, well, you could call it a productive skirmish, right?"

"I guess. If I squint hard enough, maybe I can pretend it wasn't a total disaster..."

Taro’s grand plan to clear out the WIND units nesting on the path to Planet Nuke had gone up in smoke three times now. The system housing Nuke was shielded by a natural corridor of fluctuating Drive Particle density. Unless they punched through that bottleneck, they couldn't even get close enough to wave at the planet.

"Besides, the bounties for WIND kills are nothing to sneeze at. With the numbers you’ve been bagging, the company’s coffers should be overflowing."

"Yeah about that... Dean says it’s probably a temporary gold rush. There are so many of them now that the Empire is planning to scale the rewards based on distance from the capital. WIND units out here in the Frontier are going to be worth pocket change soon."

"That’s just... insulting."

The two of them downed their drinks in sync and let out a simultaneous, heavy-duty sigh.

"The costs are already a nightmare. If every hunter in the galaxy flocks to the Frontier, the central government will lose their minds," Alan mused. "Even the stuff that seems 'unavoidable' when you're in the capital feels like a personal slap in the face once you're out here in the boonies. Their selfishness is breathtaking."

"Tell me about it. Honestly, I’m starting to see why people want to declare independence."

"Whoa, easy there. Don’t go saying things like that out loud. I’d really rather not have the center breathing down our necks."

Alan lowered his voice, arching a worried eyebrow. Taro gave a blunt "I know, I know," before sliding his empty glass across the table and pinging BISHOP to order another round.

"So, Teiro, when’s the new ship supposed to be ready? You’ve already broken ground on it, haven't you?"

Alan caught his own fresh drink from the AI waiter as he spoke.

"It’s a total custom job, so they’re saying another month or so. I’ve currently got one of Takasaki’s entire factories booked out."

"You didn't go with a local firm?"

"I’m sourcing parts and modules locally, but I wanted the core design and the hull structure handled by people I trust. They took care of me during the war, so consider it a bit of a kickback—I mean, a 'thank you' for their service."

"Fair enough... And how are the girls? Rin and Sakura still the same?"

"Oh, yeah. Nothing’s changed there. Sakura is still... well, Sakura. She’s as pushy as ever. And Rin looked like she was going to faint when she heard about our expansion into the Empire. Thinking about it, every time I see Rin, the galaxy is on fire. Dingo, Enzio, the Empire... it’s a pattern."

"Ahahaha! You’re right. People are going to start calling you the Reaper soon."

"Hey, I’m the one putting the fires out! Give me a break."

They shared a laugh and lapsed into a companionable silence, letting the jazz-like music of the bar wash over them. After a while, Taro spoke up, his eyes fixed on the tabletop. "Hey, Alan."

"Yeah?"

"To be honest, I don’t really know what the right move is here. But I don’t think you’re my enemy. Can we just... keep things the way they are?"

Taro was thinking back to his encounter with the old man who started the Enzio War—specifically, the things Alan had blurted out. It was pretty clear Alan still had some sort of back-channel connection to the military.

Alan paused with his glass halfway to his lips, then slowly set it back down.

"As a manager, I have to tell you that’s a terrible idea. Leaving a suspicious element alone is a recipe for disaster."

"Spoken like a true manager... So, whose perspective is that?"

"Your subordinate’s. Specifically, your Head of Information."

"And what about your personal perspective?"

"...Sorry, Teiro. But yeah. If you can keep things as they are, it would be a huge help."

Alan looked down, his face a mask of conflict. Taro caught a glimpse of that pained expression and made his choice. He’d bet on Alan.

"Right, let's do that then. If the top two of the All-Galaxy Virgin Union split up, the only winners would be the normies."

Taro let out a mischievous nihihi and raised his glass. But Alan didn't join in the teasing. His expression remained dead serious.

"Listen, General. I don't know if you'll believe me, but no matter what happens, I will always prioritize this company. If it ever gets to the point where you can't stand the sight of me, you have my permission to cut me loose."

Alan drained his fresh drink in a single, desperate gulp.

"But Teiro... if you’re willing to wait for me, I promise I’ll tell you everything one day. I’m sorry, but that’s all I can give you for now."

With that, Alan stood up, gave a stiff bow, and walked out. Taro sat alone, staring at the amber liquid in his glass, thinking of another man who had said something very similar.

Phantom said the same thing. My guys sure love their secrets... but then again, I guess I’m no different to them.

He felt a pang of self-deprecation. A guy from an ancient world, playing CEO in space. He tried to mimic Alan by slamming his drink in one go. He ended up coughing his lungs out, but strangely, he felt a little better.



"I suppose I should say 'as expected of the Doctor.' It was a steep price to pay, but it seems it was worth every credit."

They were in the massive office of the Rising Sun’s Roma branch. In a partitioned corner, Phantom sat across from Taro, leafing through the research data sent over by Dr. Aljimov.

"Apparently, he took a Stealth Ship out and got into some serious scrap. I like an active researcher, but a combat-ready Doctor is a bit much even for me," Taro joked, skim-reading his own copy of the report.

"Estimated WIND count is about 2,000 units. They’re using some kind of automated production to replenish their ranks—whenever we scrap a few, they’re back to full strength in days. Their base is an Asteroid Belt deep in the Ancient Area... which means they have an infinite supply of raw materials. We have to wipe them out in one go or not at all."

Phantom looked grim. "Perhaps."

"Perhaps?"

"I don't know the scale of their factory, but it’s clearly massive. We should ask ourselves why there are only 2,000. Is there a bottleneck?"

"A bottleneck?"

"If they have infinite materials, why stop at 2,000? Why not 20,000? Or 200,000? The fact that they stay at a fixed number suggests a limiting factor."

"I see... Do those scrap heaps care about maintenance costs?"

"Probably not in the economic sense. Maybe a rare resource? Or a limit to their command-and-control capacity? It’s even possible their AI is just hard-coded with that limit... though that might be wishful thinking."

"Well, it's not like we can just go in and ask. We need a way to kill 2,000 of them in one sitting. I’ve got nothing."

"It would be much simpler if the Imperial Military got off their collective asses. Not that they will."

"Definitely not. They’re busy with the network collapse, and this is way out in the sticks."

Taro sighed, thinking of the Galactic Imperial Navy. Between the corruption and the internal power struggles, they were about as reliable as a chocolate radiator.

"So, what’s the move? To maintain a decent Kill Rate against those numbers, we’d need a fleet of nearly 500 ships. Even if we liquidated everything, we could only squeeze out 200 at most," Phantom said, stroking his chin.

"I want to avoid a massive fleet expansion anyway. The EAP would freak out, and it would kill the economic momentum we’ve finally built up. Same goes for hiring mercs. It’s too messy."

"I see... Then we’re at a total impasse. What now? Surely you aren't suggesting we give up?"

"Ihihi! Not a chance."

Taro gave a sly grin. "Listen to this... what if we tried this?"

Taro laid out his plan. Phantom listened with growing intrigue, but eventually shook his head.

"It would be a low-quality rabble of a fleet. And that 500-ship estimate was the minimum for a suicide charge. Without being able to explain the significance of Earth to them, you can't justify that kind of sacrifice. It’s a creative idea, but it needs one more 'oomph' to work."

"Ugh," Taro groaned. "I wish we had some kind of secret weapon. You know, like a Colony Laser or a Black Hole Bomb... something with a bit of 'oomph'..."

Suddenly, a commotion erupted outside the office. Taro craned his neck, trying to see over the partitions. Shouts that sounded suspiciously like screams echoed through the hall, followed by a frantic pounding on their door.

"President! Excuse me! We just received an emergency transmission! You have to see this!"

An employee burst in and shoved a data chip toward Taro. Seeing the man’s panicked state, Taro snatched the chip and pressed it against his forehead. Their current sector was disconnected from BISHOP for security, meaning all direct comms had to be hand-delivered.

"......Oh no."

Taro’s face went pale as the data flooded his mind. He looked at Phantom, his eyes vacant with shock.

"Wyoming is under attack... a massive WIND fleet... We have to go... Marl and the others are there..."

Taro began to mutter like a man in a trance. Worst-case scenarios flashed before his eyes like a macabre slideshow, and his limbs felt like lead.
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Apologies for the irregular updates.

The Wyoming Star System was currently enjoying the kind of absolute, unmitigated disaster it hadn't seen since humans first decided to call this corner of space home.

"Give me a status update! Anything! I’ll take a weather report at this point!" Taro screamed into his comms, his patience hanging by a microscopic thread.

Unfortunately, the only news coming back from the ground was that everything was going to hell in a handbasket.

"My apologies, President! It’s total chaos down here. Information control has completely evaporated! Our staff is trying to herd the refugees, but half of them have already gone dark! The temporary command center is supposed to be at the Second Branch—"

"I called them, and they said you were the command center!" Taro bellowed, his voice cracking with irritation. "Dammit!" 

He clutched his head, sucking in air. Calm down. Stay frosty. Screaming at some underpaid clerk isn't going to fix a planetary evacuation. "Where’s Marl? She’s supposed to be the tactical lead."

"Yes, sir, one moment... The Vice President is currently off-station. We have a departure record."

"She went out to intercept? What about long-range comms?"

"No dice, sir. We’re being hit with massive jamming, and the neural net has been severed."

"Lead with that next time! Fine, I’m taking over. I’ll run the show from here. Keep the line open!"

Taro slammed his metaphorical foot on the gas, cranking the Plum II’s communication relay to max power. A makeshift neural net bloomed into existence, and a tidal wave of data slammed into his brain. Just as the staffer had warned, the jamming was thick enough to chew on, but Taro’s processing power was currently operating on a level that rendered such interference a mere suggestion.

[COMMUNICATION FUNCTION: ACTIVE]
[AUTOMATIC SORTING: INITIALIZED]

"This is the Wyoming II Management Department! We’re out of ships! We need backup yesterday!"

"Third Temporary Command Center here! Where are these things coming from? There’s too many of them! Can anyone check the sensor logs?!"

"Wait, is this the command center? I’ve lost my squad! What’s the play?!"

"The Stargate Administration Bureau isn’t picking up! Where do we dump the refugees?!"

"Four hostiles splashed! They don’t have ID tags! Someone get me a target list!"

Taro winced as the cacophony of panicked voices flooded his head. The situation wasn't just bad; it was a Grade-A catastrophe. He ditched the idea of subtle organization and simply projected his voice with the authority of a god.

"Shut up and listen!" 

The comms went dead silent for a heartbeat.

"Command is being integrated into the Plum. Combat data on channel one, evacuation logistics on channel two. The First Fleet is en route, so get those stations ready to receive them! Move it!"

Using BISHOP’s logic, Taro began slicing and dicing the incoming data streams. He was the vanguard, but Liza and Alan were right behind him with the heavy hitters. 

"Leave the shooting to me," Bella said, shrugging out of her jacket as she hijacked Marl’s usual seat. "I’ve got this."

"Please do. Honestly, I’m leaning on you like a crutch right now."

Bella’s Gift, Collective Control, was the ultimate cheat code for this kind of mess. She could take a thousand scattered reports and weave them into a single, cohesive battlefield map. While most people struggled to fly a single HAD, she was ready to conduct an entire symphony of destruction. Taro could have managed it, but he was currently busy acting as the star system's switchboard operator.

"Hey, Teiro. It’s worse than we thought," Alan’s face popped up on a sub-monitor, looking uncharacteristically rattled. "Even if we use every ship in the fleet, we can’t pack everyone in. We’d need at least three round trips to clear the backlog."

"We don't have time for three trips! Can’t we 'borrow' some civilian tubs?"

"I’m trying, but the local reception is... chilly," Alan said, his expression souring. "It’s a closed-off system, and well... you know how it goes."

Taro felt a surge of cold fury. The rich bastards. "Let me guess. The local elite don’t give a damn about the peasants? Did they clear out already?"

"First ones out the gate," Alan spat. "The corporate bigwigs decided they’d saved enough of their precious assets to call it a win. To hell with the rest."

"……Fine," Taro hissed. "Make a list. Every ship that fled with an empty cargo bay instead of taking refugees—I want their names. I’m going to make them regret being born."

He took a deep breath, exhaling the rage. He couldn't afford to be angry right now. He needed a solution.

"Think, think, think..." 

His eyes traced the blue glow of the Overdrive status as his brain hit overclock speeds. He cycled through a hundred plans, discarding them as fast as they appeared.

Should I just hijack ships? No, no time, no crews. Maybe the Resistance? No, the old man is too far away.

He stared at the star map, tracing the shortest Routes from every friendly port. The math was depressing. Even at full burn, sending the fleet back and forth was still the fastest option—and it was still too slow.

"……Alan, start buying. Buy every ship in the sector that has an engine. I don't care about the price. Just get the hulls here."

"Copy that. But don't come crying to me when you see the bill."

"If it saves people, I’ll let them give me a hug as payment. I'll be fine."

Taro tried to sound confident, but his mind was still churning. A few extra ships wouldn't be enough. If the chaos was this bad, they weren't dealing with a small WIND scouting party. They were looking at a swarm that should have been the frontier defense's problem—if the defense hadn't already buckled.

Am I going to have to abandon an entire system? Dammit, I think I’m going to puke.

He glared at the radar as Wyoming III Station flickered into view. Wyoming IV was deeper in; he still had two Overdrive jumps to go.

"Ships... ships... wait, if we don’t have ships, maybe we use... life-support Capsules or..." 

Taro’s eyes widened. He sat up straight, a manic grin spreading across his face. 

"That’s it! It’s been there the whole time!" 

Shaking with a sudden jolt of inspiration, Taro began frantically punching in codes to contact every department he knew.



"Don’t let go! Whatever you do, hold on tight!"

Sophia huddled at the edge of the street, shielding her three sobbing brothers from the stampede. The air was thick with screams and the smell of ozone. The only thing keeping her from collapsing into a puddle of tears was the weight of her younger siblings' lives on her shoulders.

"Rammy, can you walk? Talk to me!"

Rammy was white-faced, clutching a badly twisted ankle she’d sustained when the crowd surged. "I... I can stand. But I can't run, Sophia."

Rammy looked at the passing mob with pure terror.

"Hey! Someone said Pier 4 is empty! The ships are gone!"

"What about the Garam Corp transport at Pier 3? They have to take us!"

"They left an hour ago, you idiot! Get to the Central Control Area! It’s the only place with shields!"

"The news said the center is blockaded! Where are we supposed to go?!"

The crowd was a headless chicken, running in circles of despair. Sophia had hoped to find the Foreman at Pier 4, but it sounded like that hope was already dead.

What do I do? Where do I go?

She couldn't say it out loud. If she broke, the boys would lose it, and they’d be trampled in minutes.

"Wait... Taro-san. Or Maru-san."

They were with a repair company. They had to have a ship. They might have already left, but they were the only straw left to grasp. The piers were a death trap of panicked refugees; she couldn't risk the boys in that meat grinder.

"Rammy, we’re going to the Commercial District. Taro-san might still be there."

Sophia hauled Rammy up, and they began the grueling trek against the flow of the crowd. By the time they cleared the main thoroughfare thirty minutes later, Sophia was a walking bruise, her clothes torn from the friction of the mob.

"It should be... here..."

The streets were eerily quiet now, save for the distant sound of shop windows being smashed. Looters. Sophia gritted her teeth, pushing through the fear until she found the address she’d memorized.

"Block 0-7-2... This is it?"

It was a small, nondescript office building. But unlike the rest of the street, this place was crawling with men holding very large, very scary guns.

"Um... excuse me!" Sophia shouted from a safe distance. "We’re looking for Taro-san! From TM Repair!"

A guard snapped his rifle toward them, his hand held up in a sharp HALT gesture. 

"This is the Rising Sun Office. Never heard of TM Repair. Beat it, kid. You’re in the wrong place."

Sophia’s heart sank. She checked her terminal again. The address was perfect. Did he lie? Did I get it wrong? The idea of a dinky repair shop being guarded by a private army seemed ridiculous now that she thought about it.

"But... please..."

She looked at her brothers. They were exhausted, trembling with fatigue. Rammy was barely standing, sweat pouring down her face from the pain in her leg.

"I wondered why you weren't at the docks. You’re a sharp one, aren't you?"

Sophia spun around, gasping. Standing behind them was a man wrapped in an eerie, hooded robe.

"Let them in," the hooded man commanded the guards. "They’re Teiro’s guests."

To Sophia’s shock, the guards snapped to attention. "Sir, yes sir!" They saluted the raggedy, hooded man with more discipline than the planetary police. It was an absurd sight.

"Teiro talks about you quite a bit," the man said. He stepped forward, scooped Rammy up as if she weighed nothing, and started walking toward the entrance. "Come. We have a ship waiting. If you have any friends nearby, call them—as long as it’s not more than a hundred people, we can squeeze them in."

Sophia didn't know who "Teiro" was, but she figured he had to be Taro’s boss or something. She followed him into the building, her mind racing. It was either a trap or a miracle, but she had nothing left to lose. Even if she was walking into trouble, she’d take it if it meant her brothers lived.

"Yes... thank you. Thank you so much."

Sophia bowed low and hurried after the hooded man into the heart of the Rising Sun.
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"Is this really Mr. Taro’s place...?"

Sophia stepped into the Rising Sun Office, her eyes darting around the suspiciously tidy space. Back in the real world, Taro lived like a professional slob, so this level of organization was frankly alarming. Her suspicion that they had the wrong man reached a fever pitch.

"No, this is... actually, never mind. This way."

The hooded man in the lead, still hauling Rammy, glanced back before making a beeline for a door at the rear of the office.

"Taro's company?" the youngest brother asked, his voice trembling as he gripped his eldest brother’s hand. 

"Yes, that's right," Sophia whispered back. She pressed an index finger to her lips, signaling him to keep the noise down. "Let’s go. Our ship is waiting."

She hurried after the hooded man. He reached a keypad next to the door and punched in a code with practiced, fluid movements. A heavy, industrial thud echoed through the room. For a door that looked like it had been bought on clearance at a hardware store, the sound was absurdly high-tech.

"Six individuals entering. Deactivating Sentry Guns to Yellow."

As the man spoke, the doorknob retracted into the frame, and the door slid downward into the floor. This was particularly impressive given that the door was quite clearly designed to be a hinged one.

How? Is this for security?

Sophia’s anxiety spiked. Exactly how much money did someone have to burn to make a door behave like that? What on earth were they guarding that required this level of overkill?

"Don't stop, no matter what. Just keep walking and you'll be fine," the man urged.

Sophia gave a silent, frantic nod. Beyond the door lay a long, narrow corridor that—based on the building’s actual exterior—should have been sticking out into the middle of the street. The office was supposed to be tiny. This was physics-defying nonsense.

"……It’s okay. We’re fine," she muttered, trying to convince herself as much as the brother squeezing her hand.

They must have marched for fifty meters. The walls were lined with bulky, mean-looking turrets. Sophia scurried past them, her heart doing drum solos in her chest. She vaguely remembered from manga and novels that Sentry Guns were the kind of things that turned people into Swiss cheese automatically.

"…E-excuse me!"

She skidded to a halt and called out to the man’s back. The presence of these obscenely expensive weapons had finally convinced her: this was definitely a case of mistaken identity. One of those guns probably cost more than she could earn in three lifetimes. This wasn't just another neighborhood; this was a whole different world.

"I believe I told you not to stop. We can chat inside, Miss Sophia."

Sophia shrieked as the voice came from directly behind her. She spun around to find the man who had been leading them just a second ago now standing behind her, casually resting a hand on the barrel of one of the wall-mounted guns. Terrified by the apparent teleportation, she bolted toward the inner door. "Y-yes, sir!"

Wait, did he just say my name?

As she reached for the handle of the final door, she realized the man carrying Rammy had definitely used her name. Maybe it wasn't a mistake? Or was there another Sophia with three brothers and a sister named Rammy?

A tiny spark of relief flickered in her chest.

That spark was promptly extinguished by a firehose of chaos the moment she threw the door open.

[NOTIFYING HEADQUARTERS: MULTIPLE ENEMY SIGNATURES IN AREA 5-4-5]

"Hey! What’s the status on the chip disposal? Did anyone actually check?"

[W-12: MODERATE DAMAGE ASSESSMENT. RETREAT IMMEDIATELY]

"Downgrade the defense level for that sector! We’re scuttling the whole zone!"

"What the hell is going on with the refugee guidance?! We’ve got idiots swarming the wrong piers!"

The room was massive. It was packed with hulking machinery and a small army of people. In the center floated a ten-meter-wide hologram, a glowing map of the Wyoming Star System surrounded by a cloud of ship icons. There were thousands of them, all flickering and updating in real-time. 

"Fleet has successfully defended Area 5-2-4. The enemy is pulling back."

An operator’s cool voice cut through the noise, followed by a scattered cheer from the staff. Sophia’s gaze followed the commotion to the walls, which were covered in dozens of massive screens showing live combat from deep space. Flashes of light, rolling explosions, and swarms of Fighters tangling with the WIND. Enormous Warships were lined up in perfect formation, vomiting endless Beams of light at the enemy.

"Sophia……"

Rammy sounded like she was about to dissolve into tears. Sophia forced her stiff neck to turn and saw Rammy on the floor, receiving medical treatment from a woman. Rammy’s eyes were glassy—not from the pain, but from pure, unadulterated terror. Sophia felt it too. Mistake or not, they had been dragged into something world-shattering. They were definitely seeing things that got people "disappeared."

"…U-um. I think... I’m in the wrong place. This is a mistake... I haven't seen anything! I swear!"

Sophia dropped to the floor, pulling her brothers close with trembling hands.

"But please, at least take my brothers! They’re little! They don't understand what they’re looking at! Just save them!"

She threw herself into a full prostration before the hooded man, practically trying to shove her brothers toward him. She had promised herself she wouldn't cry, but tears were already making little dark spots on the cold iron floor.

"Hmm? Up you get, Miss Sophia. You’re a guest here."

"But I’m telling you, I’m not—"

I’m not the Sophia you’re looking for! she tried to sob out. The man under the hood made a face like he’d just swallowed a lemon and pulled a small terminal from his cloak.

"Sophia, Rammy, Ain, Zwei, and Drei. What are the odds of five siblings having those exact names by accident?"

He shoved the terminal in front of her face. There it was. Her name, spelled perfectly.

"Standard doctrine suggests a pursuit, but what are your orders, Mr. Teiro?"

The operator’s voice rang out again. The hooded man snapped his attention toward the main screen. Sophia looked up too, and her jaw hit the floor. 

"Nn—nah, let's pass. It’d be a total disaster if we walked into a Luring Ambush. Just focus on getting the fleet reorganized and grouped up, pronto."

There, projected on the massive screen, was Taro. He was dressed in a sleek, top-of-the-line spacesuit that probably cost more than a planet. The officers in the room saluted in unison, and Taro gave a casual wave back.

"Mr. Taro...?" Sophia managed to croak out.

On the screen, Taro cocked an eyebrow. "Hmm?" Then his eyes went wide. "Sophia?! Holy crap, you made it! Phantom, you’re the man! Good job!"

Taro clutched his chest with a look of genuine relief. The hooded man—Phantom, apparently—replied dryly, "She actually made it here on her own."

"Seriously? That’s badass... You’re safe now, Sophia. You’ll be heading out on a High-speed Ship with Phantom. I know you’re probably confused as hell, but save the questions for later."

Taro finished his sentence with the world’s most awkward wink. Sophia was indeed confused as hell, but one thing was certain: this was definitely her Taro. He just happened to be running a galactic war.

"By the way, quick question—can you get a hold of your Salvager buddies? Or do you have their contact info?"

"Y-yes. But only their personal terminals. For the company stuff, the Foreman usually handles—"

"Perfect! That’s plenty! Send it over right now!"

Taro clapped his hands together like a kid on Christmas. Sophia hesitated, her common sense screaming at her. Was it really okay to just hand over everyone’s private data like this?

"Oh, right. Don't worry. I just need them to help save some refugees. Any Salvager worth their salt can fly a ship, right? Right now, I’ve got plenty of boats, but I’m fresh out of pilots."

Taro gave her a reassuring grin, having clearly read her mind. 

"More ships... than people?" Sophia tilted her head. That made zero sense. Weren't the evacuation ships supposed to be completely full?

"Doesn't make sense, huh? Hahaha, yeah, I get it. I'll explain the crazy details later."

Taro sounded calm, but his fingers were drumming a frantic rhythm on the armrest of his chair. He was in a massive rush.

"……I understand. Um, okay..."

She looked away from Taro toward another monitor showing a bird’s-eye view of the refugee clusters. Thousands of people, faces twisted in despair and terror, were bottlenecked at the piers. The young, the old, the injured—some were collapsed on the ground, others were being stepped over. Sophia shivered. That could have been her family.

"I’ve sent the info... Um, Mr. Taro? I can pilot a ship too. Is there anything I can do to help?"

Rammy gasped beside her, but Sophia kept her eyes locked on the monitor. She was safe, but the guilt of being the only lucky one was starting to sting. Some of those people out there were her neighbors.

"Hmm, tell you what—I’ll take you up on that. There’s a High-speed Moving Lane that’ll take you straight to the port. Meet me at Pier 6."

Taro pulled up a map of the docks. Sophia blinked. Pier 6? She’d only ever heard of five piers existing. Still, she forced her shaking legs to stand.

"I have to go for a bit. Be good for me, okay?" Sophia said, patting her brothers on the head. She turned to Phantom and bowed deeply. "Please look after them."

"You’ve got guts," the man said with a faint smirk. He and the medic gathered the siblings close. "Your big sister is going off to save the world... come on, let’s see her off properly."

The hooded man took one of the brothers' hands, aligned the fingers, and tapped them to his forehead. Sophia realized it was the new salute used by the mega-corp currently running the Alliance. Everyone else in the command center was doing it, too.

"I’ll escort you part of the way," a woman said, stepping forward. "Don't worry about your siblings. We'll protect them with our lives."

Sophia took one last look back at her family, then broke into a run, following the woman into the fray.
Chapter 147

Cold.

That was the primary vibe currently occupying her soul. Her body was doing a frantic little jitter, and she felt like she was about to lose her lunch—assuming she’d actually had lunch, which she hadn't.

"Forty-four hours down... time for another hit of the good stuff..."

Marl was currently crammed into a personal escape pod, a space so tight it made a coffin look like a luxury suite. She tried to squirm and immediately committed a blunder she’d lost count of: she reached for the medical bag with her left hand. That was a problem, primarily because her left hand wasn't there anymore.

"...I really hate my life right now," she muttered.

Battling a wave of lethargy that felt like being submerged in molasses, she finally managed to snag the bag with her right hand. Having no arm from the elbow down was a massive tactical disadvantage, but thanks to some industrial-strength local anesthesia, she at least couldn't feel the tragedy.

To think I’d actually have to click the 'Amputation' tab today, she thought, her mind drifting into a drug-induced haze.

She tapped the "Amputation" section on the medical bag's touch-panel and began punching in her vitals and the elapsed time like she was ordering a pizza. A moment later, the bag spat out a medical seal. She slapped the thing onto her neck. The drugs hit her system instantly, making her heart do a frantic little tap-dance against her ribs.

"So cold..."

She shoved the medical bag away with zero grace, curled into a miserable ball, and stared out the pod’s window at the vast, uncaring void. Not because the view was particularly inspiring, but because her schedule was wide open and she had literally nothing else to do.

Her ship had been turned into expensive confetti forty-four hours ago.

Marl had headed to the front lines to stall the WIND, and honestly, she’d been a total badass. She’d commanded, she’d blasted, and she’d vaporized more WIND than she could count. Her tiny defense fleet had punched way above its weight class.

Her only real mistake was not being on the Plum.

While pulling a high-G maneuver to dodge a Large-caliber Cannon, she had reflexively relied on the muscle memory she’d built up on the Plum. But this ship didn't have the Plum’s ridiculously over-engineered BISHOP mechanism. The ship had responded with the sluggishness of a tired turtle, and well, that was that.

To add insult to injury, a stray bullet or a piece of space-trash had slammed into her escape pod. Marl tried to calculate the astronomical odds of being hit by debris in the middle of a vacuum, but her brain was too pickled by anesthesia to do the math. The Super Soft Iron hull had kept her from being vented into space, but the metal had buckled inward and turned her left hand into a pancake.

"Is that Wyoming Beta? Or is that W34273? Honestly, who cares."

The collision had also shredded the pod's "Important Stuff" department. Aside from being airtight, the pod was now basically just a glorified piece of Scrap Metal. She was only breathing because she’d managed to jury-rig the Life Support System using parts she’d ripped out of her communicator. Her Mechanical Engineering Gift had saved her life, but it also meant she couldn't call for a ride.

"Returning to the stardust... that person..."

She started humming a song from her childhood. Her foster parents claimed her biological parents loved it, but they might have been making that up. She’d tried to look it up on the Encyclopedia Galactica once, but the search results were a mess. Since she couldn't remember the tune, she was just whistling in the dark.

"Sparkling right here... how did the rest go?"

Marl flicked away a tear that was annoying her, watching with dull eyes as the droplet was sucked into the air conditioning. In zero-G, floating liquid was a death sentence—get a blob of water over your nose, and you’re dead. So, the pod kept a constant, irritating breeze blowing to keep the air "clear."

"Hurry up and get here... you big idiot..."

The Life Support System had fourteen hours and fifty-four minutes of juice left.



"Hey... you're joking, right? We're supposed to get in that?"

At the docks, a man stood within a massive, panicking crowd of refugees. A Rising Sun corporate lackey was gesturing toward their transport, and the man wasn't buying it.

"That's a freaking Rice Colony! You want us to fly away in a farm?"

His buddy chimed in, equally offended. The "ship" in question was a small space station designed for food production—literally a floating paddy field. The massive windows were all crudely taped over with silver sheets in a desperate attempt to keep the radiation from frying everyone.

"I’m staying here! I’m not dying in a giant bowl of rice!"

"Wait, hold on," the buddy said, reconsidering. "Don't rice plants need the same environment as humans? Maybe it’s actually habitable?"

"That’s not the point! That hull wasn't built to tank a Beam!"

"Sure, but getting shot at in a farm is still better than getting shot at while standing on this pier, isn't it?"

The men stared back at the Rice Colony. To call it "unreliable" was the understatement of the century. It looked like a very expensive way to commit suicide.

"Attention everyone! Please remain calm!" a Rising Sun employee shouted through a megaphone, sounding remarkably bored for someone in a war zone. "This small station will be protected by the RS Alliance escort fleet and delivered directly to the nearest Stargate!"

People were freaking out. Only a handful of the truly desperate were actually boarding the space-farms.

"If you’ve got a fleet, put us on the warships! Stop wasting time and start shuttling us out!" someone screamed from the crowd. A roar of agreement followed. The man with the megaphone—who was definitely not paid enough for this—didn't even flinch.

"Our data suggests the WIND will be knocking on our door in about eight hours," the employee said flatly. "We don't have enough warships to shuttle everyone in that time. We do, however, have a lot of rice stations."

The crowd went dead silent.

"Four Rice Colonies have already successfully jumped to the next system. It’s not exactly first-class, but it beats being vaporized. Any takers?"

The man didn't wait. He bolted for the Rice Colony. Within seconds, the entire crowd was charging after him. Nobody was complaining anymore. Suddenly, the giant floating farm looked like a golden ticket to paradise.



Sophia was currently using the professional salvaging skills she’d honed to keep her family fed to save total strangers. It was a weird feeling. She wasn't sure if she should be proud or just tired.

"Target secured. Reel it in!" she called out.

She hooked the wires onto an escape pod, just like she always did. The only difference was that this "scrap" had a living person inside, and her boss wasn't the Foreman—it was Teiro. Also, her new state-of-the-art spacesuit felt way better than her old, grease-stained rags.

[UNDERSTOOD. OCCUPANT IDENTIFICATION?] The ship’s system queried.

It was a routine they’d done dozens of times already. Sophia drifted to the back of the pod and plugged into the data port.

"Mark Tempus, age twenty-eight. Security Department... Good news! He’s alive. No physical trauma, but the sensors say his 'Mental Level' is in the toilet."

[...ROGER THAT. WINCHING HIM IN.]

Sophia was currently operating out of the Plum, hunting for pods that had zero chance of making it back to base. It was grim work; half the time, she was just recovering corpses. But she kept at it, fueled by sheer determination.

"Teiro-san..."

She heard his voice over the comms—he sounded like a man who had forgotten how to smile. Sophia looked down, her heart aching for him. They were saving hundreds of people, which should have been a win, but Teiro looked like he was attending a funeral. He hadn't mentioned Marl once since they’d started.

"Let’s get the next one! There are still people out there waiting for us!" she said, her voice firm and bright.

The comms were silent for a long beat. Finally, a small spark of life returned to his voice. [...Yeah. You're right.]

Teiro and Sophia worked until their eyes were bloodshot, rescuing 390 survivors and recovering 122 bodies. The survivors showered them with thanks before being whisked away to hospitals or back to the meat grinder.

The Rising Sun fleet’s stalling tactics worked perfectly. A few Rice Colonies were blown to bits, and they’d had to leave every Wyoming Station behind to rot, but they’d saved a staggering amount of people.

On paper, the operation was a legendary success. The corporate world was tripping over itself to shower Rising Sun with praise and "donations." The media was obsessed with the "Rice Colony Miracle" and Teiro’s "disruptive thinking." The donation money was already enough to build a brand-new station. Teiro eventually stood on a literal stage, broadcasting to the entire Alliance to announce the new construction. The applause was deafening. Teiro smiled for the cameras, looking every bit the satisfied hero.

But to Sophia, that smile looked like a cheap plastic mask.

It had been 110 hours since Marl’s ship had been vaporized.

That was nearly five days. The life support in those pods didn't last five days.
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Outer space is famously bad at carrying sound. On the bridge of the Plum, the silence was absolute, save for the hum of machinery vibrating through the hull like a mechanical heartbeat.

Teiro was curled into a miserable ball, clutching his legs as if trying to fold himself out of existence. Standing over him was Koume. It was a classic tableau: a human with eyes like swollen cherries and an android with the facial expression of a blank wall.

"I was such a naive idiot..." Teiro croaked.

He was mostly just wallowing in self-pity, so when Koume didn't offer a polite "there-there," he just kept rambling.

"Thinking everything would be fine just because it had been for centuries... thinking the WIND was too busy playing defense to actually attack. It was just wishful thinking. I’m the absolute worst."

The words scraped out of his throat, thin and pathetic. He’d seen plenty of people kick the bucket before, but it had never been someone from his inner circle. He wasn't just sad; he was a total wreck.

"Why did I leave her behind? Why...?"

Just when he thought he’d run dry, fresh tears leaked out, carving new damp patches into his trousers. His jaw was numb from clenching it, and a headache was currently tap-dancing on his frontal lobe.

"…………Hmm."

The voice was utterly out of place—bright, inquisitive, and borderline chipper. Teiro blinked his blurry eyes upward. The pint-sized android was staring at him with unnerving intensity.

"So, are we done yet, Mr. Teiro?"

She tilted her head, her unblinking eyes boring into him. Her mouth moved with terrifyingly fluid precision, giving Teiro a sudden case of the creeps. Mostly because he had no clue what she was getting at.

"Done?" he parrotted, his brain currently stuck in neutral.

"Yes, quite," Koume said, leaning into his personal space with zero regard for social boundaries. "As an AI, I believe I grasp the concept of 'death,' though I must admit the specifics are a bit fuzzy."

Teiro flinched at the D-word. He tried to stammer a response, but Koume cut him off before he could get a syllable out.

"Simply put, death is when the life-stuff stops and there’s no reboot in sight. That’s the main difference between being dead and being in cold sleep."

She began to pace back and forth like a professor lecturing a student who was failing remedial math.

"Now, let us look at the facts. Miss Marl was spat out of the ship in an escape device 120 hours ago. The manufacturer’s warranty on that device is only 90 hours. Statistically speaking, yes, one could infer that Miss Marl is currently a corpse."

Koume stopped, did a theatrical about-face, and glared at him.

"However, that is merely a guess. Mr. Teiro, have you actually picked up Miss Marl’s body? No? If you had, we wouldn't still be drifting around the Wyoming Star System—which, I might add, is still a designated Danger Zone."

She started pacing again, keeping her eyes locked on his.

"Are you familiar with Schrödinger's Cat, Mr. Teiro? According to the fun world of Quantum Mechanics, a cat in a box is technically both alive and dead until someone bothers to open the lid."

She looked at him as if expecting a gold star for her explanation. Teiro felt a surge of irritation through the grief. "Are you saying Marl is a cat in a box?"

"Precisely, Mr. Teiro. I’ve crunched the data, and I don't have enough proof to declare Miss Marl officially dead. As of right now, her status is simply 'Missing.'"

The anger bubbling in Teiro’s chest started to cool. It was just too ridiculous to stay mad at. "That’s just wordplay, Koume. Give it a rest."

"Oh? I don't think so."

"Whatever. Fine. Do what you want."

"I certainly intend to, Mr. Teiro. So, to confirm: you’re resigning?"

"…I told you, what do you mean by 'resigning'?"

He sounded defeated. Koume shot him a look that was dangerously close to pure contempt.

"I am referring to this Search Activity, Mr. Teiro. If you are going to quit, I shall take over command of the rescue mission."

"…………"

"I am an AI, not a human. I do not 'give up' on high-priority objectives unless the probability of success hits absolute zero. Miss Marl’s life is my top priority. Period. In the math of my Quantum Brain, infinity multiplied by anything other than zero still equals infinity."

"…Basically, you’re saying you’re not quitting until you find her?"

"Oh, look at you, Mr. Teiro! What a fantastic summary."

"This is insane... the odds are basically zero! How could she possibly be alive? Tell me! Is she just swimming through the vacuum of space!?"

Teiro lunged forward, grabbing Koume by the shoulders and shaking her like a Polaroid picture.

"She’s not there! We checked everywhere! The exit trajectory, the angle—we have the logs! She should be right here! But she’s gone!"

"…………"

"I’ve run the numbers a thousand times! A thousand!"

He collapsed back onto his knees, his spirit broken. Calculate, adjust, jump, despair. The cycle had been grinding his soul into fine dust for days.

"One more time. We’re doing it one more time, Mr. Teiro. It’ll be fun."

Koume straightened her ruffled clothes and knelt beside him. She patted his back with all the warmth of a refrigerator and grabbed his hand to haul him up.

"This time, we’re going to be thorough. The battle logs are a mess, but we can aggregate everything using the Plum's Neural Network Relay Function. It’s a literal mountain of data, but—"

She peered into his eyes.

"You can do it, Mr. Teiro. I’ll be your cheerleader. So, one more time."

"One more time...?"

"Exactly. The Uncertainty Principle only really messes things up on the micro-level. In the big leagues, if you have all the data, the future is easy to spot. A billiard ball knows exactly where it’s going the second the cue hits it."

"Predicting the future... from data?"

"Something happened out there, Mr. Teiro. A collision with the WIND, a stray bullet, space trash, a gas leak—who knows? But something knocked that Escape Pod off its path. We just have to find that 'something.'"

"…………You want to calculate every single interaction on the battlefield? Like a giant game of pinball?"

Teiro stood up, looking at Koume like she’d finally lost her marbles. But the android looked dead serious. She didn't have a doubt in her silicon soul.

"Yes. If it’s not impossible, it’s worth a shot."

"It is impossible... Or close enough. And besides..."

"…………Are you scared? Scared that you’ll actually find her body?"

Teiro flinched. He opened his mouth to make a defensive excuse, but the words died in his throat. She’d hit the nail on the head.

"Mr. Teiro. My calculations suggest Miss Marl is alive."

"...Alive? How?"

"I know her. She’s a mechanical genius. I am 100% certain she would have MacGyvered her Life Support System the second she had a spare hand."

"I thought of that! But everyone said it was impossible!"

"Everyone is wrong. I can already predict the modification method. I’d love to give you a PowerPoint presentation on it, but we’re a bit short on time."

Koume spun around and waved her arm at the main screen. A [COUNT TIMER FUNCTION] flickered into existence, ticking down with frantic precision. 8 hours, 22 minutes, 54 seconds. The milliseconds were a blur of digital light.

"That is my projected Operating Limit Time for her life support. If she made the mods I’m thinking of, she’s still breathing. For now."

Teiro watched the seconds bleed away. Was a second always this short?

"I’m pulling data from every warship, civilian clunker, and Information Station in the sector. It’s a lot, but—"

"...It’s the only shot we’ve got. Even with a thousand supercomputers, this would be a nightmare."

Teiro spat the words out and stared at the floor. He saw flashes of his life with Marl. From the moment his second life began until now, she’d been the constant. The highs, the lows, the 'don't-blow-us-up's.

"…Alright, screw it. Let's do this. Koume, I’m putting my chips on you and Marl."

Teiro hopped into his pilot's seat. He closed his eyes, shunting every bit of focus into his brain.

"Factoring in travel and retrieval, we’ve actually only got five hours, right?"

He slammed the switch to engage [BISHOP], redlining the Plum's comms. Instantly, a tidal wave of raw data slammed into the ship’s banks. The sheer processing load was enough to make a normal computer melt into a puddle of slag.

"I’ve always been a reckless bastard... fine. If my brain melts, it melts. Let’s go!"

He reached into his pocket and gripped the key-shaped accessory he’d been hiding there.

"Let’s do this!"



Etta, who had been hitching a ride on the Plum for guard duty, had been dead to the world in a deep sleep. Usually, you could set off a bomb next to her and she wouldn't blink, but she suddenly bolted upright in bed as if she’d been electrocuted.

"…………A tornado?"

Etta didn't see the world like normal people. To her eyes, a literal hurricane of information was swirling through the ship’s corridors. It was a chaotic vortex of red and black light, moving with a terrifying, structured madness.

"The Neural Network... is it back?"

The only thing she’d ever seen that looked like this was the Old Neural Network that used to link the entire Galactic Empire.

"No. It’s a one-way street. Everything is being sucked... there."

She watched the waves of data screaming in from every point in the sky. This wasn't a conversation; it was a cosmic-scale data dump, and the Plum was the garbage chute.

Etta tried to squint at the data, but she nearly blacked out. The sheer volume was like trying to take a sip of water from a landslide. Her brain just wasn't built for that much 'everything' at once.

"Beautiful... so beautiful."

She stumbled out of bed, looking dazed and entranced. The vortex was screaming toward the bridge, and Etta followed like a moth to a digital flame. She bounced off a couple of doors—[BISHOP'S COMMUNICATION BAND IS FULLY OCCUPIED]—but eventually stumbled onto the bridge.

"Just like I thought."

At the center of the storm, she saw a light so bright it was almost sickening. The source of the beautiful, terrifying torrent was exactly where she expected it to be.

It was shaped like a man.
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A vast, pure white void. Floating within it were multi-colored Function Groups, glowing with a distinct blue hue. Countless versions of himself—yet not quite himself—swarmed the space, each busy with some inscrutable task. Teiro understood exactly what they were doing and what the results would be. After all, these me-but-not-me entities were, at their core, just him.

How nostalgic...

Teiro recognized this feeling. He had slipped into this exact state during the Enzio War while micromanaging a ridiculous amount of live-ammunition weaponry.

"It’s not like it was a lifetime ago, you dramatic bastard. Come on, let’s get moving."

One of the "himself" units standing nearby started marching toward a massive black blob in the distance. 

"Yeah, yeah, I’m coming," Teiro replied to his other self, falling into step.

"You ready for this?"

"Please. I’m always ready."

"We’re really going to tackle that thing? Are we morons?"

"Zip it, me! Do it like your life depends on it!"

As they walked, more "Teiros" materialized out of nowhere, forming a small army. Teiro led the pack, though he didn't need to turn around to see the rear. If he wanted a back-view perspective, he just had to request the data. There were hundreds of him now.

"That thing is huge..."

"Seriously, no way."

"Looks like it’s still growing, too."

"...This is a mess."

Teiro and his literal self-help group stopped in front of the mass, feeling a collective sense of exhaustion. The data streaming in from the makeshift neural network was staggering; visualized, the information pile looked significantly larger than the Plum, despite the ship being a literal Cruiser.

"First, let’s establish the starting conditions. All in favor?"

"Aye!" "Aye!" "Nay—it's impossible!" "Aye!"

With over a thousand Teiros now shouting their opinions, the motion passed instantly. A specialized squad of "hims" marched toward the data mass, digging into the information like it was a "cable monster" from some 1990s PC nightmare.

"I’ve got high-precision data from the twelve-hour mark of the engagement," one of the Teiros announced, the info instantly zipping through the collective consciousness. It was a composite of scan results from the Warship and station sensors. Anything missing was filled in with creative guesswork from other datasets.

"That’s a 99.994% match. Garbage! Way too vague!"

"Scrape more data! Cross-reference the correlations for eight hours on either side of the mark!"

"Boost the precision! I want eleven nines, people! I want 99.999999999% accuracy or I’m going to lose it!"

The battlefield wasn't just ships; it was a chaotic soup of debris, gas, and Electromagnetic Waves. Most of it was junk, but plenty of it mattered. There were nearly a hundred thousand pieces of debris large enough to knock an Escape Pod off course, and that number was growing exponentially. Every time a ship popped, millions of new jagged bits joined the party.

"Got environmental logs from the station! Syncing now!"

"Match is 99.999999999282%. We have a winner!"

"We’ve hit the same precision for the eight-hour post-mark!"

"Alright, run the sim! Fast-forward!"

At the command of one of the Teiros, a simplified battlefield simulation flickered to life. It looked like an ultra-high-definition Tactical Screen that had decided to take over the entire sky.

"...Simulation complete for the eight-hour window. Commencing verification."

They compared the twelve-hour data with the twenty-hour data, crunching the numbers to see if reality matched their math. Any discrepancy meant their parameters were off, or there was a ghost in the machine they hadn't accounted for.

"Wait, something’s wrong. The Beam trajectory from WIND 366 is skewed."

"It should be further to the right... Is that radiation interference?"

"There’s a dozen more errors! Reset! Start over!!"

"Dammit! This is impossible!"

They threw every conceivable variable into the mix, adjusting the corrections on the fly. The simulator looped back and forth through the timeline, inching closer and closer to the truth.

"We need data for 170 hours post-engagement. At this rate, we’ll be dead before we find her!"

"We need more processing power. Wake up the slackers in the Biological Circuits!"

"We’ll blow the stability threshold! We have to drop the Safety!"

"Requesting Safety release! Vote now!"

"Nay!" "Aye!" "Nay!" "Nay!" "Nay!" "Absolutely not—no precedent!" "Nay!" "Too dangerous!" "Nay!" "Nay!"

The collective of hundreds immediately shot the idea down. Teiro looked at the rejection and roared at the top of his lungs.

"I’m the Archetype! I’m making this a priority! Finding Marl is the only thing that matters! Drop everything else by one priority level! RELEASE THE SAFETY!"

The words slid out of his mouth before he could think. Wait, what’s an Archetype? Teiro wondered briefly, but he knew deep down that he was right.

"...Release." "Release." "Fine, release." "Release it!" "Release it!"

Voices erupted around him as everyone looked upward. A message from the BISHOP system flickered into existence.

[SAFETY RELEASE REQUEST... ACCEPTED]

[NEURON OPTIMIZATION PREPARATION: INCOMPLETE]

[WARNING: CRITICAL ERROR PROBABILITY HIGH]

[NEURAL AMPLIFIER: FORCED CONNECTION INITIATED]

Cyberspace shuddered. An incorporeal shockwave ripped through the void, carrying a phantom wind that nearly knocked Teiro off his feet. The white sky turned a bruised, bloody red, and waves of pure data sparked against the ground like lightning.

[MULTI-CORE ACCELERATOR: ACTIVATED]

A hidden program executed, and a terrifying silence fell over the world. Teiro looked down at his hands—his entire body was glowing white. Normally, this would be the part where he started screaming, but in this state, it just seemed... efficient.

"Resume the simulation... All units, calculate."

Teiro watched as his radiant body began to turn translucent. A strange, floaty sensation took hold, and he felt his ego beginning to liquefy. Along with the new versions of himself spawned by the Safety release, four thousand Teiros turned into spheres of light and merged into a single, blinding consciousness.

One single desire remained in the center of his fading mind.

Calculate! Calculate! CALCULATE!

When the Plum suddenly lurched into a turn, Koume’s Quantum Circuit was practically screaming. Her Logic Circuit, Emotional Circuit, and even her Integrated Calculation Circuit were all outputting the same result: What the hell was that?

"Are you finished already, Mr. Teiro?"

Koume leaned over to check on Teiro in his seat, but he didn't move.

His face was a mess of dried blood. Koume wiped it away as best she could, but it was a losing battle. He looked like a corpse, honestly, save for his eyelids which were twitching with the speed of a hummingbird’s wings. His brain was clearly working overtime, but the blood leaking from his ears and nose was a bit concerning.

"............It is getting a bit loud out there, isn't it? I shall investigate the Engine Room. Miss Etta, please remain here."

Detecting an anomaly stretching from the engines to the Cargo Bay, Koume left the bridge. She left an Automatic Medical Device with Teiro, figuring he’d be fine as long as nothing exploded. He was already hooked up to a blood transfusion drip; the only real worry was him choking, and the medical bot could handle that.

"I cannot even begin to guess what is happening to his brain... Hmph. But what is this?"

Koume stared at the wreckage of the Cargo Bay, her expression fixed in its usual polite mask. The inner hull plating had been ripped away, exposing a nest of wiring and machinery. Everything had been systematically disassembled, with parts scattered across the floor like a giant’s Lego collection.

"Not an external breach... I assume this is Mr. Teiro’s handiwork?"

She picked up a neatly gutted component and tilted her head. Her Quantum Brain was top-of-the-line, but even she didn't have enough data to make sense of this madness.

"Oh?"

Her internal Motion Sensor pinged. Koume turned around to find a hideous, four-wheeled contraption—likely made from a repurposed transport cart—scuttling across the floor. It was using an arm made of braided wire to frantically scoop up spare parts.

"Fascinating. I do not recall us having such robots on board."

Koume followed the little scavenger. Usually, she’d just check the ship’s logs via BISHOP, but Teiro was currently hogging the entire Communication Band for his own personal math project.

"Are you a friend? I wonder if there is anything I can do to assist."

She followed the robot to Cargo 6. The room was crawling with dozens of the ugly machines, each performing a specific task. Some were peeling off more wall plating. Some were gathering scraps. Some were using the scraps to build something new. They were even upgrading themselves on the fly; one robot slapped a new arm onto its chassis and immediately started working twice as fast.

"............I see. He certainly has the technical knowledge, and this ship was originally designed for such 'creative' purposes. I thought I understood Mr. Teiro, but it appears I was being quite conceited."

Koume looked at the machine the robots were building and let out a deep, robotic sigh.

It was a jagged, hodgepodge monstrosity. A giant Capsule, a web of tubes, and a mountain of salvaged medical gear.

It looked exactly like a cold sleep device.
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Marl knew right away she was dreaming. 

For one thing, her left arm was actually attached to her body, and she could even move it if she focused hard enough.

"Well, this is a gloomy one," she muttered.

Marl scanned her pitch-black surroundings, realizing she was trapped inside a cramped iron box. The fact that she could see anything at all despite the total lack of light only confirmed her suspicions. She was currently slumped on the floor, using the wall as a makeshift backrest.

"If I’m going to dream, the least my brain could do is give me a little more legroom."

She let out a heavy sigh, thinking of the mess her real self was in. This dream-box was technically roomier than her actual escape Capsule, but that wasn't saying much.

"I wonder if this is it. Am I dying?"

Marl knew better than anyone that her body was on its last legs. She’d mobilized every scrap of knowledge she possessed to overhaul the escape Capsule, but even those "miracle" upgrades had only bought her a pittance of time. Ten hours, maybe. If she was lucky.

"If I was going to kick the bucket anyway... I should’ve at least tried to look pretty for the occasion."

If Teiro found her corpse, the sheer carnage of her "self-repair" would probably traumatize the poor guy for life. Thinking about it now, she regretted being so... thorough.

To keep oxygen flowing, she’d shoved a tube directly down her own throat. Since there wasn’t enough juice for the air conditioning, she’d sealed her nose and mouth shut with tape to hold the tube in place. Ideally, I’d be in suspended animation right now, but I’m fresh out of drugs and spare parts. She’d manually clamped off a few of her own arteries, but she couldn't stop her internal organs from failing. Technically, she only needed her heart, lungs, and brain to stay "alive," but reality wasn't that convenient. She really didn't want to calculate what percentage of her body was currently rotting away.

"...So heavy."

She tried to lift her nonexistent left arm, only to let it drop. The exhaustion was staggering. There was no pain, just a crushing, soul-deep lethality. She tilted her head back—the only part of her that still moved easily—and pressed it against the cold wall. It felt slightly better, though that was probably just her imagination.

"............I’m so tired."

A thick, suffocating fatigue wrapped around her. Her arm, which had been mobile just a second ago, was now as stiff as a boulder. Her limbs felt like foreign objects that just happened to be lying near her. Marl felt a pang of disappointment that her final dream had to be such a dark, lonely affair. She just wanted it to be over. She didn't even want to think about what was waiting for her on the other side of the finish line.

"It’s dark... and it’s so cold..."

Her vision tunneled until only a tiny pinprick of focus remained. The walls had already vanished into the gloom. She wanted to curl into a ball to escape the freezing chill, but she couldn't even manage that. She hissed out a few curses, but eventually, even opening her mouth was too much effort. She fell silent and let her body go limp.

(............What’s that?)

A faint light flickered on the ceiling. A hole had opened up in the heavy iron overhead. The light felt gentle, warm, and strangely nostalgic. She felt certain that if she could just reach it, everything would be okay.

(I want to go there.)

Lured by the glow, Marl tried to reach out. But her rock-solid arm wouldn't budge. Nothing would. She tried again and again, but the effort was exhausting. It would be so much easier to just close her eyes and go to sleep. Striving for hope was all well and good, but it was just too much work right now.

(It’s no use... I’m done. I’m really, really done.)

Her eyelids felt like lead. She couldn't fight them anymore. As they slowly drifted shut, Marl managed a tiny, lopsided smile at the absurdity of falling asleep inside a dream.

(Bye-bye, Teiro. Bye, Koume. You guys better find Earth, okay?)

Her consciousness drifted. Even breathing felt like a chore she didn't want to finish. Marl sensed the end approaching and, in the deepening gloom, she let herself remember the frantic, happy days.

She used to be all alone, Salvaging for scraps to survive. She’d shut herself away in her own little world, never meeting a soul. She’d thought that was normal, but deep down, she’d always been looking for a spark of warmth. She’d been waiting for a reason to fly out of her lonely, unadorned cradle.

And then a rowdy man and a genius AI had crashed into her life. The days that followed were hopelessly busy, frantic, dangerous, and more precious than anything. The weight of protecting lives was a heavy burden, and the pain of taking them was unbearable. But even so, those days had been brilliant.

They were her treasure.

"............Ah."

The sound was a ragged squeeze of air. Marl summoned every last ounce of her will, desperate to move her arm. Just an inch. Her hand rose a fraction, her fingertips twitching in a spasm.

"---I’m... right here."

A surge of white-hot pain—pain that shouldn't have been possible—raced through her arm and into her entire body. Tears flooded her eyes as her survival instinct screamed at her to stop, to just let go and be at peace. Invisible steel chains seemed to bind her. But Marl fought back.

"---Please!"

The tears blurred her vision, turning the light into a flickering, ephemeral ghost. Maybe it was just a hallucination. Maybe her eyes had already stopped working. She didn't care. She could see a clear silhouette now, and nothing else mattered. That glowing, human shape was the only thing in the universe.

"---HELP ME, TEIRO!"

She screamed and lunged upward.

Her hand didn't reach the distant ceiling.

But it didn't have to.

The silhouette of light caught her hand in a crushing grip and yanked her upward with terrifying strength.



In the Cargo Bay, a man and a woman stood before a pair of machines: a Medical Capsule and a... well, "cryogenic sleep device" was a generous term for the jagged, DIY monstrosity sitting next to it. The man looked like he was trying to solve a math problem with his teeth, while the woman remained perfectly serene.

"Koume. Give it to me straight. How are they?"

Mr. Alan asked the question through a permanent scowl. He’d been making that face for so long that the wrinkles between his eyebrows looked like they’d been carved with a chisel.

"Their lives are no longer in danger, Mr. Alan. Brain waves and vitals are stable across the board. It truly is a marvelous piece of engineering, considering the circumstances."

Koume gestured to the Cargo Bay of the Plum, which looked like it had been hit by a localized hurricane. Walls and equipment had been torn apart; the floor was a literal minefield of loose components and scrap metal.

"Right... I guess we won't know if their brains are fried until they wake up." 

Alan looked a fraction less stressed. Koume gave a non-committal "Indeed," and peered through a window on the device holding Marl. Teiro had even been thoughtful enough to install a viewing pane so they could see her sleeping face.

"But seriously, what the hell happened here? The outside of the ship gave me a heart attack, but the inside is even worse... WIND would probably have a heart attack from pure excitement if he saw this."

Alan shrugged, looking completely defeated by the sheer absurdity of the room.

"Mr. Teiro utilized every spare part on the ship to construct that life-support unit. Miss Marl’s injuries were catastrophic; without this device, she would undoubtedly be dead."

"And he made it out of this? That sliding Linear Catapult is a Railgun component, isn't it? And the Collection Arm... is that just a bundle of cables? You two did all this yourselves?"

"Negative, Mr. Alan. Mr. Teiro did this entirely on his own."

"............Of course he did. And the outside?"

"Yes. Though the motivation was different. For the exterior, he prioritized speed. By lightening the ship’s mass, he was able to achieve maximum acceleration."

"Lightening the mass? Kid, this isn't 'lightening,' this is a lobotomy."

Alan’s face twitched. Koume gave a dry "Is that so?" though she understood his shock. The Plum was currently a flying skeleton. Aside from the main engines and the Bridge, the ship had been stripped to the bone.

"It was a very thorough weight-reduction program. Even I didn't expect him to go quite this far."

When Teiro had started jettisoning sections of the ship without warning, even Koume had panicked. He’d opened airlocks so haphazardly she’d nearly been sucked into the vacuum along with the venting atmosphere. Her favorite outfit had been shredded and lost to the void, which was a tragedy, but a minor one compared to saving two lives.

"I wouldn't believe it if I weren't looking at it. If anyone but the General told me this happened, I’d laugh in their face. It’s just a damn shame the Hull Data was lost."

Alan turned a flat, suspicious gaze toward Koume. She matched his expressionless stare with her own, inwardly impressed by his intuition. As he suspected, Koume had "accidentally" deleted the ship’s logs. The entire situation was so bizarre that she couldn't predict how the higher-ups would react to the data.

"I can provide you with a full verbal report based on my memory, Mr. Alan............ Oh, look. He appears to be smiling."

Koume leaned over the Medical Capsule where Teiro was resting. There was a faint, unmistakable curve to his lips.

"Don't be stupid. He’s in suspended animation," Alan grunted, dismissing it as a bad joke. "It’s just a muscle twitch."

"Perhaps you're right," Koume replied calmly. She looked back and forth between the two viewing windows.

To Koume, it looked like they were both smiling.
Episode 151

Whether you wake up on the right side of the bed usually boils down to the quality of the dreams you were having. At least, that was Teiro’s theory.

He couldn't remember a single detail about whatever he’d been dreaming moments ago, but based on his lack of cold sweats, he figured it hadn't been a nightmare.

“Teiro? Are you awake?”

A voice drifted in from right beside him. Teiro turned his head, his vision a blurry mess, and found Marl staring back at him with a look of pure anxiety. They were in a sterile, unfamiliar room. Aside from the bed he was currently occupying, the only furniture was a utilitarian table and chair.

“……”

His consciousness felt like it was trapped in a thick fog. Physically, he felt fine, yet there was a bizarre sense of wrongness clinging to his entire body. Am I still dreaming? he wondered, experimentally clenching and unclenching his fists.

“—Yes, yes! He’s awake. Come here this instant. Get the doctor! And if you can, bring Koume too. Just hurry!”

Marl was barking orders into a handheld terminal, looking frantic. Teiro watched her, a nagging sensation tugging at the back of his mind. He felt like he was forgetting something. Something incredibly important.

“Make way! Hey, Boss!! You okay?!”

Alan came charging into the room like a bull. Koume was hot on his heels, and the two of them leaned over the bed, looming over Teiro with intense scrutiny.

“Eh? Ah... well...”

Teiro tried to process the situation, but his sluggish brain wasn't coming up with any answers. They looked far too serious for this to be a prank. He wondered if their concern had something to do with this weird, "floaty" feeling in his body—it was like he was lacking a sense of physical weight.

“Marl, what are the Medical Machine’s readings?” Alan barked, his eyes never leaving Teiro.

“Perfectly fine. Everything is within normal parameters. Brain waves included.”

Marl pointed to the display on a small device by the bedside. Teiro’s eyes followed the smooth, fluid movement of her fingers, and then it hit him—

“...Marl!! That’s right! Are you okay?! Your arm! What happened to your arm?!”

Teiro bolted upright and lunged for Marl’s arm like a man possessed. He faceplanted onto the floor before he could reach her, but he scrambled back to his feet instantly. A little thing like gravity wasn't going to stop him.

“W-Wait, Teiro! I’m fine! I’m really okay!”

A startled Marl tried to back away, but Teiro wasn't having it. He grabbed her hand and began frantically inspecting it, patting and prodding her skin as if checking for seams.

“Teiro... it’s okay. Really. See? It’s a real hand. It’s still a little stiff, but the doctors say it’ll be back to normal soon. So please, just... calm down.”

Marl gave him a gentle, patient smile, the kind one might use on a toddler. Teiro let himself be guided back to the edge of the bed, where he sat down heavily.

“Thank god... so you found it? Your arm?”

Teiro looked back and forth between Marl and her limb. He’d known she survived the moment they recovered the escape Capsule, but the fate of her missing arm had been a mystery. The Capsule’s flight recorder had logged that Marl had manually ejected her severed arm along with a pile of obstructive debris.

Marl blinked at him, looking genuinely confused.

“Found it? What are you talking about?”

“What do you mean? That’s your arm, right? But you ejected the old one!”

“My previous arm? Well, yes, but...”

Marl shot a pleading look at Alan. The big man simply shook his head and adopted a somber tone. “He might just be scrambled in the head, kid.”

“Listen, Boss, just sit tight until the doctor gets here. Your body is fine, but your bra—er, I mean, it’s nothing. Everything’s coming up roses. No problems at all! You recognize me, right? It’s me, the Vir—ah, no, forget I said that. Just stay cool. You got it?”

“...Honestly, I think you’re the one who needs to stay cool, Alan.”

“I hear ya, I hear ya. You’re just a little confused. Forget about that arm you tossed into the void. Just focus on resting.”

“Forget it? Hey, don't joke around. That was Marl’s arm! I’m going to get actually angry if you keep making light of this.”

“I mean, yeah, it was her arm, but... Boss, are you sure you’re okay?”

The air between Teiro and Alan grew thick with tension, though they were clearly arguing about two different things. Just as the standoff reached its peak, Koume chimed in.

“May I interject for a moment?”

“By the way, Mr. Teiro. Why are you so fixated on Miss Marl’s lost limb?”

“What do you mean 'why'? Life is hard without an arm! What was she supposed to do, get a prosthetic? I mean, I guess she’s fine since she has one now, but still!”

“A prosthetic? I fail to see the relevance to Miss Marl’s situation.”

“...Huh? A prosthetic! You know, an artificial arm? A robot limb?”

“Yes, I am familiar with the concept. However, such an Android Body would be entirely unnecessary for Miss Marl.”

“Android Body... okay. I think I see what’s happening here. This is a culture gap, isn't it? Don't tell me... can you guys just, like, grow arms and legs back whenever you want?”

“That is partially correct, Mr. Teiro. Arms, legs—essentially any part of the body besides the brain can be replicated. Judging by your shock, am I to assume Earth lacked Regenerative Medicine?”

“So that’s it... I mean, we had it, but it was basically in the 'poking it with a stick' phase of research... Dammit. I look like a total moron for panicking.”

Teiro let out a self-deprecating chuckle, but Marl was quick to cut him off.

“Don't say that.”

“I’m just happy you cared that much. Thank you. But Alan is right. Stop worrying about me and start worrying about yourself.”

Marl tried to push him back down into the sheets, but Teiro waved her off. He felt perfectly fine—vibrant, even.

“I’m okay. If anything, I’ve slept so much I’m actually restless. By the way, how long was I out?”

“……About three months, Teiro.”

“Whoa, seriously? That’s a legendary nap. Even the most hardcore NEETs don't pull numbers like that... wait, WHAAAAAAT?! Three months?! Are you for real?!”

Teiro’s scream echoed through the room. Marl winced and covered her ears.

“Dead serious, Boss. The girl recovered ages ago... Man, why’d you have to go and tell him now?”

“Three months... Was it something bad? Like cancer? Do I have space-cancer?”

“Nah, you’re the picture of health. I don't know what 'cancer' is, but you’re clean of all diseases. We hooked you up to the best Medical Machine in the galaxy. Everything from your muscle mass to your gut bacteria has been optimized. We even kept the skin. Honestly, you’re probably in better shape now than you ever were.”

“It cures cancer too? Man, this tech is basically 'cheating at life' status... wait, holy crap. It is real. Look at this! I’m ripped!”

Teiro yanked up his shirt, revealing a set of perfectly defined abs. He’d always been on the scrawny side, never muscular. Seeing a literal six-pack on his own torso was a religious experience.

“Incredible. I have a six-pack. I’m actually moved... Oh, hey, the skin really is still there.”

Teiro started peering down his own pants. Marl immediately looked away, face flushing. “H-Hey! Put that away!”

“If they were going to optimize everything, they could’ve given me an upgrade down here too... Ah, I see. Right. That’s why.”

He finally realized why they were all looking at him like he was a ticking time bomb. Teiro nodded to himself.

“I believe the assumption that you were already 'perfect' and thus required no optimization is a bit optimistic, Mr. Teiro. While a tapering end can be considered a unique characteristic, it is a bit of a stretch. Though the utility of the skin is immunologically sound.”

“I wasn't saying 'I see' about that!! You really do love your dirty jokes, don't you?!”

“I don't just love dirty jokes, Mr. Teiro. How insulting. I’m a connoisseur of all things lewd.”

“And thank you for that beaming smile you usually never show!”

Teiro threw out the retort and collapsed back onto his pillow.

“Phew... Look, I know you guys are worried about my brain. But I’m fine. I know my own head better than anyone. There’s no problem.”

A heavy silence settled over the room at his words.

“To be honest, I don't really remember what I did back then. I clearly did something crazy enough to put me in a coma for three months, but that’s it. That’s all it was. I haven't gone crazy... Oh, looks like the doctor’s here. I hope she’s hot.”

[ATTENTION: MEDICAL PERSONNEL HAVE ARRIVED AT THE UNIT.]

Having received the notification from BISHOP, Teiro waved the others toward the exit. The group lingered awkwardly for a moment in the Roma Central Hospital suite before finally shuffling toward the door.

“I’ll come back after your checkup... Is there anything you want?”

Marl lingered behind after Alan and Koume had left.

“Hmm, not really. I can kill time on my terminal. Don't worry about it; I’ll probably be discharged soon anyway... Though if I had to pick something, I’d take a well-endowed female doctor. Actually, that might be too much to ask for even Teiro the Gentle. I’ll settle for either—GURGH!”

Marl smacked him upside the head, eliciting a strangled cry. Then, while he was busy wondering if she actually was worried about his brain, she grabbed his hand and yanked him forward.

He felt something soft envelop his hand. His wrist disappeared into the depths of her cleavage.

“S-Settle for this for now! And take your exam seriously!”

She practically threw his hand back at him and bolted out the door. Teiro watched her go, stunned.

“Well... it never hurts to ask, I guess,” he muttered.

He looked down at his right hand. It was trembling—a fine, rhythmic shutter. 

“Now then... how the hell am I going to hide this? Telling them I’m just practicing my drumming... probably won't fly.”

Teiro stared at the shaking limb and let out a long, heavy sigh.
Chapter 152

"There are many things we simply won't understand without the passage of time. For now, we shall continue your examinations. The brain is a fickle thing—the exterior is one matter, but the interior is quite another."

The doctor’s diagnosis of Teiro’s current state was, essentially: "He’s fine for now." Since there was no visible physical damage and his mental state appeared normal—at least on the surface—the doctor’s vague non-answer was the final word on the matter. In other words, they have no idea what’s going on, Teiro thought.

"Well then! Time to make up for three months of slack," Teiro said, forcing a cheerful tone. 

Immediately following his discharge, he threw himself into the frantic task of grasping everything that had happened while he’d been playing Sleeping Beauty. Even back on 21st-century Earth, people used to complain that the world moved faster than it used to. In the context of the Galactic Empire, trying to keep up was a fool’s errand.

"To put it simply, we’ve had about seventeen inter-corporate wars within our territory. We intervened in four of them. We actually had to deploy the fleet twice," Bella reported.

They were currently in a station a short jump away from the Alpha Star System. It was one of several facilities built to house the refugees who had escaped Wyoming, and compared to their previous accommodations, everything here was shiny and new.

"Got it. And the interventions were... let’s see. Ah, because they didn't follow the Engagement Regulations we set up, right?" Teiro replied.

The main members of the crew—minus Phantom—were gathered in a conference room at the newly established RS Frontier Development Branch. Everyone seemed relaxed, casually tapping away at their personal terminals. Seeing them so at ease, Teiro felt a wave of relief. At least nothing catastrophic happened while I was out.

"I don't give a damn if they shoot each other up in someone else’s backyard," Alan grunted, sounding like a disgruntled landlord. "But as long as they’re here, they play by RS Law. Bella and I were the ones who pulled the trigger on the interventions. You okay with that?"

Teiro gave him a thumbs-up. "Of course. It’s a last resort, but if they won't listen to reason, you gotta hit 'em." He leaned forward. "So, how’s the economy looking?"

Koume raised her hand. "It is extremely favorable, Mr. Teiro. Now that the literal weight of a war has been lifted, reconstruction demand is through the roof. Furthermore, Frontier Development is providing massive momentum. The corporate world is practically foaming at the mouth to form new markets."

"Whoa, seriously? I can’t wait to see this term’s tax revenue... But wait, do the Frontier residents actually have any money? Is it even an attractive market if everyone’s broke?" Teiro asked, crossing his arms as he recalled the rugged life back on Wyoming.

"It’s a gold mine," Marl chimed in. "The absolute numbers are staggering. We’ve discovered there are several times more residents than the old statistics suggested. Just bringing their standard of living up to a ‘bare minimum’ creates a mountain of demand. As for the poor, we’re prioritizing them for jobs on the front lines of Frontier Development. Their wages are creating purchasing power where there was none before."

"I see. Is that why you published these partial statistical surveys? To show off the population counts and basic data?"

"Hardly. We didn't ‘publish’ them, Teiro. We sold them," Marl said with a predatory grin. "The effect is the same whether we give it away for free or charge for it, so we figured we might as well make a killing. We’ve earned quite a bit of pocket change already."

"Your commercial spirit is as terrifying as ever. But what do you mean the ‘effect is the same’?"

"Think about it. Any company that buys the data gets an edge, right? In the race for development, time is money. Everyone is desperate to get their hands on this info. If they tried to do the market research themselves, it would take forever, and they’d lose ground to their rivals."

"Hmm, but if you charge for it, doesn't that lock out the smaller companies?"

"Exactly," Marl said, her smile widening. "But look at it from the other side. A company that can't afford a small entry fee isn't big enough to actually utilize the data anyway. Most of the ones left out are tiny businesses that just follow the lead of the giants who did buy the info. That’s exactly how it’s playing out."

"There’s a counter-intelligence perk too," Alan added. "Since they paid good money for that info, every company keeps it under lock and key. It’ll leak eventually, sure, but it forces corporate spies to waste time and effort. Statistical data is strategic data. Charging for it makes a huge difference."

"Wow, okay. That actually makes sense... I guess if you only have data from one source, it’s suspicious, so they probably feel they have to buy from at least two sources to verify it. Smart. By the way, how’s the employment of the impoverished going? Everything smooth?"

Marl nodded. "Better than smooth. At first, the corporate bigwigs whined about the new minimum wage, but the moment they realized these workers were also potential customers, they flipped faster than a pancake. Now there’s a bidding war for laborers. It’s doing wonders for poverty relief. The Salvaging Market is also growing nicely, and we’ve already snagged all the notable Antique items. You can check the list later."

"Rich people really don't hold back once they smell a profit," Teiro mused. "But we’ve got to make sure the competition for labor doesn't overheat. To be honest, the only thing this place has going for it is cheap labor. If that disappears too fast, the whole house of cards falls down."

"Fair point. I’ll look into some countermeasures," Marl promised.

"Thanks. I’m looking forward to seeing those Antiques. I really hope there’s something in there that links back to Earth..."

Teiro had skimmed the image files of the salvaged goods, but it was hard to tell if anything was Earth-made. Unlike the high-tech hubs of the Empire, the data here was "images" in the literal, old-fashioned sense. If they were High-definition Holographic Data, it would be as good as looking at the real thing.

"Anyway, how’s the day-to-day business? I imagine you’re the busiest of all," Teiro said, addressing the room at large.

Lyza raised a hand with effortless grace. "The scale of our operations is expanding exponentially. If I didn't have total authority over personnel, I’d have had a nervous breakdown by now."

She flicked a finger, and a line graph appeared on the large screen in the conference room. It tracked the number of employees and total sales over the last few months. The line wasn't just going up; it was practically a vertical wall.

"Wait, isn't that... a bit much? What the hell did you do to cause a spike like that?" Teiro asked, staring at a graph that showed the workforce had more than doubled since the Alliance’s inception.

"It’s all about credit," Lyza explained, switching the screen to show a breakdown of the departments. "The vast majority of the growth is in the Transportation and Trade Department. Specifically, the proportion of precious goods and high-value cargo has skyrocketed. This is a direct result of our new status as the Alliance Leader. People trust us now. Plus, the Frontier Development projects are creating a massive logistical vacuum that we’re filling."

"Credit, huh? I get it. We’re holding people’s valuable crap, so they need to trust us... And I guess the Frontier needs more supplies than ever."

"Precisely. I’ve been buried under a mountain of Business Alliance proposals from transport companies around the Frontier. We could expand even further if we wanted to. On the trade side, things are equally brisk. It’s still mostly ‘questionable’ products, though."

Teiro gave a sleazy little chuckle. "Hey, as long as it’s legal, I don't care. Still selling Kokeshi and porn?"

"The Kokeshi sales are steady. However," Lyza said, her expression turning slightly bewildered, "the demand for Holo-porno is absolutely insane. We can barely keep up with the orders."

"Wait, just how starved for smut are my people?! ...Oh, wait. I get it! It’s the rebound from the Former Enzio Government’s information control!"

"Most likely," Lyza agreed. "Holo-movie data is too large for wireless transmission, so it has to be moved physically via chips. It’s a relatively new technology for this sector. I suppose the novelty hasn't worn off."

"They were completely shut out from Imperial center info for years. To them, it’s like the ban on the forbidden fruit was finally lifted. Of course they’re jumping on it... Man, we really are doing well, aren't we?"

Teiro crossed his arms, satisfied. The company was thriving. But he knew better than to think everything was perfect. He took a breath. "Okay, give me the bad news. I’m assuming the military side is where the headaches are?"

Bella shrugged, arching an eyebrow. "Unlike the other departments, you can't just hire people off the street for this. Three months isn't nearly enough time for the Battle School to churn out fresh recruits. Phantom is doing his best, but we’re spread thin. We were hoping to pick up some veterans from the Former Enzio Alliance Forces, but the public reception to them is... well, toxic. Those guys burned too many bridges during the war."

"Yeah... and we can't exactly go out of our way to help them without looking like we’re cozying up to the old regime. That would just piss off the EAP."

As Bella said, the massive number of veterans left behind by the war were local pariahs. A lucky few found work in Security Companies, but most were struggling to find a job—any job. Some tried to transition into civilian roles, while others were inevitably turning to piracy.

"Our funding is great, so we’re doing okay on equipment upgrades," Bella continued. "But quality can't replace quantity. As you noticed, seventeen corporate wars in our territory is a lot. People are starting to test us. They think we’re soft."

"Figured as much... Compared to the scale of the RS Alliance, the core Rising Sun fleet is tiny. Since we don't have enough ships to be everywhere at once, they probably think they can get away with small-scale brawls that don't trigger a full Alliance mobilization. Are the allied companies staying in line, or are they planning a coup?"

"They’re fine for now. They know that if they start infighting, the EAP will swoop in and eat them alive. The pressure from the EAP is intense. Even with Little Tokyo keeping them in check, they’re still expanding their military."

"Great. Does that mean I have to seriously consider a Military Alliance with the Dingoes?"

"Better safe than sorry," Bella sighed. "In this climate, you never know which way the wind is going to blow."

Teiro looked at her with sympathy. He remembered all too well how the Alpha Star System had been the primary target in the last conflict.

"Politics is a mess," Bella said, waving a hand dismissively. "But putting that aside, isn't Wyoming our biggest immediate headache? Until we clear that up, the old man’s research is dead in the water. I’m worried he’s going to try and charge in there by himself one of these days."

"The Doctor? Reckless? No way," Teiro said sarcastically. "Actually, I’ve got a bit of a plan for that. It’ll take some time, but I think we can pull off something interesting. I’ve already got Koume working on the prep."

The room went silent as all eyes turned to Teiro, a mix of expectation and surprise on their faces. Teiro looked over at Marl and then clenched his slightly trembling hand into a tight fist.

"They messed with us," he said, his voice dropping into a low, dangerous register. "So we’re going to give it back to them—with a mountain of interest attached."
Chapter 153

The sterile clacking of keys echoed through the hollow, inorganic factory room.

In this very space—once the haunt of the old man responsible for igniting the Enzio War—Taro worked in grim silence alongside Marl. Koume had been assisting them until recently, but she had retreated to a separate room to handle the heavy lifting of data integration.

"Check. List 3491. Unknown Function No. 417. Activate."

Taro looked up toward the far end of the room, reciting the operational sequence he’d repeated so many times it was practically etched into his soul. Marl, who had been mirroring his movements at her own terminal, paused. Her eyes flicked toward the dense cluster of machinery at the back of the warehouse.

"…It actually moved," she whispered, her face a mask of genuine shock.

At the end of their gaze, the turret of a Pseudo-WIND unit began a slow, mechanical rotation.

"See? Told ya," Taro said with a shrug, his tone light. "Easy-peasy."

In reality, they were three days into the task. But compared to the months the official Deciphering Team had spent hitting a brick wall, Taro’s progress was nothing short of miraculous.

"I suppose so," Marl conceded. "It’s hard to argue with results, but still…"

"Let’s just keep this momentum going and tear through the rest of the analysis. It’s the same drill as before. Still, man, you never know what kind of random crap is gonna end up being useful."

"True. Without that translation work we did back then, there’s no way we could have cracked this so fast."

Taro watched Marl’s profile as she stared blankly at the machinery, a sense of satisfaction washing over him. He remembered the grueling process of creating the Translation Machine for Phantom. Analyzing the WIND operating programs felt uncannily similar to that task.

"But seriously, how are you doing this?" Marl asked, turning to him. "Experience is one thing, but this is unnatural. You didn’t use that thing to perform an Override again, did you?"

She was likely referring to the core device within the Plum. Taro shook his head. "Nah. Remember when I went to fetch you from the Escape Pod? To figure out which wreck hit you, I had to scrutinize the data for the entire sector. I ended up plugging WIND behavioral patterns into my calculations just to make sense of the debris. I guess it just clicked then. Like, 'Oh, hey, I bet this works.'"

"…Unbelievable," Marl said, her expression hovering somewhere between exasperation and awe. "You really are a freak of nature sometimes."

Taro gave a goofy, "Fuhehe" laugh and buried his face back in his terminal to hide his embarrassment. He hadn't technically lied, but his explanation was miles away from the whole truth.

In truth, predicting code based solely on behavior was a mathematical nightmare. When he’d performed those Future Predictions back then, most of the 'work' had actually been Taro cross-referencing the mysterious, innate knowledge of WIND inside his head with the reality in front of him.

And that knowledge had just been proven terrifyingly accurate.

I don’t remember doing an Override for this. Which means I either had this knowledge from the start, or…

Taro pictured the four thousand souls drifting in Cyberspace.

Does this knowledge belong to one of them? God, I’m starting to creep myself out.

His face twisted into a grimace at the thought of his own fractured identity. If this were before the repeated Overrides, he might have laughed it off. Now, it was harder. Every fragmented memory made the boundaries of his 'self' feel like shifting sand.

"—What's wrong? Hey, Teiro. You okay?"

Marl’s voice snapped him back to reality. 

"Oh, uh, sorry. Just thinking. Mostly about how I’m gonna screw these programs up for the enemy. Guhehe."

"If you say so… but you tell me the second you feel off, okay?"

"Yeah, yeah. I’m not some delicate flower, Marl. I’m not built that flimsy."

"…Fufu, I know. If you were, I wouldn’t be able to hit you so much."

"Could you maybe not do that? To quote Mr. Phantom: 'Pain is painful,' you know?"

Taro traded banter with her, returning to the work with a smile.

Silence fell over the room once more.

A while ago, he would have found the quiet unbearable. Now, he cherished it. This isolated pocket of the universe felt cozy, and the mechanical hum of the factory served as a decent enough BGM. Though, for Marl, the sound of a working machine was probably better than any symphony.

"Hey, Marl—"

"Hey, Teiro—"

Their voices collided. Taro chuckled at the cliché, and Marl seemed to find it funny, too.

"You first," Taro offered. "Mine’s not important."

"Really? Okay then… Hey, Teiro."

Marl looked up at him, her eyes searching his.

"Thanks for saving me. I was really happy… I’m grateful. Truly."

"Oh. Uh. Yeah. S-sure. Really?"

"Yeah. I really thought I was done for. I don’t remember the rescue very well, but the moment I woke up, I knew. I knew you’d done something. You really do pull through when it counts."

"W-well, obviously," Taro blustered, his ego inflating. "I mean, it was light work for the Great Teiro-sama… but, uh, look. I’ll save you as many times as I have to, so… just don’t worry about it. Or something."

"Wait, what?"

"N-nothing! Never mind! Dammit, isn't this the part where the cute girl gets all fidgety and the protagonist is supposed to be dense and hard-of-hearing? Why are we swapped?"

"I’m sorry, what are you talking about?"

"Forget it! Just forget I said anything! Please!"

Taro slumped, feeling like a pathetic failure as his cool facade crumbled. Marl watched him with a bewildered expression.

"If you say so… Anyway, that’s it. I just wanted to say thanks. Your turn!"

She clapped her hands together, signaling the end of her segment. Taro blinked, momentarily forgetting why he’d spoken up in the first place.

"Oh, right. Uh, actually, never mind. It really wasn't anything."

"Ehh? No way! Now I’m curious. Spill it!"

"Well… I mean, it’s not like I hate it or anything. But lately… Marl, aren't you kind of close?"

Taro scratched his cheek, looking away. They were currently sitting so close their thighs were pressed together. In a room this size, the proximity was bordering on the ridiculous.

"Am I? I hadn't really noticed… are you telling me you're actually conscious of it?"

"N-n-n-no way! W-w-who do you think I am!?"

"I wonder. I just see a virgin who’s terrible at changing the subject."

"…Fine. I’m bad at it. Whatever," Taro muttered. "I just… everyone’s been worried about me, but I was wondering about you. You’re the one who actually went through hell, right? Also, I am not a virgin."

"Oh, that… I’m fine, Teiro. I can keep going. Because—"

She flashed him a mischievous, innocent grin.

"If things ever get dangerous again, you’ll just save me as many times as it takes, right?"

"……Y-you! You heard me!"

"Ahaha! You were right next to me! How could I not hear that?"

Marl scrambled to her feet and bolted. Taro was hot on her heels. The chase didn't last long; Taro lunged, catching her, and the two of them went down in a tangled heap of limbs.

"Haah… haah… Heh! Caught you at last. Now then… w-w-what should I do with you?"

Straddling her, Taro wiggled his fingers with mock-menace, his breathing heavy.

"Hehe, I wonder. Just so you know, this is an Electric Shock Suit. I wouldn't touch any exposed skin if I were you. You might get a nasty zap."

"Oof, for real? Wait, you're covered from the neck down… oh. I see how it is. So, uh, I guess I have no choice but to touch the parts where there isn't any fabric…"

Taro looked away toward the ceiling, his voice trailing off as he made a show of his 'dilemma.' Inside, his heart was hammering against his ribs so hard he thought it might crack a bone. He swallowed hard, the sound loud in the quiet room.

Their eyes met. Marl was smiling softly now. Taro realized all over again just how beautiful she was.

"Marl…"

He didn't know what to say, her name just tumbling out as a placeholder. Marl didn't reply. Instead, she shifted slightly and slowly closed her eyes.

Is this happening? Are we really doing this? Wait, I’ve never actually kissed anyone. Do I stop breathing? Did I brush my teeth today? Do I smell like machine oil?

Taro’s mind became a battlefield of internal panic. He briefly, unironically considered asking the ghosts in his head for advice. This was Marl. This was a high-stakes operation. He needed a consensus.

…Fine. Let’s take a vote.

In a span of time no longer than a blink, Taro’s consciousness dived inward. Hundreds of 'consultants' deliberated at lightning speed. The result manifested instantly.

[VOTE RESULT: 378 TO 0 IN FAVOR]

[ACTION GUIDELINE: JUST GO FOR IT]

"…A-alright. Going in."

Taro braced his hands on either side of her head and began to lower himself like he was doing the world’s most high-stakes push-up. His arms were shaking from the strain, and a bead of nervous sweat rolled down his temple.

Breath held. Be gentle. Just a touch. Just a touch…

The gap narrowed. Millimeters remained.

"……………………"

Suddenly, Taro felt a presence. A very specific, very unwelcome gaze. He cut his eyes to the side. There, peeping from behind a structural pillar just a few feet away, was Koume.

"…………"

Koume silently raised her hand, made a vividly lewd gesture with her fingers, and gave him a solemn, encouraging nod.

…Koume-san, you’re jumping the gun. By a lot.

The factory remained deathly silent. Then, to Taro’s horror, Etta’s head popped out from directly underneath Koume’s. She stared at them with wide, unblinking eyes before glancing at Koume and mimicking the lewd gesture perfectly.

…No! Stop! Etta, don’t copy that! That’s not for kids!

Taro tried to project his mental screaming through his eyes. Before he could even process the second interloper, Alan’s head appeared at the very bottom of the stack, nearly touching the floor. Alan looked at the scene, let out a silent, weary sigh of exasperation, and then started pumping his fist in a "Go! Go! Go!" motion.

Shut up! I know I'm a coward! Also, how many of you are back there?!

A new kind of internal conflict erupted. He could handle being watched, maybe, but he had no idea how Marl would react to the peanut gallery.

"…………Teiro?"

Marl, wondering why the grand finale was taking so long, slowly opened her eyes. She followed Taro’s horrified gaze and spotted the totem pole of three heads protruding from the pillar.

"……………………Ka!"

Marl’s voice hit a high, strained note. Taro watched her, confused, as the other three did the same.

"KABADDI! We’re practicing Kabaddi!" Marl screamed into the rafters.

A heavy silence followed.

Then, from every single person in the room, came the same silent thought: Yeah, no. That’s a reach.

"…Ahem. Anyway," Taro muttered, trying to salvage some shred of dignity. "Did you guys actually need something?"

He was ready to fly into a rage, but Alan’s answer was enough to douse his anger instantly.

"The new Plum has arrived. We came to give you the news. Sorry for the… timing, but we wanted you to know ASAP. We would've messaged, but BISHOP doesn't reach this deep into the facility, right?"

Taro sucked in a breath.

"The Plum… the Battleship Plum?! It’s finally here?!"

He let out a jubilant shout and looked down at Marl. She nodded with an ecstatic "Yeah!" and grabbed Taro’s hand to pull herself up. Together, they turned and bolted toward the bridge at full speed.

Seriously, normies should just explode.
Episode 154

Takasaki—the Alpha Region’s undisputed heavyweight champion of shipbuilding. While their bread and butter was cranking out civilian tubs, their military track record was nothing to sneeze at. The company was a titan, the literal backbone of the EAP, the largest Alliance in the surrounding space.

The reborn Plum—fresh from the hands of Takasaki Shipbuilding after a production cycle that dragged on two months longer than promised—finally cruised into New Wyoming where Taro and the crew were waiting. It had snagged a prime parking spot right at the base of Pier 1, radiating an "I’m bigger than you" energy that practically vibrated through the station. It wasn't just the political or military weight of a battleship that turned heads; the damn thing was just massive.

"Look at those crowds! I’ve never seen the lobby that packed!" Marl shouted excitedly. 

She was riding the high-speed moving lane on the pier next to Taro, twisting around to gawk at the station. Taro followed her gaze. Over the heads of the Rising Sun leadership trailing behind them, he could see the lobby. It was a mosh pit of gawking civilians.

"Well, it is the RS Alliance flagship," Taro said. "Even if it’s technically company property, the residents probably see it as 'Our Battleship.' It’s a real village pride and joy situation."

I went out of my way to keep the Alliance’s operating budget far away from the construction costs. The final bill was high enough to make my soul leave my body, but it was better than letting it become 'shared property' and having a committee tell me when I can or can’t fly my own ship. Of course, the local residents didn't care about the accounting—they just liked the big ship.

"Exposed main guns, huh? Reminds me of the Empire’s Riot-class or Middle Comet-class... Hey, Teiro. Is this thing front-loaded? That big, sexy ass is great and all, but it looks like it’d get in the way of a bombardment. Also, what’s with that giant structure in the middle? Looks like an observation deck for a tourist cruise," Alan grunted from behind, squinting through the pier’s windows.

"Nah. It’s what you’d call a front-dominant type—only the main guns have restricted firing arcs. Those bays on the sides are secondary guns with semi-spherical coverage, and that big ass is actually a drone hangar. You can pack a whole swarm in there. As for the giant structure, that’s the communication system. It’s the beefed-up version of the one we had on the skeletal Plum II," Taro explained, casually pointing at various sections of the ship without even bothering to look forward.

Viewed from the front, the battleship Plum was diamond-shaped; from above, it was a sleek, elongated oval. It bore a striking resemblance to the Earth vessels Taro knew so well, right down to the bridge bristling with communication arrays.

The structure Alan had mistaken for a tourist deck—and which Taro had "apparently" labeled a comms system—was a last-minute addition. It hadn't been in the blueprints, but during the final phase of construction, it became a necessity. Making the silhouette larger from the front was a gamble, as it increased the target area during a slugfest, and Taro had initially wanted to keep the hull compact. However, trial runs revealed that the plasma spat out by the large-caliber railguns was messing with the drive particles used for communication. Since this was the Alliance flagship, communication was the one thing that couldn't fail—it was more important than the guns or the shields combined.

"As for the nitty-gritty specs, you don't even need to look at the handouts. Koume-san, do the honors."

Receiving the cue, Koume gave her usual, robotic nod.

"Acknowledged, Mr. Teiro. Super-Kilometer-class Battleship, the Super Thousand Ship, BB-RS001 Plum III. Total length: 1,024 meters. Minimum hit area: 200 square meters. It is powered by four large-scale battery generators and eight fusion engines. It carries the Main BISHOP Core salvaged from the previous Plum along with four composite sub-systems. As you can see, the main batteries are Large-caliber Twin Railguns in an exposed turret configuration—three staggered on the upper bow and two on the lower bow. For secondary defense, it features three Retractable Triple Beam Turrets on each side for semi-spherical coverage. These primarily handle targets outside the main guns' reach. Additionally, the main gun barrels can double as torpedo launch tubes."

Koume rattled off the stats with terrifying fluency. She shot a sidelong glance at Gon, the "Cats" pilot who had just opened his mouth to ask about hangar space, and kept going.

"Leveraging the know-how from the original Plum, we have integrated facilities equivalent to a small carrier. It can house approximately 150 standard-type fighters, HADs, and bombers. With an internal dock, ship-borne craft can be repaired on-site for any damage up to a Yellow Alert level. The bridge's communication system is, as Mr. Teiro stated, an improved version of the one found on the neural network relay ship. It manages the relays for unmanned accompanying craft, though a backup sub-system is also installed in the drone hangar."

Every eye turned toward the Plum’s rear. Sure enough, separate from the secondary turret bays, two drone launch bays were visible. Assuming the other side was symmetrical, that meant four drones could be spat out at once.

"You really crammed everything in there, didn't you? I assume the suspiciously low price tag was thanks to that refining method of yours?" Bella asked.

"Yeah," Taro nodded. "Mr. Dean hooked us up with Razor Metal at a massive discount, saying the current returns were too small. If we’d paid market price, I don't think even doubling the budget would have covered it."

Razor Metal was the ultimate money-sink in shipbuilding. Anything involving drive particles required it. Cutting that cost down was the only reason they weren't bankrupt.

"Otherwise, the company would’ve gone tits up... Well, let's get inside."

The group moved as one, crossing the pier and stepping into the battleship via the umbilical tube. After passing through several layers of thick, armored bulkheads, they reached a corridor that looked standard but smelled of that unmistakable "new ship" scent.

"Two command centers? Splitting the risk?" Alan asked, checking the map on his terminal. The interior was a labyrinth; without a map, a person could get lost for days in there.

"That, but mostly division of labor. We’ll have teams for every device, so the day-to-day internal control will be handled by the Second Bridge. It needs a crew of about 300. By the way, Alan, you’re the leader over there."

"Whoa, hold up! You could’ve mentioned something that big in advance... actually, never mind. Sorry. You were unconscious, so it’s not like you could’ve called a meeting. Fine, leave it to me."

Taro parted ways with the main group, heading toward the First Bridge with Marl, Koume, and Etta. Bella wasn't planning on staying aboard the Plum since she had her own second fleet to command, so she wandered off to inspect the Second Bridge instead.

"Such a beautiful flow... the waves are made so they don't interfere with each other," Etta murmured vacantly, staring at the rugged ceiling of the empty corridor. Taro looked up too, but he saw nothing but gray plating. She was likely "seeing" the invisible network woven by the ship’s comms system.

"Alan handled the design," Taro said, picturing the rough-and-tumble engineer. "When it comes to networks, he’s world-class. Even if it doesn’t match his face at all."

The three women giggled as they walked.

"Wow, it’s smaller than I expected. I saw the blueprints, but still," Marl noted as they entered.

"Well, it was just us using the bridge on the old Plum, too. To make up for it, the Second Bridge is about ten times bigger."

"I guess it has to be, if it's fitting 300 people. Oh, this is my seat!"

They reached the circular bridge and migrated to their respective stations. Taro climbed up to the elevated Captain’s Seat. Marl claimed a chair surrounded by a mountain of storage boxes and monitors. Koume took the station rigged with manual overrides, and Etta hopped into a high-end, oversized seat that practically screamed "Nap Time."

"I designed this myself, but man, there isn't a shred of visual consistency in here..." Taro muttered.

"Function over form, Taro! Anyway, I’m heading down to the Engine Room," Marl chirped.

"Koume shall accompany you, Miss Marl. I wish to verify the status of all equipment."

Taro watched the two of them bolt out, then leaned back into his seat and let out a long breath. Back on Earth, they used to say a man with a house was the lord of his own castle. I wonder if this is how those guys felt?

"............Nah, not yet. There’s still more. Super-dreadnoughts, massive carriers. Heck, Gigantech has transport ships that carry battleships like they're cargo. I’m no man if I’m satisfied with just this."

Taro scolded himself for his fleeting moment of contentment. He slapped his cheeks hard. "Alright! Focus!"

I’ve got the tools. Now I just have to do it.

With the rhythmic sound of Etta’s snoring acting as his background music, Taro began to visualize the conquest of the WIND-infested corridor. It actually seemed... easy. 

I never realized how incredible it is to be able to predict exactly what the enemy is going to do.
The Ultimate Countermeasure

WIND didn’t exactly have "emotions," but its circuits had evolved into something dangerously close. After centuries of obsessive self-improvement, these pseudo-feelings had become surprisingly handy for making split-second calls on complex tactical nightmares.

But right now, the circuits of this three-hundred-year-old entity—who had spent its life lurking in the cramped corridors of a space colony—were screaming a single, logical conclusion: "DOES NOT COMPUTE." 

His colony’s fleet had been whittled down to less than a third of its original strength. At this rate, total annihilation wasn't just a possibility; it was a scheduled event.

Before the shooting started, WIND’s logic prediction circuits had spat out a rock-solid win rate of 99.95%. And that was the conservative estimate. He’d seen the large-scale ship on his sensors, sure, but sheer numbers should have turned the enemy into scrap metal. A catastrophic upset was statistically impossible. He’d won the last three scraps with ease; this should have been a victory lap.

Instead, his colony was currently being pulverized into stardust. The win rate had plummeted to a big, fat zero. His AI had tried to crunch the numbers for a comeback, but it had eventually given up and gone silent. It concluded that its own circuits must be malfunctioning, because every single tactical simulation ended with his head on a digital pike.

Every tactical maneuver failed. Every feint was seen through. It was as if the enemy was reading his mind—or his source code. 

WIND stared through his optical sensors at a massive hunk of metal hurtling toward him. Fired from a large-caliber railgun, the projectile was destined to shatter his hull and turn the surrounding structures into a debris field.

He had no moves left. 



"Main battery, all rounds on target. Confirmed massive damage to the enemy's primary facility. The jamming has been neutralized," Koume reported.

On the bridge of the battleship Plum, Taro gave a slow, satisfied nod. The battle was a one-sided slaughter, just the way he liked it. If he had one tiny complaint, it was the fact that the bill for the large-caliber railgun ammo was reaching "I might have to sell a kidney" levels of expensive. Still, the rewards would be worth it. Whether the Nuke Star System was the grave of Earth or not, cleaning up the neighborhood was priority number one.

"Bridge One to Second Bridge. Alan, how’s the Enigma doing? Are we seeing any deviation from the predictions?" Taro called out through the BISHOP system.

On one of the monitors, Alan—commanding the Second Bridge—turned around with a predatory grin and flashed a thumbs-up. 

"Perfect, Boss! This thing is a total cheat code. My hands are actually shaking just looking at the data."

Alan gestured to a boxy, meter-tall device hummed away in the corner of the bridge.

They’d named it "Enigma," after a legendary cipher machine from Taro’s knowledge of Earth’s history. Its job was simple but devastating: intercept WIND’s communications and crack them in real-time.

"Remember when we were on the cruiser and we had to scrap over a hundred WIND with Bella and the girls?" Taro asked, thinking back to the trek to Alpha in search of Dr. Alshimov.

"Thinking back, there’s no way our current fleet should struggle with a mere two thousand of them. The only reason WIND has been such a pain lately is that they actually started learning 'tactics.'"

"I get the logic, Teiro," Alan replied, "but turning that logic into a working machine is another thing entirely. You really are a terrifying guy, you know that?"

"Heh-heh-heh... I'll take that as a compliment. Though Koume and Marl did most of the heavy lifting. We’ve probably got a limited window before they adapt, but we’re going to enjoy the easy mode while it lasts."

"Limited window? How so?"

"Exactly what it sounds like. WIND evolves at a stupidly fast rate. They aren’t idiots; they’ll figure out we’re listening. They’ll start using high-level encryption or just ditch this communication method entirely."

Alan went quiet, looking thoughtful. "Fair point. If they didn't adapt, they would’ve been extinct centuries ago. By the way, Boss... you planning on mass-producing these?"

"Oho, you bet your life on it," Taro smirked. "I’m going to crunch the combat data from today and dump it right on Colonel Dean’s desk. Speaking of which, Alan, does anything like this exist on the market?"

"Honestly? No. The military has signal interceptors, but nothing with this kind of processing power. Maybe some top-secret lab in a core sector has something similar, but I haven’t heard a peep. If you sold this across the galaxy, you’d be looking at a mountain of credits big enough to collapse into a black hole."

"Yeah... no. I’m not selling it to the whole galaxy. I’m keeping the production run small."

Alan stared at the monitor, his jaw practically hitting the floor. Behind him, the three hundred crew members of the Second Bridge looked equally horrified at the idea of passing up that much money. Taro realized he probably should have used a private line, but then again, these were his top people. They’d find out eventually.

"Hey, Alan. When you’re dealing with a new virus, what’s the biggest mistake you can make with the vaccine?"

Alan blinked, then nodded as the realization hit him. "Overuse leading to resistant strains. I get it. Even if we keep the circle small, the profit margin is still going to be insane. You letting Dean handle the distribution?"

"Yep. I’m planning on racking up so many favors with him that he’ll be in my debt forever. If he makes General or Grand Marshal one day, that’s a connection you can’t buy. Plus, I trust him not to screw it up."

"Haha! True enough. He’ll make sure the tech goes to companies that actually help the Empire, and he’s smart enough to take his own cut while he’s at it. He’ll probably even find the investors to pay for our manufacturing costs."

"Exactly. It’s good to have friends in high places. I don't want to rely on him for everything, but as long as we’re the ones with the 'Enigma,' he’s not going to kick us to the curb."

"Actually, he might not kick you out even without it," Alan chuckled. "The guy’s a big softie under all that starch. Especially when it comes to family. As long as Liza is with us, we’re golden. Did you know he keeps a photo of Liza as a little kid hidden in his holster lining?"

"No way! That’s too much. I thought he was the 'sacrifice your firstborn for a promotion' type."

"Everyone’s human, Boss. Anyway, Enigma just picked up a new ping. The bastards are planning to retreat into the debris belt. That’ll make the cleanup a nightmare."

"Not on my watch. Let’s cut 'em off at the pass."

Taro closed his eyes, his mind whirring as he performed high-speed calculations. Ever since he’d rescued Marl, he’d been able to "overclock" his brain at will. 

"I'm collecting on that debt now. Not a single one of you is getting away."

Taro barked out a short-distance warp command to Bella’s Second Fleet and slammed the throttle forward to join the hunt.



In a lavish office decorated with expensive wooden furniture, a short sneeze echoed.

"Oh, are you quite alright, Colonel Dean? I hear there’s a nasty cold going around the Mon-Orsu Star System. You must take care of yourself."

A stiff-necked subordinate looked at Dean with practiced concern. Dean wiped his nose and waved him off.

"I’ve had my integrated vaccines. It’s likely just someone gossiping about me," Dean said with a dismissive shrug. "More importantly, I’m putting you in charge of the rights acquisition for the Nuke Star System. I want everything. The star, the planets, the moons, the atmosphere—I want the rights to every single floating screw and dust bunny in that sector."

Dean jabbed a finger toward the man to emphasize his point. The subordinate didn't flinch; he just gave a confident, oily smile.

"Sir, no sane corporation wants a star system that’s been microwaved by nuclear fire. I’ll get it for you for a pittance. Just to be clear, the title goes to the Rising Sun Alliance, correct?"

"Correct," Dean confirmed. "The new Mafian Corp is a model citizen of the Empire. Despite being out in the sticks where they could play pirate, they pay their taxes on time and in full. I wish the local governors had half their integrity."

Dean conveniently left out the part where he was a major shareholder. It was the truth, mostly, and his subordinate didn't need to know his boss was getting rich off the deal.

"A rare breed of corporate loyalty indeed," the man remarked, nodding sagely.

Loyalty? Taro doesn't have a loyal bone in his body, Dean thought, though he kept his face a mask of professional cool. As long as the credits flowed and the Empire benefited, Dean didn't care if Taro worshipped a toaster.

"Now, get moving. This is a simple job, but if you blow it, I’ll transfer you to a beacon monitoring station on the frontier. You’ll spend the next decade staring at a red light to make sure it keeps blinking. Even a man of your... stable tastes would find that excruciating."

The subordinate looked like he couldn't tell if Dean was joking, but he offered a crisp salute and scrambled out of the room.

"Is my sense of humor really that subtle?" Dean wondered aloud. "I believe Teiro said the same thing."

He pulled out his terminal to open a direct line to Grand Marshal Reinhard. He didn't need the old man’s permission to buy a radioactive trash heap, but it never hurt to be thorough. He’d seen enough of Taro’s antics to know the boy had a plan for Nuke, even if Dean couldn't see it yet.

"Even if he doesn't have a plan, the favor alone is worth the paperwork," Dean muttered to himself. He leaned back, a small, rare spark of hope in his eyes. "Now... if only Liza could manage to trap the boy’s heart, we’d be set for life."
Chapter 156

"Eyes open, everyone! Don't get complacent," Taro barked, adjusting the monocular goggle monitor over his left eye. "We’ve got no idea what’s lurking in the wreckage. I’m willing to bet there’s plenty of functional junk out there just waiting to ruin our day."

He peered cautiously through the lens. Ahead of the ship, two scout vessels led the way through a graveyard of metal. Countless chunks of debris from the previous skirmish drifted alongside structures of all shapes and sizes.

"Even for an Asteroid Belt, the density is ridiculous," Marl muttered, seemingly to herself. She was wearing an identical pair of goggles. "They must have dragged all this here from across the system."

She wasn't wrong. The area was packed with asteroids so tightly it looked like a cosmic traffic jam. Looking through the camera feeds, Taro could see buildings bolted directly onto the rocks, each one humming with some kind of inscrutable purpose.

"Mr. Teiro, I have detected a facility showing signs of active operations," Koume’s synthetic voice announced. "The Arrow has already designated the target. Shall we commence the fireworks?"

An arrow labeled [KOUME] popped up on Taro’s display, pointing left. He jerked his head to follow it, and the monitor’s view panned instantly.

"That thing? Dammit..." Taro cursed. "It’s the same problem as last time. I have no idea what these buildings actually do. How am I supposed to know if it’s a threat or just a very ugly space-warehouse?"

He grumbled another insult under his breath and pushed the data out to the rest of the fleet with a "stay sharp" warning. The WIND facilities were bizarre. Some looked like perfectly rectangular, boring storage units; others looked like someone had just glued a mountain of scrap metal together. Their outward appearance gave zero clues as to their function.

"Communication from Bella," Marl interrupted. "She’s found what looks like a massive defensive installation and is currently trading shots with it."

"Ugh, of course she did. Guess we'd better stay on our toes."

"A turret-like structure has been exposed on the facility designated by the Arrow," Koume reported. "Orders?"

"Doesn't matter what it is—if it’s pointing a gun at us, we break it. Safety first, destruction second."

Taro followed Koume’s targeting arrow again and saw a long, metallic protrusion poking out from the facility. It definitely looked like a cannon.

"It’s small enough to take out in one hit... but you know what? Let's overdo it. Just to be sure. Lock the target. Salvo from Main Guns One through Three!"

[SINGLE-SHIP COMMAND: COMBAT ACTION]

[FEEDBACK: TARGET ACQUISITION]

[FEEDBACK: FIRING CALCULATION]

The massive battleship groaned as it began to pivot in response to Taro’s whim. Down in the Second Bridge, the crew scrambled to finalize the lock-on and prep the main batteries, feeding the data back to Taro’s HUD.

"Man, having people to do the heavy lifting for me is the best," Taro muttered, sending a quick 'thanks' to the Second Bridge. "Main guns, fire!"

He launched the metal slugs toward the enemy structure. These weren't the cheap rounds he’d used on the Plum. These warheads were heavier, stronger, and infinitely more expensive. Driven by a massive surge of voltage from the ship’s capacitors, the shells screamed through the vacuum.

"Teiro, the facility is returning fire," Marl said. "Total of thirty-four incoming rounds. Twelve are on an intercept course with us."

"Copy that. It’ll be fine. Caliber looks pathetic."

Taro gave a breezy, relaxed answer and went back to babysitting his own shells. With a crew he could actually trust, he finally had the luxury of obsessing over the parts of the job he actually liked. Besides, since these new shells cost a fortune, he really didn't want to miss.

"Enemy fire impacting... Eleven hits. Zero damage," Koume reported. "Shield depletion has already been topped off by the generators."

"Whoa... so we can just sit here and let them tickle us forever?"

"Essentially, Mr. Teiro. Impact of friendly shells in three... two... one... All rounds on target."

Taro’s view zoomed in on the facility. The Railgun slugs punched through the structure with terrifying velocity, shredding everything in their path. At the exact center of the building, the warheads triggered, releasing the PLASMA EXPANSION BODY. The internal explosion vaporized the slugs from the inside out, turning them into tens of thousands of tiny, screaming fragments of white-hot shrapnel.

"And that's a wrap."

The facility didn't just explode; it blossomed into a flower of fire and light before being torn apart by its own internal pressure.

"I have to admit, battleships are incredible," Marl said, letting out a relieved breath as she turned to face him. "Pricey, but incredible. I shudder to think how we’d handle one of these if it were the enemy."

"Hmm, good question. If I were in the Plum, I’d just try to shove a Torpedo down its throat, but that’s a suicide run," Taro replied, leaning back. "In a battleship-on-battleship fight, it’s just a slugging match. If you can get a whole fleet close, though, drones are the way to go. A ship this big is a sitting duck if you swarm it. It’s slow to accelerate and there’s a massive gap between the shield layer and the actual armor. For a small craft pilot, it’s basically an easy target."

Taro spoke with the casual confidence of someone who had literally downloaded the tactical manual into his brain via Override.

"Easy? That’s a bit rich, Boss," a window popped up in his vision, showing Gon’s annoyed face. "How many anti-aircraft turrets do you think one of these monsters is packing?"

Taro shrugged and gave a sheepish grin. "My bad. Wrong choice of words."

"Well, you’re right about the cost-performance of drones, anyway," Gon grunted. "More importantly, Boss, I think we’ve sucked up enough data for now."

"Oh, really? Sweet. Pull the Aviation Unit back, then."

Taro recalled the Ship-borne Craft that had been busy snapping photos of the enemy complex. He skimmed through the incoming data streams. He had no idea what half the numbers meant yet, but once the analysts got their hands on it, it would be a goldmine. He’d never seen WIND structures on this scale in any of the public records.

"We'll grab a bit more intel, then leave the rest to the Survey Team," Taro decided. "This should be enough to draw up a deployment plan."

With that, he signaled the Second Fleet to prep for a Long-distance Warp. The area was thick with Drive Particles, and the Advance Unit had already confirmed the exit point was clear.

"Alright, let's do this. Fortune or folly, here we come. Destination: Planet Nuke! Let's-a-go!"

One sun, eight planets. A perfectly average star system, receiving its first visitors from the outside world in several hundred years.

"The planet count matches the old charts... Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune. Did Pluto get kicked out of the club again?" Taro frowned as he looked at the results of the Wide-area Scan. I really should have paid more attention in science class. Was it Saturn that had the rings? Or was that Jupiter?

"Is that the order of distance from the sun?" Marl asked. "We definitely see a ringed planet, but those aren't exactly rare in the galaxy."

"I can't remember," Taro admitted, rubbing his temples. "I'm positive Earth had a giant satellite called the Moon, though."

"Hmm... out of curiosity, Mr. Teiro," Koume interjected. "What do you define as 'giant'?"

"Eh? I... uh... now that you mention it, I don't know."

"Honestly," Marl sighed. "Are you even going to be able to tell if it's Earth or not?"

"I'm... starting to lose confidence here..."

Taro stared at the scan images, arguing back and forth with the crew. Eventually, they realized they were getting nowhere by staring at dots on a screen and decided to close the distance to Planet Nuke.

[OVERDRIVE END]

[ARRIVAL: RPM95355 NUKE]

The blue haze of warp space dissolved, replaced by the crushing black of the void.

Slowly, the light from the local star filled the sensors, turning the blackness into a tapestry of stars. Taro blinked, fighting back the wave of nausea that always came with Jump Sickness.

"Nuke is... that's it..."

Taro looked down, his goggles allowing him to see 'through' the floor of the ship. Below them sat a planet so massive it threatened to swallow the entire monitor.

"...................."

Taro stared in total silence.

The world on the screen was choked by a shroud of thick, sickly clouds, swirling in massive, violent vortices across the surface. An infrared scan of the ground showed a featureless, smooth landscape. He could see basins where oceans might have once slished and sloshed, but there was no way to tell if they matched the geography of his memories.

...Is this an Override thing? Taro wondered. He felt a wave of crushing disappointment and shook his head violently to clear it. Can’t help what I’ve forgotten. No use crying over spilled milk. Just gotta focus on the 'now'.

"Hey, Alan," Taro said, his voice sounding small. "Can we actually land on that thing?"

"Well, with a Landing Craft and a pressure suit, sure," Alan’s voice crackled over the comms. "Radiation is high, but survivable. There’s almost no oxygen, but the atmospheric mix isn't actually that far off from a habitable world. Though... the moisture levels are weirdly high."

"Wait, for real? We can go down there?"

"Technically? Yes. But I wouldn't recommend it, Chief. The debris field in orbit is a nightmare, and the weather down there is a literal hellscape. It’s just constant hurricanes and sub-zero temperatures. Even if you wanted to terraform it, you’re looking at centuries of work."

"Right... I guess there's nothing left to see anyway."

A dead, brown world of screaming winds. There was no profit to be found in a place like that.

"Don't get discouraged, Boss," Gon chimed in. "Once the Doctor starts digging into the data, we’ll know more. We can decide what to do then."

"Yeah... yeah, you're right. Let's do that."

Taro slumped his shoulders, feeling the weight of the disappointment as he pulled up the fleet command functions. Their job was to clear the corridor, not play archaeologist.

"Prepare for Linkage Overdrive. Marl, handle the Space Reservation—"

He stopped mid-sentence, his hand freezing in the air.

"......Wait. What's that?"

The Tactical Screen was a mess of debris. One particular chunk, likely caught in Nuke's orbit, was drifting slowly past the fleet.

"Yes, Mr. Teiro? It appears to be a fragment of a derelict facility. Is there something significant about it?"

Taro squinted through his goggles. A cold shiver ran down his spine—a weird, inexplicable sense of wrongness. Somewhere in the back of his mind, a voice was screaming.

"If it's bothering you, I'll magnify it on the main screen," Koume said.

Taro ripped his goggles off and looked up at the massive bridge display. The image of the debris flickered and then snapped into sharp focus. It was exactly what Koume had said: a shattered piece of a station.

"Oh, look at that," Marl said, leaning forward. "I've only seen these in textbooks. It’s an orbital elevator fragment. Integrated counter-weight style... that’s incredibly ancient tech. I’d love to snag a sample... Teiro?"

She turned to look at him, her brow furrowed at his lack of response. Taro heard her, but he couldn't answer. He couldn't even breathe.

"......Ah...... ah......"

A broken sound escaped his throat. His eyes were locked onto a single section of the rotating debris. He couldn't look away. He couldn't blink.

"......Ah...... AHHHHHHHHHHH!"

A tidal wave of raw, incomprehensible emotion slammed into him. Taro began to wail, a sound of pure, unadulterated grief. He didn't know what to do. He didn't know what to think. He just screamed.

There, printed in huge, bold letters on the side of the ancient metal, was the word: NASA.
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"Standby, standby... alright, looking good. Lower it down just like that."

A worker clad in a bulky space suit waved his arms with exaggerated motions, looking like a valet guiding a car into a tight garage. Following his signal, a thin tape descended slowly toward the planet below. Looking down, the sheer scale of the massive world came into focus.

The Orbital Elevator.

Commonly known as a Space Elevator, it was a colossal structure designed for transit between the surface and the stars. Its central pillar was a slender tape woven from carbon nanotubes. To the uninitiated, it looked like a flimsy thread, but in reality, it was an incredibly thin ribbon that swayed gently through the atmosphere. Even if it were to snap, atmospheric resistance would bleed off most of the energy, preventing a global catastrophe. At worst, it would just cause a few ripples in the ocean or kick up some dust on land.

"Control Tower to Ground. We’ve lowered the ladder."

"Ground to Control Tower. Copy that. Start extending the counterweight."

A space station was positioned in Satellite Orbit to suspend the pillar, and right now, a heavy mass called the counterweight was being extended in the opposite direction. Without a counterweight equipped with thrusters, the station would be dragged down by the weight of its cargo and plummet to the surface. Action and reaction were absolute laws, after all.

"Well, now we just play the waiting game. I hope the Development Team can start recouping our investment soon."

Building an Orbital Elevator cost an eye-watering amount of capital, but its running costs were dirt cheap compared to space shuttles or rockets. The risk of accidents was negligible, and it didn’t require burning through astronomical amounts of fuel. Instead, container boxes latched onto the pillar and climbed upward using magnetic force—slowly at first, but eventually accelerating to hundreds of kilometers per hour.

"I guess this makes us the owners of a habitable planet... No, calling this place 'habitable' is a massive reach."

As he began heading back toward the Work Ship, the man looked down at Planet Nuke and muttered to himself. The world was staggering in size, yet its appearance was utterly wretched.

Two months had passed since Taro successfully opened the Corridor leading to the Nuke system.

Taro had explained the meaning of the acronym "NASA" to his crew, a revelation they had met with genuine shock. They had spent the following weeks investigating Planet Nuke while searching for any trace of the name, but it didn't appear in any records related to local corporations. While they found several instances of the same name in the Alpha Region Space, they were all just different phrases that happened to share the same abbreviation.

"If that’s the case, we have to go down there... if there are underground facilities, something might have survived."

"Underground facilities, huh? Is there actually anything valuable in a hole in the ground?"

"Who knows? But at the very least, it'll matter to your grandfather and Teiro. And if we’re lucky, maybe there are plant seeds or something preserved down there."

"Like rice or sesame? Now that sounds like a gold mine. Those would sell for a fortune."

That conversation between Alan and Bella had taken place during a previous staff meeting. It might have been their way of trying to comfort Taro, but he wasn't actually that depressed about the situation. While the initial discovery of the word NASA had sent him into a spiral, he had already braced himself for a dozen different worst-case scenarios. He had looked at the facts calmly; he was ready for whatever they found.

"I’m pretty sure we can squeeze the construction costs out of the Enigma profits. If we use this as a development hub for the Corridor, it won’t be a total waste—even if the planet itself turns out to be a bust."

With that, Taro had given the green light for the full-scale development of the Nuke system. They had already decided to build a base at the inner exit of the Corridor, so having a foothold on both sides wasn't going to hurt.

Because Planet Nuke was expected to yield a poor return on investment, there hadn't been any original plans for an Orbital Elevator, yet here they were, finishing the job.

"People of the Alpha Region Space, look at this! Right now, for the first time in four hundred years, an elevator connection is being made!"

On the monitor inside the Landing Craft, a news caster was gesticulating wildly with excitement. The caster, wrapped in a space suit, gestured toward the background as the camera zoomed in on the tip of the tape being guided down by magnetic induction.

"Hey, wait a second. This is a recording, right? It says 'LIVE' in the corner, but that’s a total scam."

"Now, now, Marl. It’s just 'flair' from the Network Station. They're probably just recording the caster’s voice over it in real-time or something. Those guys are always cutting corners."

Taro calmed the indignant Marl and looked around the utilitarian interior of the Landing Craft. Inside the elongated cabin with its exposed structural ribs, Alan, Marl, Koume, and Phantom were all lounging in their seats. Bella, Liza, and Etta had stayed behind with the fleet in space, just in case things went south.

"Boss, that reminds me—"

Alan, who had his feet propped up on the emergency control stick, waved a hand as he looked back.

"Regarding that WIND base in the Corridor... some pretty interesting survey results came back. Did you read 'em?"

Taro pointed to his mobile terminal.

"I read every report the survey team sends. I complained that they used too much jargon, so now they send me a 'For Dummies' summary every morning."

"Haha, smart. I should probably ask for the simplified versions, too."

"You should. Those guys love using big words just to feel superior. It’s all 'Look at me, look how big my brain is!'"

"Well, I get where they’re coming from, but don’t tease them too much. That geeky pride is like a terminal illness. Anyway, Boss..."

Alan tapped on his terminal and sent some data over. It was a survey report from about three cycles ago.

"A Self-Replicating Factory confirmed to be of WIND origin. Defense installations. A communication hub. They’ve found a whole complex of massive facilities... but you know which one we should be most worried about, right?"

Alan’s face was deadly serious. Taro snapped his fingers.

"The communication hub. Even if every other building was a pile of rubble beyond repair, that one is the key. The fact that they’re talking to someone means they have a society."

Alan nodded, satisfied.

"I’m glad you’re on the same page. Exactly. The problem is: who were they talking to, and what were they saying? There's a high chance they’ve already broadcasted data about our little skirmish the other day."

"Yeah, that’s a very real possibility. Man, Enigma’s shelf life might be shorter than I thought... maybe I should get started on an upgrade soon."

"Oh? You can actually make one?"

"I mean, I don't know for sure, but probably? Depends on what we find on this trip, I guess."

"Right... well, I guess we’re counting on the Survey Team Leader’s genius, then. By the way, I heard Dean already placed an order for the current model?"

Taro gave a wicked grin and a thumbs-up.

"Orders are pouring in. He said he’d cover all the overhead and provide the facilities... and the gross profit on these things is absolutely disgusting. Since we’re using existing hardware, we only have to manufacture the core circuits ourselves. At this rate, we might pull in more than the system's tax revenue."

"No kidding? I mean, inventions are like that, but hitting the jackpot really pays off. Is this going to be our flagship product from now on?"

"Nah, it’s not that simple. We decided to scatter them across the galaxy so people couldn't figure out a countermeasure, remember? That makes brand recognition a nightmare. If we just sold them normally, nobody would buy them."

"True... now that you mention it, if someone told me they had a gadget that could predict WIND's movements, I’d assume they were a con artist or a moron."

"Exactly. That’s why we’re 'borrowing' the name of the Imperial Electronic Weaponry Research Institute. On paper, it’s their top-secret project. A real spy could probably figure it out, but that’s the public story."

"The public story, huh... But honestly, the Development Team is going to be buried in this work. Won't the Kokeshi Development Team start whining?"

"Oh, they definitely will, but what can you do? For security reasons, I don't want anyone but Makina Corp touching the production, and outsourcing is out of the question. After all, the Kokeshi are built using the same tech as Railgun Warhead Control... so, that’s where this comes in."

Taro raised an index finger, a mischievous smirk playing on his lips.

"I came up with a new Kokeshi product to give the Development Team a break. I brought a prototype—check it out-see-do-re-mi!"

With that, Taro began rummaging through a large duffel bag.

"Is this it... no, that's not it. That's the one for men... Ah, here we go!"

He finally hauled out his masterpiece. It was a two-meter-long, winding, snake-like contraption. Using BISHOP, Taro made the thing undulate and writhe.

"It looks like a fun toy, I guess... but besides the size, don't things like this already exist? What’s it for?"

Alan looked distinctly underwhelmed. Taro just smirked and pointed to the tip of the snake's head. "Just watch."

"...That’s a bit on the nose. I mean, I don't hate it, but is this really okay? Is it using thruster tech?"

A geyser of white lotion erupted from the tip of the snake’s head. As Alan stared in disbelief, Taro leaned back with a smug, condescending air.

"Imagine it, Alan! Ten, twenty of these things writhing all over a beautiful woman... as she struggles to escape a literal sea of lotion! It’s an erotic monster crafted from Strength Fiber and Razor Metal! If I wanted to, this thing could hoist a person into the air or slither through the tiniest gaps in their clothes!"

"............Good lord."

Alan gulped. The furrows in his brow deepened until he abruptly stood up.

"I can't believe you actually thought of this! You're going to bring that into the physical world?! Boss, you really are a damn genius!"

"Fuhaha! Leave it to me! I'm going to make tentacle play a mainstream genr—buwah!"

A heavy impact slammed into the back of Taro’s head. He tumbled to the floor, joined by a stray shoe.

"Shut up! Ugh, now everything is all sticky... and what the hell are you doing wasting precious Razor Metal on this?!"

Marl, standing there with one bare foot, cocked her arm back as if to hurl her remaining shoe. Taro cowered with exaggerated terror, though secretly he was wondering if he’d get murdered for trying to sniff the shoe she’d already thrown.

"Seriously. Just how big of a pervert are you... I mean... s-still, this is... hmm... maybe if we really tried, it could work?"

Marl’s voice trailed off into a confused mumble. Taro tilted his head, wondering why the second attack hadn't come, but he decided that keeping his mouth shut was the best way to avoid reigniting her fuse.

"............Still, look at that. I knew what to expect, but it’s still depressing. I can't see a damn thing."

Taro tried to change the subject, glancing out the window. Outside was a wall of dim mist and swirling sand; visibility was barely thirty meters. Despite the Physical Shield and powerful magnetic fields meant to stabilize the elevator, the craft swayed unsteadily, making it feel like they were on a boat in a choppy sea.

"By the way... we’re safe, right? We aren't gonna fall?"

Even though the math checked out, Taro couldn't help but feel anxious knowing that only a few strips of tape were holding up this massive Landing Craft.

"I wonder, Mr. Teiro. In weather this severe, the tape snapping is a distinct possibility."

Koume delivered the line with her usual deadpan expression. Taro stared at her for a long moment.

"That’s not funny, Koume. Please tell me you’re joking... wait, you are joking, right?"

"Haha, you’re fine, Boss. I’ve done tons of simulations like this in Land Combat training. If we fall, it’s just a bit of freefall. You won’t die. Just try not to bite your tongue off when we hit the ground."

"R-Right. I’m counting on you, Alan... Hey, hey! Put your hands on the control stick! I know BISHOP is handling it, but I’m freaking out over here!"

"Relax, it’s all automated. The stick isn't even connected to the thrusters right now. Look, see? It doesn't even move."

"Oh? Perhaps that means we have already lost all control, Mr. Teiro. And perhaps Mr. Alan is simply saying that to keep us from panicking—"

"Stop iiiit! Stop saying stuff like thaaaaat! Ugh, I think I’m gonna be sick... I need to lie dow—bleeeuuurgh!"

"Hey! Teiro! Puke that way! That way!"

"Dammit, stop! Wait, Teiro, don’t—uwaaaaah!"

The cargo container, dangling from its thin threads, gradually slowed down before being swallowed into a spherical dome with a hole in the roof. Taro stared out the window until the very last second, but all he saw was the endless, raging sandstorm.

"Welcome to the surface, President. It’s still a bit of a mess down here, but don’t worry. It’s a lot nicer than a WIND nest... Though it looks like I should find you a change of clothes first."

Welcomed by a burly employee, Taro hurriedly changed out of his soiled clothes and walked briskly down the ramp. At the final step, facing the cold iron floor, Taro paused and looked down.

I feel like I understand Captain Armstrong’s feelings just a tiny bit... No, wait, in this situation, is it more like Space Battleship Yamato?

Taro muttered the thought to no one in particular. Ignoring the "What’s wrong?" from behind him, he took a deep breath and stepped firmly onto the ground.
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After touching down on the scorched soil of Nuke, Taro and the gang took a grand tour of the elevator base—affectionately dubbed the "Ladder Base"—which doubled as their primary inspection site. The place was outfitted with every amenity known to man, but aside from the mountain of miscellaneous crates stacked in every available corner, the interior felt exactly like a spaceship.

"Calling it similar is an understatement," Taro remarked. "It’s literally just the same damn thing."

He traced his hand over the Takasaki Heavy Industries logo etched into the wall. Seriously, Takasaki can churn out anything from a starship to a space station without breaking a sweat. Talk about corporate overkill.

"The interior is set to a crisp 1G, and if you ignore the support pillars and outer hull, it is a spaceship," Marl said, her nose crinkling with a smug snort as she pointed at a pile of supplies. "Look, they even use the exact same components!"

"Oh, totally," Taro replied, though in reality, he couldn't tell one space-bolt from another. He’d picked up a fair bit of ship-lore during his travels, but he wasn't about to win a trivia contest against Marl’s obsessive knowledge.

"So, people are already living here, right? How’s the vibe? The outside world looks like a literal dumpster fire, so I figured folks might be getting twitchy. Any weird incidents or mental breakdowns?"

"Not at all, President," an aide replied. "We’ve got staff who spent years on windowless ships. They aren’t the kind of softies who get homesick just because the view outside is a bit... dusty."

"Good to know. Reliable bunch... Ah, so that’s why."

Taro stepped aside as a cargo transport trundled past them in the cramped hallway. He finally realized why the place looked like a hoarder’s paradise.

"Unlike in space, you can't just leave your junk floating around wherever you want. And since the hallways are strictly two-dimensional, logistics must be a nightmare."

The concept of things staying down was a basic law of physics back on Earth, but to the current Taro, it felt like a revolutionary discovery.

"So, not everything is a carbon copy of space life..." Marl whispered, her fingers nervously cinched around Taro’s sleeve. "Just checking, but we’re not going to have a massive earthquake or anything, right? Magma isn’t going to burst through the floor and melt us all?"

Taro looked down at her anxious face and let out a dry laugh. "Don't sweat it. Neither of those things happens that often. I haven't heard anything about this place being a volcanic hotspot, and the tectonic plates are supposedly behaving themselves. Besides, if it were that dangerous, nobody would live here."

"Are you sure?! Look at it out there! If a hole opens up, the sand will get in! What do we do then? Sand, Taro! Sand!"

"Yeah, it’d be a mess, but... it’s just sand? Since when did you become a desert-phobe?"

Taro spent the next few minutes soothing Marl’s sudden fear of the great outdoors as they chatted their way to his assigned quarters. After a fifteen-minute trek, they arrived at a room that looked suspiciously familiar.

"Well... this is underwhelming."

His new room was a literal Block Module from the Plum, brought down via the Orbital Satellite Elevator and plugged into the base. Naturally, the interior was identical to his shipboard cabin. The only sign of the journey was a bag of snack chips he’d forgotten to secure, which had unceremoniously exploded across the floor.

"Still, you gotta hand it to standardized Block Modules. Space, ground, ships—they work everywhere."

Taro flopped onto his well-worn sofa and scanned the windowless room. There was absolutely nothing new to see, but the mere thought of the vast, wretched planet stretching out beyond those walls gave him a bizarre, tingly sensation.

Technically, I should be more used to living on a planet than in a vacuum, but... Huh?

A notification pinged on Taro’s BISHOP. It was an email marked with the highest priority level. I thought we were supposed to be on break, he grumbled inwardly, but he opened the file regardless.

[REGULAR SIGNAL DETECTED WITHIN ATMOSPHERIC NOISE]

"Regular signal, huh... If it were Pulsar radiation, Koume would have flagged it already. What have we got here? Might as well try to decode this while I’m bored."

The planet was currently being hugged by a massive, radioactive sandstorm. Aside from the wired connection to the Plum through the elevator shaft, any wireless comms were usually devoured by the static. Taro wondered if some WIND remnants were lurking out there, but he set the BISHOP to work on noise reduction while he started tidying up the room.

"Gah! The juice in the drawer leaked! Are you kidding me? This was that expensive wooden desk Dean gave me... If Liza finds out, she’s gonna—WAIT, WHAT?!"

His internal monologue shattered into a verbal scream as he stared at the holographic display in mid-air. He jumped, accidentally knocking over the juice he had just started to clean up, but the sticky mess was the last thing on his mind.

"An SOS? From who? Where? What the hell is going on?!"

Buried deep within the decoded static was a string of characters for "SOS," using the standard Galactic Empire distress protocol. And it wasn't a fluke—it was being broadcast on a relentless, desperate loop.

"No way. This has to be a joke, right?"

A single, terrifyingly plausible possibility crossed Taro’s mind. He shook his head, his rational side screaming that it was impossible, but the idea was far too tantalizing to ignore.



"Survivors? You’re suggesting people actually survived that orbital firestorm?"

Alan looked at Taro like he’d grown a second head. "It’s more likely a WIND trap," he added bluntly.

"Even if it is, we can't ignore it," Taro shot back. "Either way, we have to verify it. If there are WIND units out there, we need to deal with them. It’d be a real tragedy if our brand-new elevator got trashed because we were too lazy to check a signal."

The room went silent as everyone nodded in grim agreement. Since Marl was busy helping with the facility setup, the conference room consisted of Taro, Alan, Koume, and Phantom.

"That is a fair point," Alan conceded. "Can we pinpoint the source?"

"I’ve got a rough heading and distance, but that’s about it."

"Hmm... Phantom, what’s your take?"

Phantom, who had been stoically tinkering with his mobile terminal, looked up. "One way or another, we need more intel. Fortunately, the Plum can provide Ground Attack support with kinetic rounds, but we can't exactly carpet-bomb the entire hemisphere to solve a mystery."

Alan fell into a pensive silence.

"Oh, wait," Taro interjected. "Beams lose power in the atmosphere, don't they? Are they totally useless?"

"Not entirely," Phantom replied with a straight face. "The refracted beams would cause the local air temperature to skyrocket instantly. They make for excellent, albeit expensive, space-heaters."

"That means they're useless! That is the worst cost-to-performance ratio for a heater in history!"

Taro snapped back reflexively. He realized a second too late that he was bickering with the formidable Phantom, but the cyborg commander just let out a rare, amused chuckle.

"Fine!"

Alan barked the word as if reaching a final verdict.

"We’ll organize an Investigation Unit. It’ll take some time to prep, but let's get a plan on paper."

"That’s the spirit! You used to be in Land Combat, right, Alan? This should be right up your alley."

"If I had the weapons, sure. But that’s the snag. How are we supposed to get the gear?"

"Wait, what?" Taro blinked. "Can't we just buy it on the market? They sell freaking battleships there!"

Koume turned toward him, her expression pitying. "Mr. Teiro... who on earth would have a use for Land Weapons?"

"Who? Uh, the military? Don't you guys do ground wars?"

"If you lose control of the space around a planet, the world is finished, Mr. Teiro," Koume explained. "The enemy can drop whatever they want, wherever they want. If they cut off interstellar trade, the planet withers away. At that point, ground resistance is just a waste of time."

"When you put it like that... okay, I guess. So, what? Is Land Combat just for counter-terrorism or something?"

"Precisely. Though Mr. Alan is the expert on those specifics."

Both Taro and Koume turned to Alan. He was muttering to himself, deep in thought, but he nodded when he noticed their expectant stares.

"Yeah. It’s less 'counter-terrorism' and more 'specialized combat for inside space stations.' Because of that, the gear has a ton of restrictions. High-penetration rounds are a no-go, for instance. You don't want to accidentally punch a hole in the station's hull and vent everyone into the void."

"Yikes... Okay, hold on. So you’re saying you don't even have tanks?"

"A 'Tank'? What is that? Some kind of Armored Vehicle?"

"I mean, yeah, it’s armored, but... are you serious?" Taro was starting to panic. He’d banked on Alan and Phantom being experts, but he hadn't accounted for the total lack of ground-warfare evolution.

Is this why the WIND took over the galaxy so easily? "A tank is, you know... a massive armored box with a giant cannon on top that moves on Caterp—wait, that’s a brand name. Uh, Crawler Tracks. Don't tell me you don't have those either?"

"We have Continuous Tracks, obviously," Alan replied. "They’re standard issue for planetary development Work Vehicles."

"I see... Well, this is gonna take some work."

Taro began scouring his fading memories of Earth, desperately trying to piece together everything he knew about land-based warfare.



A sandstorm. It was the undisputed ruler of this planet, and it was currently screaming against ten men trundling across the parched earth. The gale was powerful enough to toss a normal human into the stratosphere, yet these men marched forward with unshakeable, heavy steps.

"Captain! It should be right around here!"

One of the men, clad in a bulky Armed Suit, bellowed over the roar of the wind.

"Good! Deploy the gear! Move fast! I want to see a new record!"

The man addressed as Captain—Phantom—issued the order, and his veteran subordinates blurred into motion. These were the same elite soldiers who had fought alongside him during his legendary rampage against the Empire. Every single one was a top-tier warrior.

"Deployment complete! Activating Sonar Radar!"

The manual claimed the assembly took an average of seventy-five minutes. These men finished it in twenty. They stood in a silent line, waiting for the machine to ping.

"……The noise is filthy, but the echo is solid. There’s something down there, alright. A massive underground cavity."

Phantom studied the radar readout, his mind racing. As Cyborgs, they could shrug off the storm, but the looming threat of the WIND kept him on edge.

"Captain, what do ground-type WIND even look like? I doubt they fly in this soup. Do they crawl?"

"Who knows? They might move in ways we can't even imagine. The sphere is the most stable form for matter, after all. For all we know, they get around by rolling."

Phantom threw out the joke to lighten the mood, then decided it was time to pull back. Taro had given him strict orders to prioritize safety, and staying on guard against an unknown threat in a zero-visibility storm was exhausting work.

"Let’s move. Nothing good comes from overstaying our welcome."

Phantom signaled with a broad sweep of his arm and led his team into a run. It would be a two-hour sprint back to base, but for them, it was just a light jog. They could have used a wasteland transport, but nobody wanted to drive a vehicle in a world where you couldn't see five feet in front of your face.

After the men vanished into the dust, the Sonar Radar continued its lonely, unmanned vigil. Eventually, the sun dipped below the horizon, and the dim world was plunged into total, suffocating darkness.

Suddenly, the ground right next to the device pulsed. Sand trickled down like an hourglass as a mound formed, revealing a strange, metallic object—a long, thin protrusion that looked like a periscope.

"……………………"

The metal stalk rotated, its "eye" twitching left and right as if scanning the horizon. It paused for a single, haunting second, then retracted back into the depths of the sand without a sound.



Author's Note:
I accidentally uploaded Episode 159 (which was supposed to be for 7/3) early due to a scheduling mistake.
I am extremely sorry for the confusion... orz
Chapter 159: Ground Tactics and Sore Backsides

"A giant open space, huh? I’ve got a real bad feeling about this. Like, a 'we're all going to die' kind of bad feeling."

Marl grumbled as she swirled a glass of booze—and not just any glass, this was actual, honest-to-god glass!! She was currently lounging in the executive-class parlor at the foot of the orbital elevator. Since you needed a high-level keycard just to step through the door, it was the perfect spot for plotting, scheming, or complaining about their current predicament.

"I’m with you on that. No matter how you slice it, this has ‘WIND Nest’ written all over it."

Taro checked the data Phantom had brought back on his terminal. Looking thoroughly fed up with existence, he sprawled his legs out and shoved his feet onto the sofa.

"Mr. Teiro, it would be prudent to keep your feet on the floor. Unlike the station, this environment is teeming with sand and dust."

"Oh, right. My bad." 

Taro hurriedly pulled his feet back down. When he checked the soles of his shoes, he saw actual grit caught in the anti-slip grooves. That was a first—living on a sterile space station usually meant you could eat off your own footwear.

"The General was right about sealing the gear," Alan said, holding up a terminal encased in a thick rubber sleeve. "Apparently, some of the staffers' personal gadgets were getting absolutely trashed by the grit."

Taro flashed a smug, 'I told you so' grin. "Told ya. Back on Earth, there’s this thing called a desert—basically a giant sandbox that hates technology. I’d heard that even the most expensive cameras get ruined if a single grain of sand gets inside. Figured stuff designed for the vacuum of space would be even more fragile."

Though right now, this whole damn planet is basically one big desert, Taro added silently.

"Even so, now that we're actually down here, it’s insane how little information there is about planetary living," Marl sighed, looking genuinely annoyed. "I’ve tried searching the neural net a dozen times, but it’s all scraps and fragments. Why is it so barren?"

"If I had to guess," Koume interjected, "it is simply because nobody cares. As you are aware, the overwhelming majority of the human race lives on space stations. The number of people who actually live on a planet's surface is statistically negligible. Furthermore, while corporations that own habitable planets likely have their own survival manuals, they treat that information like a corporate secret."

"I guess... I mean, I didn't care either until I was stuck in the middle of it."

"Many Imperial Citizens view habitable planets as nothing more than 'unusually large asteroids,' Miss Marl. Though 'unusually large' is a bit of an understatement," Koume added with a rare, playful glint in her eyes.

Taro let out a short laugh and took a swig of the high-proof liquor he was finally starting to tolerate.

"If we’re going to explore a whole planet, we just have to take it one step at a time. I asked Lin for some data, but the response was lukewarm at best. Apparently, the subsidiary companies are throwing a fit about sharing secrets."

Taro flicked the rim of his glass, raising an eyebrow. Alan looked over. "What about Dean’s end?"

"That’s our best bet. He said he’d grease some wheels at the Terraform Center. We should have a data dump coming in soon... though it’s going to cost me a literal fortune."

Taro looked pained at the thought of the bill, but Alan just crossed his arms.

"It’s still cheaper than doing the survey ourselves from scratch. If money buys us a lower chance of getting killed, it's a bargain. If the Terraform Center is actually talking, that’s a good sign."

Alan seemed genuinely relieved. The Terraform Center was an official body meant for Imperial expansion, not a charity for frontier startups. Getting them to help a potential rival company was a miracle in itself.

"Yeah, I guess. Anyway, I don't want to go poking around the SOS source until we’ve got some real firepower. Phantom, what’s your take?"

Phantom let out a sharp, metallic snort. "Until we know what’s waiting for us, we shouldn't go charging in like idiots. I don’t know what 'Ground-type WIND' looks like, but I guarantee they aren't pushovers. The local Security Team couldn't hold them back, after all."

The official story was that Nuke had been overrun and the humans purged. Dean suspected the Empire had just cut their losses and run, which meant the Imperial Land Combat forces hadn't even bothered to show up. Still, it was hard to believe the local corporations didn't have at least some heavy-duty security on the payroll.

"True. So, we wait for the big boys to be finished," Taro said, his mind drifting toward the weapon order he’d sent to the Technical Development Department. He’d placed a request with Makina Corp based on some half-remembered memories of Earth history. Whether it would actually work was anyone's guess, but it beat fighting with a pointed stick.

"You mean those 'Tanks'?" Marl asked, tilting her head. "I heard they’re only ten meters long. Is that really enough? If the enemy has Battleship-class ground units, don't we need something... bigger?"

She mimicked a giant machine with her hands.

"Actually, that is unlikely, Miss Marl," Koume said, her face returning to its default expressionless state.

"Why not?"

Koume held up her terminal, displaying a series of dizzyingly complex equations. "Ground pressure. Unlike space, we have to deal with two annoying factors: constant gravity and the fact that the ground has a breaking point. If you build something with the mass of a battleship, it won't walk—it will simply sink into the crust and stay there forever. The reason Mr. Teiro’s 'Tanks' use a Continuous Track is to spread that weight so they don't become permanent landmarks."

Koume’s screen flickered to a cute little doodle of a tank with crawler tracks. In the animation, the tank trundled along a line until it hit a soft patch, buried itself up to the turret, and stopped moving.

"Oh, I see... but what about fixed defenses? Buildings stay up just fine," Marl countered.

Alan raised a hand. "Sure, you can build a massive bunker, but a weapon that can't move is just a very expensive target. In space, you have shields and beams to cover your lack of mobility, but on the ground? You're just waiting for someone to lob a guided missile at you from over the horizon."

Marl nodded, finally looking satisfied with the explanation.

"Right," Taro said, standing up and scanning the room. "For now, we focus on identifying that SOS source. Keep it low-key and cautious. If you find anything—and I mean anything—send it to me immediately."



[THIS IS PANTHER 1. NO ABNORMALITIES DETECTED. WE HAVE REACHED THE TARGET POINT, BUT IT’S JUST MORE SAND. REQUESTING ORDERS.]

The transmission was thick with static. Taro, shoved into the cramped back seat of an Armored Vehicle, grabbed the headset and cursed the BISHOP system. You couldn't exactly fit a massive interstellar comms array onto a ground car, leaving them with a depressingly narrow bandwidth.

"This is Chi-Ha. Copy that, Panther 1. Stay on station with Panther 2 and keep your eyes peeled. That SOS pings every two hours like clockwork. The next one should be coming up any minute."

Taro checked the electronic sheet on his wrist before looking at Marl in the passenger seat.

"We’re all set," she said, giving him a thumbs-up. "The other two vehicles are in position. We’ll be able to triangulate the exact coordinate the second it pings."

Taro returned the gesture and focused on the 2D tactical screen. At least on the ground, you didn't have to worry about the Z-axis.

"We’re gonna catch this thing today... Damn it, this is like the galaxy’s worst game of whack-a-mole."

This was their fifth reconnaissance sortie using a fleet of 200 combat vehicles, including the new prototype tanks. Every single time, they’d come home empty-handed because the SOS source kept moving. It was jumping all over the map. They’d thought about dropping stationary sensors everywhere, but the sandstorms just ate them for breakfast.

"The maintenance costs on these things are killing us," Marl groaned. "I’m starting to wonder if whoever’s sending this actually wants to be rescued."

Koume, who was expertly handling the steering wheel, didn't look back as she spoke. "There may be a logical reason for the movement, Miss Marl."

"A reason, huh..." Taro leaned his seat back and laced his fingers behind his head. Maybe there’s someone else down here, and they’re moving so the WIND doesn't find them? Like a group of survivors living in the tunnels, terrified of the surface?

He looked at Marl. She seemed to be chewing on the same thought.

"Maybe... it’s possible, but hard to prove. The most likely answer is an automated beacon that's malfunctioning, but that’s boring. What if it’s two different WIND factions at war?"

"No way. If the WIND were busy fighting themselves, the rest of the galaxy would be a lot more peaceful."

"Fair point... Wait! Taro, it’s here!!"

Marl’s relaxed posture vanished instantly as she dived into the sensors. Taro lunged forward, staring at the monitor.

"It’s close! Just twenty-five klicks South-Southeast. All units, this is Headquarters! I’m uploading the coordinates now. Move out, and stay sharp!!"

[PANTHER 1, COPIED.]

[PANTHER 2, UNDERSTOOD.]

[TIGER 1, ROGER THAT. WE ARE MOVING INTO SECONDARY ALERT FORMATION TO LEAD THE WAY... HEY, TARO. YOU RECKON THIS ONE’S THE REAL DEAL?]

Alan’s voice crackled through the comms. 

"Who knows?" Taro replied. "But hit or miss, this is the last run for a while. If we don't find it today, we're giving up on the surface and just digging a hole."

Taro had already put in an order for a fleet of heavy-duty excavators. Since the SOS pings always seemed to come from directly above the massive underground cavities, the logic was simple: if they won't come up, we’re going down. It was a crude plan, but it was reliable.

"It'll cost a fortune in manpower and time, though... so yeah, I’m praying we find something today."

Taro muttered the prayer under his breath, knowing he wasn't the only one suffering. Except for Alan, who had actual military training, the rest of the crew was miserable. The constant vibrating and swaying of the ground vehicles was a nightmare. Taro’s own rear end was practically a giant bruise at this point. He was starting to think the most valuable resource on Nuke wasn't scrap metal or data—it was medicinal heat patches.

"Well, we'll know the truth in an hour."

Taro watched the marker on the tactical screen. The target was slowly, steadily getting closer.

Wait, did I just have a moment of déjà vu? Nah, probably just my imagination!
Chapter 160

"W-WIND! It's the WIND! They're here!"

A man draped in a dust-caked hood pointed a trembling finger toward the horizon and screamed. Around him, ten others in similarly ragged gear dropped low, hitting the dirt and bracing for the worst.

"Dammit, I knew this was a bad idea! Forget the gear, run!"

Another man spat the words out in a panic. They cursed in a frantic, ragged chorus, scrambling to scoop up the supplies scattered across the sand.

"No, wait... something’s wrong!"

The man peering through the binoculars shouted, his voice cracking against the howling gale. Through the lenses, he didn't see the usual skittering nightmares. Instead, he saw a literal swarm of massive iron blocks—Armored Vehicles—tearing across the dunes toward them at breakneck speeds.

"What do you see?! Patch the feed over here!"

A few paces behind the group, a man popped his head out of a hole in the ground like a startled gopher, waving his arms wildly. The lookout gave a stiff nod and tapped his binoculars, syncing the data to the terminal in the man's hand.

"Mike, look at those rigs! They’ve got markings!"

The man called Mike dove back into his hole to check the screen. On the flanks of those metal beasts—each sporting a nozzle that looked suspiciously like a massive cannon—was a very distinct marking: a red circle centered on a white background.

"No way... Hey, those are humans! There are people in those things!"

The WIND—being soulless machine-lifeforms—didn't exactly have a department for graphic design or military heraldry. Mike let out a frantic cheer and hammered a button to relay the data to headquarters. He shoved the terminal into a subordinate’s hands and leaped out of the hole with enough force to pull a muscle.

"Hey! Over here! We’re over here, you beauties!"

Mike stood there, arms windmilling as he screamed at the top of his lungs. His subordinates stared at him like he’d finally lost his mind to the heat, but one by one, the realization clicked. They started running, then sprinting, until the whole lot of them were charging toward the dust clouds.

"We are from the Rising Sun, leadership of the RS Alliance. We received an SOS signal. Are you the ones who sent it?"

A man stepped out of the lead Armored Vehicle, waving a hand casually as he approached. He walked through the blistering sandstorm with the steady, unshakable gait of a high-end Cyborg. Mike signaled for his men to keep their cool, though his own heart was doing backflips.

"Rising Sun... anyone heard of 'em?" one subordinate whispered. 

The guy next to him just shrugged, looking overwhelmed.

"We’re with the NASA Alliance," Mike shouted into his communicator, his voice shaking. He was a veteran of a thousand skirmishes, but he was currently vibrating with pure terror. It was hard to stay calm when a fleet of mountain-sized tanks had just encircled his entire team. "We saw your ship and called for help. You... you aren't the Imperial Military, are you?"

"The Empire abandoned this sector hundreds of years ago," the man replied, stopping a few paces away. "Everything past the Alpha Region Space is considered Outer Space now. Look, how about you guys put the guns down before someone has an accident?"

Mike hesitated, then looked at the sheer amount of firepower pointed at his face. Yeah, resistance is beyond futile here. He signaled his men to disarm.

"I need to hear the whole story. I’ll take a few reps and come with you... Hey, Stanley! Show these guys to Ascent Entrance 212!"

Mike barked the order and started walking toward the stranger. The giant, monster-like Armored Vehicles were creepy as hell, but the spark of hope in Mike’s chest was currently brighter than the desert sun. 

Four hundred years. It had been four centuries since the WIND forced them underground. Finally, the tether to the stars had been reconnected.



"Whoa... an underground city? Seriously awesome. Like, for real, this is amazing. Yeah, I said it twice! Because it’s that cool!"

Taro was currently vibrating with the energy of a toddler in a toy store as he stared down the endless tunnel. The passage was a labyrinth of heavy iron and reinforced bulkheads; he’d already completely lost track of which Route they’d taken to get here.

"The surface is a disaster, so we do what we must," the man in the robes said with a faint, weary laugh. "We live like moles."

The man’s skin was a sickly, translucent white from a lifetime away from the sun, which had weirded Taro out at first. But once the guy started talking, it was clear he was just a regular dude. 

"I see, I see," Taro nodded. "By the way, is a 'mole' some kind of local alien?"

Phantom, who was hovering at Taro’s shoulder and scanning the shadows for threats with professional paranoia, chimed in. 

"It is a burrowing mammal from Earth, Master Taro. I believe their diet consisted mainly of squishy, tubular invertebrates called earthworms."

"Oh, right!" Taro snapped his fingers. "The wiggly guys!"

The robed man blinked, looking impressed. "You’re quite the scholar. I thought that species went extinct ages ago. Did someone find a new colony of them?"

"Ah, well... sort of? It’s complicated. I’ll explain that whole 'where we're from' thing later."

"I see. I shall look forward to it, then."

The group wound through a series of twisty corridors until the "dilapidated factory" aesthetic finally gave way to something that looked like the clean, polished interior of a proper spaceship.

"Welcome to NASA, Mr. Teiro. We are honored to have you."

A few dozen people were waiting in a wide hall. A woman in a flashy suit stepped forward, her hand extended. She had that same "I haven't seen a sunbeam in three generations" paleness, but she was a genuine beauty with soft, sleepy-looking eyes.

"Nice to meet you, Miss Olivia. Thanks for the hospitality," Taro said, slapping the dust off his pants before giving her hand a firm shake and his best "I'm a protagonist" grin.



"So, just to be clear... NASA is officially joining the RS Alliance?"

The group was currently huddled in the hall, which was large despite the low ceilings, tucking into a meal. Olivia had been tactful enough to dismiss the guards, and in a show of mutual trust, the Rising Sun crew was allowed to stay armed.

After the initial "Who are you?" phase, Taro and his team had spent their "break time" frantically whispering about the sheer tenacity of people who could survive an orbital bombardment by hiding in the dirt. They’d hammered out a basic policy and were now back at the negotiating table.

"I mean, I think that’s how it works? We haven't really done this before, so... what do you think, Marl?" Taro asked, looking at his partner.

Marl tapped her chin thoughtfully. "Since we're in Outer Space, the rules are basically whatever we agree on. Mr. Dean went through all that trouble to snag the legal rights just so the Imperial Military couldn't stick their noses in our business. There isn't really a 'precedent' for this."

"Fair point," Taro muttered.

Olivia raised her hand like a student in a classroom. "From our perspective, we practically beg for affiliation. The technological gap between us after four hundred years is a canyon, and we simply don't have the strength to maintain the status quo anymore."

She looked genuinely pained. 

"What do you mean by 'status quo'?" Taro asked.

Olivia sighed. "Our supplies of Drive Detection Elements and Razor Metal are bone-dry. We’ve survived this long on recycling and whatever we could scrap from fallen WIND units, but we’ve hit the wall. Half our machinery is dead weight now, with zero chance of repair."

Drive Detection Elements, huh? Taro leaned over to Alan, whispering out of the side of his mouth. Wait, aren't those all just knock-offs? Can’t they just print more?

Nope, Alan whispered back. The Empire keeps the original templates under lock and key. Every time you copy a copy, the quality drops. After four hundred years? The signal-to-noise ratio must be garbage. Anything relying on BISHOP tech is probably a paperweight by now.

Taro nodded and turned back to Olivia. 

"Got it. Situation understood. Good news: we can supply both of those. Also, I heard you guys have been brawling with the WIND for a while now. What’s the tea on that?"

Olivia’s expression turned deeply exhausted. "We have been at war for centuries. It’s been nearly three hundred years since their tunnels first breached our outer sectors."

"Three hundred years..." Taro whistled. "Man, those things really don't know when to quit."

"Exactly. In the beginning, we could just seal the breaches and call it a day. But the WIND... they learned. They started taking their time. Now they dig for hundreds of kilometers just to pop up in the middle of a residential ward."

"Ugh, I feel that," Taro said, making a face like he’d just bitten a lemon. "The ones up in space are the same. They'll spend a thousand years drifting through a void with zero Drive Particles just to ruin someone's afternoon. They’re the absolute worst."

Olivia gave him a thin, sympathetic smile—the universal look of two people bonded by a shared hatred of the same annoying pest.

"By the way," Taro said, his tone shifting. "This is probably a dumb question, but your Alliance name... 'NASA.' Is there a reason for that?"

Taro was suddenly looking very serious. Olivia, conversely, looked confused as to why he cared about a name.

"I don't know the exact history," she prefaced. "But when our ancestors were expanding this city, they stumbled upon ancient ruins from the early Imperial era. I’m told they adopted the name and the symbol found on the artifacts there. I think it was meant to symbolize their spirit—pioneering a new world, just like the people of the past."

The Rising Sun team collectively held their breath. Taro shared a lightning-fast look with Marl and Alan. They all nodded in silent realization.

"Ruins, huh? That’s... incredibly interesting," Taro said, trying to sound casual. "Actually, my group does a bit of 'Early Imperial' research on the side. Any chance we could take a look at these ruins?"

Technically, I’m their boss now and could just order her to show me, but I don’t want to be 'that guy.' Especially if they treat this place like a holy site.

"About that..." Olivia bit her lip, looking hesitant.

Please don't let it be a temple, please don't let it be a temple, Taro prayed. But Olivia’s answer was worse.

"The sector containing the ruins was lost to the WIND a long time ago. To be honest, we have no idea if there’s anything left of it at all."
Episode 161

"That’s one hell of a chunky armored vehicle. Is this the standard for you topsiders?"

Heinlein was idling by a Tank in the hangar when a man strolled up, rapping his knuckles against the hull. Without waiting for an answer, the stranger closed the distance and thrust out a hand. "The name’s Mike."

"Nice to meet you, Mike. I'm Heinlein. You’re the leader of the combat unit, right?"

Heinlein gripped the man's hand. It was rough, calloused, and thick—the hand of a seasoned old salt who had seen his fair share of dirt and fire.

"Yeah, that’s me. Though 'combat unit' is a bit of a stretch. Mostly we just handle chores. It’s not like we’re shivering in our boots twenty-four hours a day, waiting for those things to kill us."

Mike shrugged, a mischievous glint in his eye.

"I see. Still, I heard your lot sent the distress signal. The WIND is a real threat out there, isn't it? You’re brave men."

Heinlein and his crew had been lucky enough to avoid a direct encounter so far, but the NASA survivors had filled their ears with horror stories about the Ground-type WIND. He didn't know their exact specs, but he certainly wasn't itching to play tag with them in the flesh.

"Give me a break. Look at the junk we’re packing," Mike said, hoisting his rifle. "Compared to you guys, we’re playing with toys."

Heinlein shook his head and gave the man’s shoulder a friendly jab. "Courage is what matters." 

And maybe a very large gun, he added silently. 

"I know exactly how much guts it takes to be a Land Combat Soldier. For the record, this thing is a Tank—a specialized type of armored vehicle. The Empire doesn’t use them, so this is likely a custom job by our President."

Heinlein slapped the Tank's side, echoing Mike’s earlier gesture. The sound was deep and dense, hinting at armor thick enough to stop a falling moon.

"We’ve got armored cars with cannons, but nothing this massive," Mike admitted, eyeing the barrel. "What’s the propellant? You still using Plasma Expansion Bodies?"

"Nah, this is an Electromagnetic Cannon. A Railgun. We use plasma tech for other things, but our company specializes in these babies."

"A Railgun? Man, that’s ancient. Total antique. Can the batteries even handle it? The ones we use are good for maybe a few shots before they give up the ghost."

"They hold up just fine. Technology’s come a long way in four hundred years... or maybe it was always possible and people were just too lazy to try. It’s a fusion of legacy tech and cutting-edge science."

Heinlein had been shoulder-to-deep-space with his bosses, Alan and Teiro, during the Tank’s development. The President had called it exactly that: the marriage of matured, "weathered" tech and the latest breakthroughs.

"Since we don't need explosives or expansion gases to chuck a shell, the risk of the whole thing blowing up if we take a hit is basically zero. If we just load Armor-Piercing Shells, there’s nothing inside to catch fire. Old tech has its charms."

Heinlein beamed with pride. Mike nodded, genuinely impressed.

"I’ll give you that. It’s a clever setup... and is this Black Metal Armor Plate? Does it have a shield generator? Damn, your company must be drowning in credits."

Mike leaned in close to the grayish hull, muttering under his breath. Heinlein just chuckled.

"The President is a softie. He’s obsessed with employee safety. He drags us into some absolute nonsense, sure, but he makes it worth our while. I’m sure he’ll extend the same 'overprotective parent' treatment to you guys."

According to the grapevine, the Rising Sun Alliance was set to absorb NASA. If that was the plan, Heinlein knew the President wouldn't dream of leaving these people to rot.

"Is that so? Sounds like a hell of a boss. By the way, what’s your rank? Security Department? Tactical Lead?"

"Actually, I’m the Manager of the Food Development Department."

"…The Food Development Department?"

"That’s right. Food Development."

Heinlein—the mountain of a man, former Imperial Military Land Combat Unit elite, and current King of Groceries—affirmed it with total gravity. Mike, predictably, looked like his brain had just short-circuited.



In a darkened room, the glow from a massive screen washed over the Rising Sun crew. They watched the footage in rapt, horrified silence, punctuated only by the occasional gasp.

"Good thing we went with the heavy armor—the Tanks," Marl said, her voice dropping an octave. "Going up against that on foot would be a suicide mission."

"No kidding..." Teiro muttered, looking dazed. I didn't think we were in a bug movie.

The WIND on the screen was a mechanical nightmare about four meters tall, modeled after some monstrous creature. It had six legs, twin cannons, and armor plating that left no gaps for a lucky shot. To Teiro, it looked like a giant, metal, laser-shooting insect from Earth. Despite their bulk, the things skittered across the terrain with terrifying speed, hammering NASA's armored cars with shells.

"Looking at this, I can almost understand why the Empire decided to just glass the surface," Alan said, his chin resting on his interlaced fingers as he glared at the screen. 

Teiro nodded, squinting at the black carpet of machines. "Forget the individual specs for a second—look at how many there are. You can't even see the dirt!"

The footage, taken from a high cliffside, showed a narrow valley floor. It was a sea of writhing, metallic bodies, crawling over one another in a mindless, forward surge. It looked like an army ant march—if the ants were the size of SUVs.

"They usually stay hidden," the NASA Tactical Officer explained with a weary sigh. "They only surface when they sense us topside. But as soon as the fighting stops, they burrow back down. They probably haven't forgotten the orbital bombardments."

"What about their weapons?" Alan pointed at a streak of light on the paused screen. "If they’re using those in an atmosphere, they must be high-extension Beams. How’s the output?"

"The power isn't actually that high," the officer replied. "Physics is a bitch—beam intensity and atmospheric extension have an inverse relationship. Those cannons are mostly for anti-personnel use. Against armored vehicles, they prefer to get up close and personal with ramming attacks, or they bring in a specialized WIND with a bigger gun. Even then, they have to be at point-blank range because of the attenuation."

"I see. Any tactical nukes? Large-scale chemical or explosive reactions?"

"Not so far. This is just a guess, but we don't think they even know what nuclear or chemical weapons are. Do they use them up in space?"

"No, nothing like that up there either... Interesting. So they’re ignorant of the classics. Since we don't use them, I suppose they never had a reason to learn."

Alan let out a low groan, looking up at the ceiling. Teiro listened to them, his imagination running wild. What if humanity had stuck with missiles and nukes? Since the Incineration Beams are useless here, would this have turned into a brutal, old-school war of attrition?

"Can't we just drop a Nuclear Attack on their nests?" Marl asked. "In an atmosphere or underground, the shockwaves would be devastating, wouldn't they?"

In the vacuum of space, a nuke was just a flash of light, heat, and radiation. But on a planet with air and dirt, you got the Big Boom—the shockwave. 

"We’ve tried, Miss Marl," the officer said. "It’s the only area where we actually have the upper hand. But nukes cause the ground to settle and sink. It’s hard to find a target that won't result in us accidentally crushing our own city."

"Oh. Right. Hey, Teiro? Got any bright ideas?"

"Hmm..." Teiro leaned back, thinking. Marl was right; nukes were tempting, but he wanted to avoid them if possible. Not because he was a pacifist, but because he didn't want to bury any potential loot. Ruins filled with tech are no good if they’re under a trillion tons of radioactive rubble.

"Ideally, we hold the line with conventional forces, push them back, and then save the Nuclear Attack for a surgical strike. If we find their critical infrastructure—like a factory or a hive—we can rain fire from above."

"From above? You have bombs that can penetrate that deep?"

"Nah, but it’s fine. We’ll just keep hitting the same spot over and over. We'll get there eventually."

"Brute force? I mean, sure, that works... but do you have any idea how much that would cost?"

"…I’d really rather not think about the bill."

War was just a contest of who had the deeper pockets. That was true for the Galactic Empire, and it was true for fighting metal bugs.

"Anyway, we need to scout the ruins first. Based on the footage, I don't think we’re tactically outmatched. We’ll have to swap the Tank shields from Physical to Beam, but our cannons should tear right through them."

Teiro smirked. Alan picked up the thread. "So, the same dynamic as in space?"

"NASA’s solid-slug cannons didn't have the punch, but our Railguns are a different story," Alan said, nodding with satisfaction. "The penetration power is on a whole other level."

Teiro started visualizing the tactical formations for an underground tank battalion. Blitzkrieg in a basement. I can work with that.

"…Koume?"

Teiro noticed the AI girl hadn't said a word. She was frozen, staring at the paused screen with an intensity that was almost unnerving.

"Is something wrong, Mr. Teiro, Mr. Alan? Actually, anyone—has any of you ever seen a WIND with such a... beautiful form before?"

The room went quiet. Everyone turned to look at her. "Beautiful?" Teiro repeated, skeptical.

"Yes," Koume whispered. "Koume may not understand 'art,' but she finds this beautiful. Look, Mr. Teiro. Is it not a masterpiece of functional beauty? A design stripped of all excess, forged only to move and to kill."

The crew looked back at the screen. Alan's eyes widened. Phantom, who had been a shadow in the corner, let out a soft "Aha."

"The fact that they are Ground-types seems to have masked the most glaring anomaly," Koume continued, pointing at the screen. "They are unmistakably WIND, yet the divergence is staggering."

She paused for dramatic effect.

"Where are the salvaged human parts? Did NASA ever produce these specific components in such massive quantities? Koume thinks not. They are—"

Koume smiled, the expression of someone who had just solved a grand puzzle.

"They are reproducing themselves entirely from scratch. They are mass-producing their own bespoke designs. This is a level of autonomy never before seen in the WIND. It makes them seem... almost like actual living organisms, don't you think, Mr. Teiro?"
Chapter 162

"Lord have mercy. Look at that caboose. Calling it 'huge' is a massive understatement—we’re talking planetary-scale mass here."

They were in a corner of the office provided by NASA. In a spacious room partitioned off for privacy, Teiro and Alan were huddled together so tightly they practically shared a single soul, their eyes glued to a monitor. Tucked away in a blind spot from the entrance, Phantom sat cleaning his firearms, watching the two idiots with a look of quiet amusement.

"Do you have a thing for the more… robust silhouette?" Alan asked. "Looking at Marl, I suppose that tracks."

"Hey, hey, why are you bringing Marl into this? It’s not like I—"

"General, please. No need for the performance. Look, we’re approaching the grand unveiling. Now, scoot over, you’re hogging the best pixels."

The monitor displayed a legendary gravure idol from the Alpha Region Space. She writhed on screen, her voluptuous limbs glistening with oil. She reached for the string of her bikini top, clearly intent on reducing her already microscopic amount of coverage even further.

"Hmm. Emergency Level 1," Phantom whispered.

The two men reacted with the synchronized speed of elite special forces.

"Personally, I believe we need to aggressively expand the Intelligence Department’s budget," Teiro said, his voice suddenly grave. "A fleet is useless if we're flying blind without enemy coordinates."

"I hear you, I really do," Alan countered, nodding sagely. "But budgets are a zero-sum game. We need to maintain enough raw Land Combat power to actually hit the enemy once we find them."

"Excuse me, President? I’ve brought the data regarding the ladder you requested."

A female employee stepped into the room. Teiro gave a dignified, magnanimous nod as he accepted the documents, flashing her a professional smile.

"Ah, yes. Excellent work. Thank you."

The moment she closed the door, the professional facade crumbled.

"Alright, back to the show! Rewind it! Rewind it!"

"Hey, what gives, General? Just hit play! I want to see what’s behind the curtain!"

"No! Absolutely not! You don't understand the nuance, Alan! It’s the journey, not the destination! That fleeting moment when she discards that armor—which, in a way, is stronger than steel—that is the peak of the art form!"

"You two," Phantom’s voice crackled with genuine tension. "If you don't lower your volume… oh no. Emergency Level 4."

"Level 4!?" the duo shrieked in unison. They slammed their backs against their chairs, spines straightening into perfect vertical lines.

"Hey Teiro, it looks like the Tank's shield replacement is finished. You want to go check it out?"

Marl poked her head through the doorway. The two men didn't even turn to look at her, staring at the monitor with the grim intensity of generals planning a world war.

"So the ruins are located here," Teiro muttered, pointing at a random spot on the screen. "That means we’ll have to take this Route. As a former Land Combat specialist, what’s your take?"

"Mmm, a tactical quagmire," Alan grunted. "If we take this Route and they pinch the rear, we’re isolated. Better to take the detour… Oh! Hey there, little lady. Didn't see you there. What’s up?"

Dragging their eyes away from the map of the Underground City currently masking the gravure video, the two turned to Marl with smiles so forced they looked physically painful. Marl narrowed her eyes, her suspicion palpable.

"I just told you—the Tank is ready. Also, why are you two holding a staff meeting in a dark corner?"

"Well, you know. Studying. Right, Alan?"

"A-Ah, yeah. Extensive research. Or, uh, pre-deployment visualization? Phantom and… wait, that traitorous bastard vanished!"

"Hmm… whatever," Marl said, waving a hand dismissively. "I’m heading to the hangar. Don't be late."

She turned and sauntered off.

"…Phew. That was way too close. Of all the people to walk in, it had to be her. Still, Alan, 'visualization' was a stroke of genius. That’s exactly what this is: Video Learning for the upcoming main event."

"Heh, you can count on me, General. Not to brag, but if I’d spent the time I’ve put into this 'Video Learning' on actual books, I’m confident I could’ve walked into the Imperial University on a scholarship."

"That is genuinely nothing to be proud of," Teiro deadpanned. "Anyway, let’s get back to it. I need to confirm the exact color of God's Summit or I’ll never—DWAUGH! M-Marl! Did you forget something!?"

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Marl peeking back in. His finger, hovering over the play button, trembled violently.

"Nothing really," Marl said, tilting her head. "Is 'God's Summit' what you call that passage on the map?"

"The passage! Yes! Exactly! This sharp, acute-angled bit right here! The majestic peak leading to the ruins of mystery! God's Summit!"

"If you say so. Anyway, see you in a bit."

With another flippant wave, she finally disappeared. Teiro sat frozen for a long minute. Eventually, he craned his neck around the partition like a cautious herbivore to ensure the coast was truly clear. He let out a breath that sounded like a tire deflating.

"My heart can't take this… Hey Alan, let's just watch this in our rooms. Doing this at the office is too high-risk."

Teiro clutched his chest, trying to calm his palpitations. Alan shook his head.

"Every screen in the General’s room has a [MENTAL TEST RESTRICTION] lock on it. It won’t play 'sensitive' content. My gear is still packed on the Plum, and I can't exactly go raiding the employees' dorms. I have some pride left… Wait, Phantom! Lend us your room!"

Alan looked up, gesturing toward the ceiling. Teiro followed his gaze and spotted Phantom clinging to a tiny protrusion on the ceiling like a gargoyle.

"Are you actually a ninja, Phantom-san…?"

Phantom ignored them, staring intensely into the distance as if observing a different dimension. Teiro called his name a few more times, but the man remained a statue.

"Whatever. Back to the show!"

Alan shrugged and sat back down. Teiro, after one last glance at the ceiling-ninja, joined him.

"Alright, hitting play. No rewinding this time—we can savor the details later… Huh? You joining us, Phantom?"

Phantom had silently dropped from the ceiling. He placed a finger to his lips, cutting Alan off.

"In the distance," Phantom whispered. "Something is coming. A lot of somethings."

Teiro and Alan exchanged a look. Teiro stared at the wall in the direction Phantom was pointing, but unsurprisingly, he didn't have x-ray vision.

"Wait, General! Look! The Gates of Heaven are finally opening!"

Alan slapped Teiro’s shoulder. Teiro whirled back to the monitor. On the screen, the bikini strings were being untied at last.

"Ohhh, East of Ed—HEY! WHAT THE HELL!?"

A fraction of a second before the bikini hit the floor, the monitor went black. The office lights followed suit. Before Teiro could finish his scream of despair, the orange emergency lights bathed the room in a sickly glow, and the air grew heavy with sudden tension.

[ALERT: LEVEL 3]
[ALERT: ENEMY INTRUSION DETECTED IN BLOCK 44]

BISHOP’s voice echoed directly into Teiro’s mind. He felt the gravity of the situation instantly. He had ordered a mountain of equipment for NASA, but none of it had arrived yet. That meant NASA was burning its own precious, limited-use BISHOP processing cycles. This wasn't a drill.

"Let's move, Alan. The 'treasure' will have to wait."

"Damn it! I worked so hard to find that file! I am definitely coming back alive just to finish that video!"

The two of them snatched up their mobile terminals and bolted out of the office, sprinting to catch up with the already disappearing Phantom.



"The enemy is breaching from these two points. As expected, they’re pushing straight down the Major Passage. They’ve already advanced this far."

By the time Teiro and his team reached the hangar, the NASA officers were already mid-briefing. Teiro gave a sharp wave to the NASA commander and vaulted into the Chi-Ha, their mobile command tank.

"Koume, Marl, status?"

"Ready and waiting, Mr. Teiro," Koume replied. "Tactical data has been uploaded to your terminal."

"We’re gold," Marl added from the side. "Since I was already here, I’ve got all systems in the green. We can roll whenever you’re ready."

"Copy that. Hold on… alright, Nesting complete. Comms are live."

Teiro acted as the bridge, just as he did on their ship. While the Chi-Ha’s built-in BISHOP link was mediocre, the processing power back on the Plum was a different beast.

"A bit of a delay, but it’ll work. No harm in a little improvisation."

He routed the signal through the underground facility’s landlines, up the elevator shaft, and into the Plum. It was a jury-rigged mess, but it worked. The only downside was that the Plum had to remain hard-docked to the Ladder, but the tactical advantage was worth it.

"Linking all vehicles now, Mr. Teiro. Connecting to the Tactical Screen."

The screen flickered to life, displaying a 3D map of the surrounding area and the status of every unit in their platoon. Everything from ammo counts to the crew's heart rates was laid bare.

[THIS IS NASA 1. SEALING BULKHEADS IN MAJOR PASSAGE 4 PER DEFENSE PROTOCOL. CAN THE ARMORED UNIT HANDLE THE DEFENSE OF MAJOR PASSAGE 3? WE COULD HANDLE THIS OURSELVES, BUT YOU DID REQUEST REAL-WORLD COMBAT EXPERIENCE, CORRECT?]

"This is Chi-Ha. You bet. We’re coming in to help. What’s the bug count?"

[SONAR INDICATES A MODEST FORCE. 300 MEDIUM-TYPES, 4 LARGE-TYPES.]

"Geez, on the surface that would be a nightmare… Alright. Let’s go do some pest control."

Teiro clicked off the comms and gave a sharp nod to Koume in the driver's seat. Without a word, she gripped the controls, her movements fluid and precise. Though BISHOP could drive the tank, she was handling it manually to save the Communication Band for the combat link.

"Going into a live fire exercise earlier than I wanted," Teiro grumbled as the tank lurched forward. his seatbelt bit into his shoulder. "I had a list of upgrades a mile long for these things."

"The enemy doesn't check your calendar, Teiro. Focus up—we’re entering the Major Passage."

Minutes after leaving the hangar, they rolled into a colossal, tube-like structure—formerly an ultra-large High-speed Moving Lane. At nearly 300 meters wide, the scale was dizzying; it was a highway built for giants.

"Even the lanes at Delta Station weren't this massive," Teiro noted, staring at the screen. "This thing really circles the whole planet?"

"It did, Mr. Teiro," Koume clarified. "Past tense. Many sectors are unmaintained or have been collapsed by centuries of fighting."

"Right… Marl, you okay?"

Marl was fidgeting in the passenger seat, her eyes darting around the interior of the tank with visible anxiety. She jumped slightly at Teiro’s voice, then gave a series of quick, stiff nods.

"It’s just… I’ve never been physically surrounded by 'earth' like this. I know the ceiling is stable, but…"

She tugged irritably at the collar of her bodysuit, clearly feeling the phantom weight of the miles of rock above them.

"Going from the infinite void of space to a 150-meter radius is a hell of a jump," Teiro admitted. "Honestly, it’s giving me the creeps too."

He checked the external cameras. Right now, the path was well-lit and maintained as a service road. But he knew that just a few miles ahead, it turned into a dark, haunted ruin of rusted iron.

I really need to be careful down here.

The thought of being buried alive under a billion tons of dirt made Teiro let out a very long, very shaky sigh.
Chapter 163

“Chi-Ha to all units. Look alive! The party’s about to start, and the guests are definitely uninvited!”

A good chunk of time had passed since the last signs of human civilization had vanished from their sensors. Inside his Armored Vehicle, Teiro glared at the exterior monitors while barking into the comms. In the passage ahead, a line of Tanks had their muzzles leveled at the distant gloom, arranged in a tidy, staggered formation to ensure no one shot their friends in the back.

“Tiger 1, copy that. We’ve got your back, Teiro,” Alan’s voice crackled through.

“Panther 1 here. All units are in position and ready to rumble,” Heinlein added.

Teiro wiped his sweaty palms on his pants—stupid nerves—and stole a glance at the Tactical Screen. It was updating in real-time, showing a swarm of red dots pulsing like a literal wave of malice just a few corridors away.

[[ LINKAGE RECONFIRMED: SYNCHRONIZED ]]

[[ GENERAL ORDER: LOAD SPECIAL ARMOR-PIERCING SHELLS. PREPARE FOR HORIZONTAL FIRE. ]]

[[ INTEGRATED AIMING ASSIST: CALIBRATION COMPLETE ]]

Teiro felt the BISHOP interface click into place, feeding him data streams from every vehicle’s Fire Control System. It was a dizzying rush of math—calculating air density, humidity, and even the heat-warping of the barrels to cook up the perfect ballistic recipe for destruction.

“Lead enemy group is currently entering Side Road F422. They’re one thousand meters from the Main Passage, Mr. Teiro. Nine hundred… eight hundred…”

“Targeting’s done,” Marl chimed in, her fingers dancing across her console. “I couldn't get a proper Threat Assessment, so I just prioritized the Expected Hit Probability. You’d better not miss!”

“Yeah, yeah, keep your shirt on. Here we go!”

Teiro narrowed his eyes, his world narrowing down to the targeting reticle. Koume’s countdown ticked lower and lower until it hit the magic number.

“First Wave Bombardment—FIRE!”

Twenty Tanks spat dragon-breath into the dark. The shells screamed out in intervals of a tenth of a second, the shots blending into one continuous, ear-shattering roar. For a split second, the Muzzle Flashes turned the gloomy passage into high-noon, revealing rusted girders and crumbling walls that might have looked nice before the apocalypse hit.

[[ WARHEAD CONTROL: SIDE BLAST ACTIVATED ]]

The shells, moving at ridiculous supersonic speeds, reached their mark before the sound even caught up. Using the same tech as Plum’s Railgun, the shells used a secondary explosive charge to kick their trajectory thirty degrees mid-flight, screaming into the side road and slamming right into the center of the enemy pack.

“Impact confirmed,” Koume reported. “Radar shows six Motion Signatures have flatlined. However, the rest are still coming.”

“See? I told you they were useful!” Marl cheered.

“Easy for you to say! My brain feels like it’s being put through a blender!” Teiro yelled back. “Second Wave—GIVE ’EM HELL!”

The first line of Tanks rolled back, letting the twenty fresh vehicles behind them surge forward. Because of the Railgun’s finicky hardware, they couldn't just spam shots without melting their own barrels—just like on the ship, one warped rail meant you were driving a very expensive paperweight.

“Second Wave impact confirmed. Four Stationary Responses. The accuracy was… adequate, I suppose,” Koume mused.

“Tough crowd! It’s a lot harder to hit stuff when you have to worry about air and dust, Koume!”

“Well, it’s not like we can steer these shells as many times as Plum’s,” Marl said, then frowned. “Oh, one Tiger is showing a Yellow Status. Sensor glitch. Probably the shockwave from the last blast rattling its teeth.”

“Crap, I knew we were too cramped. This wasn't exactly what these things were designed for… Third Wave—OPEN UP!”

The Muzzle Fire turned the corridor into a furnace again as the shells sought out the WIND swarm still bottlenecked in the side road. Koume droned out the kill count while Marl painted new targets as fast as the computer could process them.

“The lead group has reached the Main Passage, Mr. Teiro,” Koume said, her voice impossibly dry. “It is quite the spectacle. They look like a pack of starving men swarming a lone beauty.”

Teiro blinked. “Copy that. Also, what the hell kind of analogy is that?! No one is that thirsty!”

“Chi-Ha to all units. Shift to Plan B. I repeat, go to Plan B!”

“Tiger 1, copy,” Alan’s voice came in, sounding far too thoughtful. “Actually, I think she’s right. A real beauty is worth the hustle.”

“Panther 1, acknowledged,” Heinlein sighed. “I would like to remain professional and offer no comment.”

“Stop chatting and start driving!” Teiro screamed.

Following the playbook, the Tanks began a coordinated retreat. They kept their thickest armor pointed at the enemy, backing away at full throttle like a group of very angry, very heavy crabs.

“Stick to the plan! Only feed data back to the Chi-Ha when you’re using Special Armor-Piercing Shells. Otherwise, use your own sights!”

“Teiro, the Chi-Ha is ready to fire,” Marl said, before her brow furrowed. “But seriously, something’s wrong. They said there were only a hundred of these things.”

“There’s way more than a hundred,” Teiro grumbled. “Ugh, I’d kill for a Wide-area Scan right about now.”

“Let us hope NASA’s intel isn't entirely useless,” Koume said. “By the way, things are about to get loud.”

No sooner had she said it than the darkness of the Main Passage was vaporized by a strobe light of blue and white. The enemy was firing back. Beams of raw energy hissed through the air, turning the corridor into a deadly disco.

“Gah! Too bright! Too bright!”

The sheer density of the incoming fire was terrifying. The pale blue light reflecting off the WIND swarm made them look like an unstoppable tide of ghosts. Teiro subconsciously leaned back in his seat as if he could hide from the monitors.

“Tiger 1 to Chi-Ha! The shields are melting faster than a popsicle in July! We need to scrap the Panther rotation or they’re gonna get popped!”

“Are you serious? Whoa, yeah, the front line is glowing yellow!”

“Shield consumption is twenty-five percent higher than projected, Mr. Teiro,” Koume noted. “Orders?”

“Change of plans! No point in losing the whole fleet just for a Force Reconnaissance. Chi-Ha to all units: Switch to Plan F! Tigers take point, Panthers stay back!”

Teiro watched the shield gauges on his Tactical Screen with a grimace. The Panthers just didn't have the juice to soak up this kind of punishment. 

“Panther 1, copy. We’ll move ahead and set up for Indirect Fire.”

“Do it. Marl, what’s the status of the swarm?”

“They’re still coming like zombies to a mall. Our physical rounds are chewing through their armor, and we’re racking up kills, but… I don’t know. I’ve got a bad feeling. We might not be doing as much damage as we think.”

“What? Why?”

“Later,” Marl snapped. “Focus on the shooting!”

Teiro didn't like that tone, but he didn't have time to argue. Requests for ballistic math were flooding his BISHOP interface, and the battle was getting chaotic.

“Teiro! A Tiger just threw a tread! The line is stalling!”

One of the Tank icons on his screen froze. The other Tigers slowed down to avoid a pile-up. Within seconds, the crew scrambled out of the crippled machine and sprinted for the nearest friendly vehicle.

“Cease fire! Cease fire!” Teiro yelled. “You’ll turn those guys into paste with the muzzle blast! Dammit, we were so close… Panther 1, where’s that support?!”

“Panther 1 here. Almost there… just a second… Okay, raining lead!”

A [[ READY TO LAUNCH ]] prompt flashed on Teiro’s screen. He slammed his finger onto the confirm button, feeding the fire coordinates back to the support team.

“This should trip them up—OW! MY EARS!”

The exterior Mike picked up the detonation and blasted it directly into Teiro’s headset. His vision swam as his eardrums did their best impression of a ringing bell.

The High-Explosive Shells from the Panthers arched over the Chi-Ha and the front-line Tigers, plunging into the WIND swarm. Unlike the armor-piercing rounds, these didn't need speed to kill. Upon impact, the shells detonated, their Plasma Expansion Bodies turning metal casings into white-hot shrapnel that shredded anything in a ten-meter radius. Every so often, a piece of debris would clatter against Teiro’s hull with a sickening thwack.

“Use the volume limiter, you moron,” Marl grumbled, reaching over to adjust Teiro’s headset. 

“Oh. Right. Future tech. Super convenient,” Teiro muttered, rubbing his sore ears. “Wait, didn't we have that on Earth too? Koume, status!”

“The crew has been recovered. They are banged up but alive, Mr. Teiro. The abandoned tank has self-destructed to prevent capture. The Tiger units are back on the move, and the gap is widening again. The WIND have slowed down… though they appear quite… disorganized. Perplexed, even.”

“Confused? The WIND?”

Teiro stared at the screen, but to him, it just looked like a giant, angry blob of red dots.

“Whatever. We can figure out why they’re acting weird when we look at the tapes later. Let’s get through that bulkhead!”

The best thing about a Tank isn't the gun—it's the fact that you can leave. There was no point in a fair fight with a bunch of blade-wielding monsters. If you can shoot and scoot, you shoot and scoot.

“We seal the bulkhead, loop around, and hit ’em from another Route. It’s the ultimate Parthian Shot.”

Teiro felt pretty smug. Their horse-archer tactics were working almost perfectly. Sure, they’d lost a tank, but it was within the 'acceptable losses' column of his mental spreadsheet.

“……Oh?”

Teiro’s smug grin vanished. He’d spent enough time with Koume to know that when she made that specific 'Oh' sound, his life was about to get much more complicated.

“What is it now, Koume-san?” he asked, his voice dripping with dread.

“It appears we have a slight complication, Mr. Teiro.”

“Complication. Right. Bad way or 'worst possible' way?”

“The latter, I'm afraid.” Koume turned her head one hundred and eighty degrees to look at him while her hands stayed perfectly still on the wheel. “For reasons unknown, the bulkhead has begun to close. It will be fully sealed in thirty seconds—long before we can reach it.”

Teiro and Marl sat there, mouths hanging open. Koume turned back to the front and continued in her usual, terrifyingly calm monotone.

“It appears we have been locked out. Any suggestions, Mr. Teiro?”
Episode 164

“Cap, what’s the play? This is starting to look like a real shit-show.”

Ten men were currently sardined into the suffocating confines of an air duct. Nominally, the shaft was designed to vent industrial waste heat, meaning it was currently a balmy 176 degrees Fahrenheit. Despite the slow-roasting environment, the men all looked as cool as cucumbers. They couldn’t see the outside world from their current metal tube, but if they peered through the slats, they’d likely be treated to the sight of NASA personnel running around like headless chickens. The frantic cacophony of the panic was already vibrating through the duct walls.

“Hmm...”

The captain—better known as Phantom—rested his chin in his hand, deep in thought.

A short while ago, someone had dropped the bulkheads. It was a move so blatant it practically screamed, “We’re isolating Teiro and his crew!” Rising Sun had immediately descended on NASA demanding answers, but they might as well have been shouting into a void. To make matters worse, NASA had the audacity to claim Rising Sun had done it to themselves. Now, a prickly, paranoid atmosphere permeated the Underground City Center—a place that kept five million people breathing. Anxious security guards were patrolling every corner, and the usual loiterers had vanished as if by magic.

“I don’t buy that these jokers have the juice to contact the EAP or some other outside faction. They framed us, plain and simple. Let’s just go out there and liquidate the lot of them,” Hogan growled.

One of Phantom's more hot-blooded subordinates, Hogan ground his teeth so hard it made an audible screech. In the gloom, his high-sensitivity cybernetic eyes flared with a predatory light, leaving sickly green trails in the air.

“Cool it, Hogan. Look at how much they’re panicking. There are other possibilities,” another man spoke up.

This one was a literal mountain of muscle. After addressing the “Captain,” he turned with eerie precision toward Phantom in the pitch-black duct. This was Philip.

“It could be internal friction within NASA. A rogue faction going off the rails. Or perhaps a third party we haven't accounted for. I think we should sit tight and see how the chips fall.”

Hogan let out a dry, hacking laugh.

“You’re always so damn calm, Philip. Our employer is currently in the meat grinder, and you’re acting like we’re at a Sunday brunch.”

“Shut it, Hogan. I’ve told you a thousand times: the more things go south, the more careful you have to be. That’s why you always—”

“I’ve heard enough from both of you. I’m not going to stop you from killing each other, but do me a favor and wait until we're off the clock.”

Phantom casually extended a leg between the two men, who looked ready to start a wrestling match in a space the size of a coffin. The two bruisers immediately snapped to attention, their anger vanishing instantly. 

“Sir!” they barked in unison.

Phantom was the smallest man in the group of ten, but not a single soul among them even considered disobeying him. They all knew exactly what kind of nightmare fuel was packed into that small frame, and they respected him for it. Every man in that duct—or their family—owed Phantom for a favor, and more than a few owed him their very lives.

“Worst-case scenario: NASA is trying to ‘retire’ the President. Our first job is making sure that doesn’t happen. I don’t think they have the stones to take the Armored Unit head-on, but if they break out the nukes, we’re toast.”

“But Cap, we’re the ones occupying their Nuclear Facility, right?”

“They might have a stash we don’t know about, or they might try to take the facility back. Philip, take four men and secure the Nuclear Weapon Storage. Hogan... you take the rest and sprint for the Ladder Base. I hate to think it, but their real goal might be to destroy the base. Honestly, that’s the smartest play they’ve got.”

“Why would they—oh. If the Ladder goes, we’re all just hostages in a very deep hole. Bastards.”

“It’s not a done deal yet. Now move it. This is your chance to show the President you’re worth more than the free meals you’ve been eating.”

“Aye, aye, sir! Guess we better look busy then... What about you, Cap?”

Philip, who was already scrambling toward the exit of the duct, paused to look back. Phantom raised a single eyebrow and gave a nonchalant shrug.

“I’m going to go grab the person in charge. I don’t know how much they actually value her, but I’m sure I can squeeze some intel out of her.”



A group of men and women stood staring at the massive, sealed bulkhead. They had spent several minutes poking and prodding the barrier, only to eventually slump back in exhaustion.

“It’s no use. Standard lockdown procedure. No matter how much we swear at it, this thing isn't opening from the outside. It’s physically impossible,” Marl said, her voice dripping with resignation.

She gave the thick iron slab a frustrated kick. It didn’t even vibrate. The silence that followed only emphasized just how much metal was between them and the other side.

“What if we just blast through? If we keep lobbing shells at it, we’re bound to make a hole eventually, right?” Teiro suggested.

“And do what exactly, Mr. Teiro? There are eight more bulkheads between here and NASA Headquarters. All you’d be doing is providing a convenient hallway for the WIND to swarm through,” Koume pointed out.

“True... I mean, if a Tank cannon could punch through this, NASA probably would’ve been wiped out years ago. Damn. Now what?”

Teiro stared at the map on his terminal, his brain churning. He knew something had gone sideways at NASA Headquarters, but with communications dead, he was flying blind. Maybe the doors would open in five minutes. Or maybe they’d stay shut until the end of time.

I can’t afford to be an optimist right now. My job description doesn’t allow for it. 

“Alan, if we want to survive more than five minutes with what we’ve got, what’s the move?” Teiro asked without looking up.

A nearby Tank hatch creaked open, and Alan’s head popped out.

“Well... ideally, we’d keep mobile. But we’re running low on juice and ammo. Our best bet is to find a spot to dig in and run an offensive defense with the Mobile Unit. Assuming these doors are staying shut, staying right here is the dumbest thing we could do.”

“Got it. But where can we actually fit this many Tanks? We’re stuck between a Main Passage and a relay hall.”

“Hmm. Neither of those is great for stopping a swarm. We need something more cramped, more complex... Should we just collapse the ceiling and block the way?”

“Are you crazy? We’d just be burying ourselves alive. I’m not ready to commit suicide-by-rubble just yet.”

The two continued to bicker in the dim light, weighing one bad option against another. Fortunately, the swarm of WIND they’d been chewing on earlier had wandered off, and the sonar radar was blissfully quiet. For now, they had the luxury of time.

“Hey, Teiro. Look at this.”

Marl, who had been brooding over her own terminal, grabbed Teiro’s arm and yanked him toward her. She leaned in close, pressing her shoulder against his so they could both see the screen.

“Hm? What is it? Look, I know it’s dark and scary, but maybe we should save the cuddling for when the crew isn't watching? Though, if you’re offering, I’m not exactly unwill—GAH-BUGH!”

“Ow... okay, headbutting is definitely a double-edged sword,” Marl groaned, rubbing her forehead. “Shut up and look. Doesn't this place fit exactly what Alan was asking for?”

Teiro clutched his face. Who counters a flirt with a tactical headbutt to the bridge of the nose? That is not how a maiden is supposed to behave... 

“Fine, fine... let me see... wait. This actually looks perfect. Where is this?”

The map on Marl’s terminal showed a piece of terrain that was a defender’s dream. A wide floor flanked by several branching passages. The paths were narrow enough to funnel the enemy but complex enough to allow for maneuvers.

“Hmm. It’s perfect, but... was there a place like this nearby?” Alan asked skeptically, leaning out of his tank to peer over their shoulders. He reached out, tapping the terminal to zoom out the map.

“...Oh. You have got to be kidding me,” Teiro muttered.

As the map expanded, the center of the "perfect" defensive position was revealed to be deep inside the bright red zone—the heart of WIND territory.

“Heh. Well, Boss, looks like you’ve got competition,” Alan said, a smirk spreading across his face. “It seems our Vice President has a screw loose that's just as big as yours.”

Marl pouted, her cheeks flushing slightly.

“I-It’s not my fault! I’m not a tactical genius like you guys. But I’m allowed to have ideas, aren't I?”

Teiro held up a finger, cutting her off. He was staring at the map, his eyes reflecting the same glint as Alan’s. A slow, reckless grin spread across his face.

“Alan’s right. It’s absolutely insane... which is why I love it.”

The two men locked eyes.

“Yeah. Total agreement. Get the army ready to move. And while we’re at it...”

Teiro pointed to the center of the map, where an old-fashioned icon of a mattock was displayed.

“Let’s play archaeologist. Whether we’re greeted by enemies or allies, at least we won't be bored while we wait for the doors to open.”
Chapter 165

The Heat Circulation System created massive, yawning chasms between the buildings. It was a simple rule of the subterranean: the deeper you went, the hotter it got. Down here in the Underground City, trying to survive without the Heat Circulation System was a one-way ticket to being slow-roasted.

These gaps were threaded through the city like a network of veins, pumping scorching air toward the surface. Since hot air naturally wants to go up, the system wasn't exactly rocket science. There was no need to suck in cold air from the surface, either; the air conditioners in every building handled that grunt work.

“……………………”

In what would be the aorta of this metallic circulatory system—the largest vertical shaft of all—there was nothing but endless iron. Up, down, left, and right, the view was a monotonous stretch of plating, broken only by the occasional duct or maintenance ladder.

Clinging to this artificial precipice like a persistent insect, Phantom was making his way toward the ceiling.

He was using a pair of cylindrical electromagnets. They were simple things—click on, click off—and he used them to silently hoist his body upward, one arm at a time. He was wrapped in a sleek black suit, topped off with a mask to keep the oppressive heat from melting his face or singeing his hair.

It should be right around here.

The map he’d burned into his brain before the mission showed a duct at this exact coordinate that led straight into the heart of the inner sanctum. Reality, however, offered nothing but a flat, stubborn wall of iron. Squinting through the darkness, Phantom eventually spotted a slight bulge in the metal that looked like an old patch job.

Reinforcements? An old repair? Just my luck.

Judging by how much the iron had degraded, this wasn't a recent fix. Phantom gave up on this particular entrance and decided to pivot toward another nearby duct. He didn't have all day to stare at a wall.



The de facto head of the NASA Alliance Forces—a man who had spent every waking moment from birth to the present fighting a relentless war against the WIND—was currently offering a prayer in a chapel so tiny it could barely fit a handful of people.

“………………”

The man knelt, bowing his head low. After maintaining the solemn posture for a while, he finally stood, tracing the sign of the cross across his forehead, chest, and shoulders.

“Well, that’s a surprise. You actually believe in God?”

A voice drifted in from behind. Antonio didn't answer immediately, keeping his eyes fixed on the chapel's large crucifix. Finally, he turned and gave the speaker a curt nod.

“In the strict sense? I couldn't say. But the situation is dire enough that I’ll take any help I can get, even from the divine... What about you, Henry? Don't tell me you're an atheist.”

The man leaning against the chapel entrance took a moment to pretend he was thinking about it.

“……Nah, I believe in something, Antonio. Though it’s probably not what you’re imagining.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Eh, nothing. Forget I said anything. More importantly, let’s get moving. The little lady is waiting.”

Henry pushed off the wall and walked away without waiting for a response. Antonio wondered for a second if he’d just been insulted, but figured it wasn't worth the brainpower and followed.

“The girl is absolutely livid, by the way,” Henry called back over his shoulder. “She really didn't appreciate our little stunt.”

The two men marched down the corridor toward the office of Sophia, the NASA Alliance Leader. Their footsteps echoed with a rhythmic, mechanical click-clack against the floor.

“Naturally,” Antonio replied, his face as flat and emotionless as a Noh mask. “Anyone would react that way after being betrayed by people they trusted.”

“Is that so? I wouldn't know,” Henry said, shrugging with an irreverent grin.

Antonio let out a dry, mocking snort. “That’s because you’re always the one doing the betraying.”

“Can’t argue with that… Still, what’s the plan?”

Henry stopped and looked back. Antonio caught his gaze and gave a slow, deliberate nod.

“We do what we must. If she can’t be persuaded, then it’s a shame, but she’ll have to be removed from the equation.”

There was a hint of resignation in his voice. Henry eyed him. “Regrets?”

“No,” Antonio shook his head. “This is the only way we survive. The Strategic Research Team reached the same conclusion.”

“Right… but listen, Antonio. Is there really no chance those guys from the surface could pull a miracle out of their pockets?”

“The Rising Sun mercenaries? Maybe. But even then—”

Antonio started walking again, and Henry fell into step behind him.

“Even if they win, what then? A life of being stepped on is all that’s waiting for us.”

“……The surface might’ve changed in four hundred years, you know?”

“No, it’s the same. If anything, it’s gotten worse. You saw the data we pulled.”

Thanks to the Orbital Space Elevator built by the Rising Sun crew, NASA had regained its link to the stars. They’d managed to sneak onto the network and had been obsessively studying life within the Galactic Empire. For them, it was a matter of survival—their top priority.

In the Empire, if you couldn't use BISHOP, you weren't even considered a person.

It was an unwritten law everyone knew. Those incapable of using the system were branded Outsiders—shunned, oppressed, and treated like vermin. They lived huddled in the dark corners of slums, leading miserable, short lives. Someone like Phantom’s sister, who managed to live a semi-normal life, was a statistical miracle.

“We’ve been kicking this can down the road for a long time. Now the bill’s due,” Henry muttered.

Antonio felt a flash of irritation but kept his face a blank slate. Henry was right. NASA had known about this problem for generations, yet they’d never come up with a single solution that actually worked.

“By the time I was born, ninety-five percent of our people were already Outsiders. The remaining five percent? They have the processing power of a five-year-old by Imperial standards. We don’t have the hardware for BISHOP, and we have no use for it anyway. No one was ever going to fix it. What were we supposed to do in a situation like that?”

“Hey, I’m not blaming you. It’s just bad eugenics running wild in a very small sandbox. I’m sure our ancestors didn't pick this hole in the ground for the decor, either… damn it. Why did they have to show up now? They should’ve just left us alone.”

“Exactly. Precisely…… We only have this world to live in. If anyone tries to mess with that—”

They reached the office door. Antonio gripped the handle and spat out his final thought.

“Then they are the enemy. I don't care who they are.”

He threw the door open, revealing the short entrance hall leading into the main office. They stepped inside but paused. Something was off. There were chairs along the walls for guards to lounge in, but the chairs were suspiciously empty.

“…………”

The two exchanged a silent look and drew their handguns. Holding their breath, they crept around the corner. They reached the massive, overly ornate desk of the NASA Alliance Leader—a piece of furniture designed to look important rather than be useful.

“……They got her!” Antonio barked.

The office was a ghost town. Henry vaulted over the desk, checked the floor, and shook his head.

“I thought she was just a pretty doll, but it looks like she’s got some teeth.”

Antonio moved behind the desk. There, they found two guards stripped to their underwear and tied up like Christmas hams.

“Look, they’re still alive. She couldn't have taken out two grown men by herself… she’s got help. Probably the guys from above.”

Antonio checked their pulses, then pulled out his transceiver.

“This is Antonio. Trigger a lockdown. Put the entire central district on high alert. We have an intruder. Miss Olivia has been kidnapped and is currently in transit. Secure her immediately and report back.”

“U-understood, sir! What are the rules of engagement if they resist?”

“Shoot to kill…… wait, scratch that.”

Antonio paused, a dark inspiration striking him. He pulled open a desk drawer and found the small self-defense pistol the Leader kept for emergencies. Using a handkerchief, he picked it up carefully.

“I’m amending my previous report. It is highly likely that Miss Olivia is an accomplice. She has murdered two guards and fled with classified intelligence. If you encounter resistance, you are authorized to shoot to kill—including Miss Olivia.”

He heard a sharp gasp from the other end of the line. Antonio cut the connection without waiting for a reply. Then, he calmly pointed the pistol down and pulled the trigger twice.



Phantom heard the faint pop-pop of suppressed gunfire and stopped, glancing back over his shoulder.

“Something wrong? Forget your lunch?”

A NASA guard walking alongside Phantom asked the question with a relaxed grin. 

“No,” Phantom replied shortly, resuming his pace. “Just thought I’d lost my wallet. I was planning on grabbing a few drinks after this shift. Got a bit of cash in there.”

With his free hand—the one not supporting the unconscious Olivia, who was currently disguised in a guard uniform—he patted a bulging pocket. It was actually a handgun, but at a glance, it looked enough like a fat wallet.

“I get it. A man’s gotta protect his beer money. Just get that girl to the infirmary first…… whoops, message from HQ.”

The man pulled out a clunky, old-fashioned transceiver and held it to his ear while they walked. Phantom mimicked the gesture, holding his own device up while making sure the guard couldn't see the status lights. He didn't know how the thing worked, but his enhanced hearing caught every syllable leaking from the guard’s speaker.

“……Right. Copy that. If I see anything, I’ll call it in.”

The guard clicked off the radio and slowly came to a halt. Phantom didn't miss a beat; he slid directly behind the man and pressed his suppressed pistol against the small of the guard's back.

“So. I assume I don’t need to explain the situation?”

Given the radio call, there was no way the guard hadn't put two and two together. The man slowly raised his hands, his tone surprisingly casual.

“Hey now, let’s not do anything we’ll regret, okay?”

“As long as you don't do anything stupid. We’re still going to the infirmary, but I’m going to need you to pick up the pace.”

The guard let out a low, miserable groan.
Chapter 166

"You absolute moron!"

Phantom spat the words into the dusty corner of the dark warehouse. Normally, he was the guy who kept his cool even while being shot at, but right now, the sheer level of incompetence was actually making him nauseous.

"I am so sorry... this is my responsibility," Olivia whispered. 

She was slumped on the floor, staring at her knees as if they held the secrets of the universe. Phantom shot a look of pure irritation at the dejected NASA Alliance Leader. Her long, platinum-gold hair trailed across the floor like a discarded silk fan.

"No kidding it’s your responsibility," Phantom snapped, glaring at her. "Whatever your reasons were, if there was a problem, you should have opened your mouth. This whole mess was avoidable."

During the meeting with RS, Olivia had conveniently failed to mention that NASA was currently a powder keg of internal rebellion. 

I get it, Phantom thought, his irritation simmering. It’s a family matter. Survival of the clan and all that. But that’s exactly why you don’t keep secrets from the people holding the guns. At this point, everything was spiraling toward a worst-case scenario for everyone involved.

"You’re right," Olivia said, her voice trembling. "It’s a pathetic excuse, but we aren't exactly experts at high-stakes diplomacy. We’ve had no one to talk to for so long that we’ve forgotten how... Um, what happens to us now?"

She looked up at him with those big, pleading eyes. Phantom ignored her entirely, crossing his arms as he ran through the variables.

"What happens? If anything happens to the President, Rising Sun and its subsidiaries will rain down a retribution so thorough your grandkids will feel it. You people seem to think that as long as you control the Ladder, you’re safe. Newsflash: the elevator is for convenience. If we just want to come down and kill you, a Planetary Descent Craft works just fine."

The Orbital Satellite Elevator was a matter of logistics and cost-cutting. Sure, it was comfortable and safe, but at its core, it was just a way to save a buck. If the President’s life was on the line, the cost of burning fuel for a direct planetary landing was a non-issue. 

"Is that so...?" Olivia’s head drooped again, her shoulders shaking. "We really are just... ignorant, aren't we?"

Pitter-patter. Droplets hit the floor, forming small, dark stains in the dust.

"Quit crying and start thinking," Phantom said, his voice like ice. "If you really feel that stupid, then use this as a learning experience. Your BISHOP might be offline, but you still have a brain. The President doesn't care if you're an Outsider or a space alien, but he’s not running a charity for the incompetent."

He pulled out his portable terminal and flicked through the local maps.

"If joining RS wasn't just your personal whim, you’ve got allies. Whether we’re persuading people or shooting them, we need to regroup. Where can we find your people?"

He tossed the terminal at her feet. Olivia scrambled to grab it, wiping her face with the back of her hand as she tapped at the screen.

"Mike's combat unit... they should be near Block 6. But the Central Block is completely locked down. We can't get through. If we can find someone from the administration—"

"Forget the pencil pushers," Phantom interrupted, standing up. "Not helpful. We need guns and people brave enough to pull the triggers. Let’s move. You can explain the political drama while we run."

He’d slipped into this central warehouse after faking a getaway near the medical wing, but it was only a matter of time before the search parties doubled back. 

Phantom drew his Revolver and clicked off the safety. He stared at the cylinder for a second, debating a furniture change, but decided to stick with what he had.

"Are we... are we going through the center?" Olivia asked, sounding like she was about to faint.

Phantom opened his mouth to give her a sarcastic "No, we’re going to tunnel through the floor," but he caught himself.

"Hey," he muttered, not looking at her. "Are you an Outsider too?"

"Yes," she whispered.

Phantom let out a low, weary groan and pulled spare rounds from his pocket.

"The enemies, the allies... everyone’s an Outsider. God, what a sick joke."

Once upon a time, Phantom had fought to protect the Outsiders. Now, he was about to go to war against them. He knew the NASA rebels weren't exactly the 'good guys' in this scenario, but he knew exactly what was driving them. 

"These are Rubber Bullets," he said, loading the non-lethal rounds. "If I hit someone in the eye, they’re dead, but otherwise, they’ll just have a really bad day. If you can't handle seeing your friends get bruised, don't scream and give away our position."

He scooped Olivia up like a sack of potatoes and bolted. She let out a tiny, muffled shriek at the sudden G-force, but he didn't care. His Revolver made enough noise to wake the dead; they weren't exactly going for "stealth" anymore.



The Underground City Center was currently a stirred-up beehive.

An armed intruder was loose and heading for critical infrastructure. That report had come in fifteen minutes ago, yet the intruder was still playing tag with security.

"What are you idiots doing?!" Antonio roared at his men. "You can't even catch one damn mouse?"

The soldiers shuffled their feet, looking more confused than ashamed. Antonio stopped pacing and glared. "Well? Speak up!"

"Sir... the intruder’s movements are... not humanly possible," one soldier stammered. "We’re assuming he’s a high-end Cyborg, but..."

Antonio snorted. "So? Use the High Magnetic Bodies. Fry his circuits."

A Cyborg was just a walking pile of scrap metal. Even with an insulated synthetic skin, there were always gaps. A high-intensity magnetic field should have turned him into a very expensive paperweight.

"That’s the thing, sir. He doesn't react to magnetism. At all. Electric Guns didn't work either."

"What? Is he just a normal guy?"

"No, sir. His mass-to-size ratio is way too high for a human. We think the guys upstairs might have cooked up a new model."

"Fine," Antonio growled. "Seal the block. Cut the air conditioning. If he won't stop, we’ll just roast him alive."

"The AC, sir? But our own men are still in there."

"I don't care. Do it. It’s better than letting the casualty count keep climbing."

Antonio winced, a stabbing pain lancing through his temples. He barked a final "Just get it done!" and stormed off toward his private quarters.

He walked the halls in a daze until he reached his room, where he collapsed onto the bed and buried his face in his hands.

"What am I doing?" he groaned. "Why are we fighting RS? When did this even start?"

His memory was a blurry, foggy mess. He’d been having these headaches for weeks. He grabbed a bottle of painkillers and shook a handful into his mouth.

"Whoa there, partner. Don't go overboard on those. The side effects are a real killer."

Antonio jumped. Henry was sitting right next to him, looking concerned. When the hell had he gotten in?

"Henry... Yeah. I’m fine. Just a headache."

Antonio pulled a silver cross pendant from his shirt and pressed it to his forehead. Henry watched him, a thin, unreadable smile on his face.

"Hey, Antonio. You actually believe in God?"



"This isn't just creepy. We’ve officially entered 'Bad Omen' territory," Teiro grumbled.

He was staring at the Tactical Screen inside the swaying Armored Vehicle. A cluster of blue dots—the good guys—was on one side. On the other, a massive, arcing band of red dots—the WIND swarm—was maintaining a polite but terrifying distance.

"I don't like it," Marl muttered, her eyes glued to the Infrared scope. "I mean, I'm glad they aren't shooting, but if you’re going to ambush someone, this is the perfect time."

The Armored Unit was nearing the end of their trek toward the Ruins. They had been out of the bulkhead for two hours, and the WIND swarm had stayed with them the entire time, lurking like a group of stalkers who couldn't decide if they wanted an autograph or a blood sacrifice.

"If they want to let us pass, they could at least send a text," Teiro said. "A little 'Have a nice trip' would go a long way."

"Why don't you try calling out to them, Mr. Teiro?" a voice suggested. "It could be excellent practice for when you finally try to talk to a woman in a real city."

"Listen, if women in the city carry giant Beams and shoot at people, I'm staying home. Actually, even if they don't, I'm still staying home."

"Oh? So if a top-tier beauty of the Galactic Empire happened to be lugging around a Personal Beam Launcher, you're telling me you wouldn't offer to help her carry it?"

"............Well, okay, that’s a tricky one."

"Seriously?!" Marl snapped, looking back from her scope. "Could you two focus for five seconds? Honestly... Wait, Teiro, look. The view is changing."

Teiro flicked the monitor over to the external cameras.

"Is that... stone?"

The iron walls and metal floors had vanished, replaced by a massive cave carved from solid rock. The road was wide enough for a Tank, though someone (likely NASA) had reinforced parts of the floor with heavy iron plates.

"Looks like it," Marl said, her voice hushed. "This is massive. Who builds something like this out of stone? Can you imagine the labor?"

"I'm looking right at it, so yeah, I can imagine it," Teiro replied. "I mean, it's weird for space, but stone buildings used to be a thing. Though even in 21st-century Japan, you didn't see much of it outside of old temples or fancy banks."

"What about concrete?" Marl asked. "That’s just stone-flavored glue, right? Is it even strong?"

"I guess? They used to stick steel bars in it to keep it from crumbling. Though the Romans built stuff out of the pure stuff that lasted thousands of years."

"Huh. Impressive. Without anti-corrosion treatment, even high-grade iron would have turned to dust in this atmosphere by now."

"Yeah, well, I don't know the difference between 'old' and 'new' rocks, but—Whoa, check out that arch. We’ve gone full fantasy novel now."

A massive stone arch loomed over the convoy. It looked like a grand entrance to something. Teiro, overcome by curiosity, decided to hop out and take a look.

"If I call you, you get back in here immediately!" Marl yelled, thrusting a communicator into his hand. "The WIND could jump us any second!"

"Yeah, yeah, I got it," Teiro said, stepping out into the cave.

"Holy—!" He winced. Inside the vehicle, the engine was a low hum. Out here in the cave, the roar of the Tank engines was deafening. He jogged over to the base of the arch, his ears ringing.

"Definitely stone... Wait, is this marble?"

He kicked at the base of a pillar, scraping away centuries of dust and grime. Beneath the filth, a beautiful, brown-marbled pattern emerged.

"Man, the budget for this place must have been insane... Hm? What’s this?"

His boot hit something metallic. He knelt down and brushed away the sand, revealing a thin metal plate about a meter long. He squinted at it, then flipped it over.

"............"

His heart stopped. Embossed letters stared back at him. With trembling hands, Teiro frantically wiped the rest of the dirt away.

"It’s... it’s English. NASA... Colony... Memorial... Museum..." He translated it into Galactic Standard in his head. "The NASA Colony Memorial Museum? Wait... is this America?"

The thought hit him like a physical blow. If this was a NASA museum, he had to be in America. And if he was in America, then this miserable, radioactive wasteland was Earth. He felt a wave of crushing disappointment. 

Earth. This is Earth. I’m back home, and home is a graveyard.

"America... it’s really America. Sigh. Well, better show the others."

He looked up at the ceiling, exhaling a long, weary breath. He looked back down at the plate, tracing the familiar English letters with a bit of homesick nostalgia.

Then, his eyes caught the tiny text at the very bottom.

His eyes went wide. He snapped his head up, then turned and bolted back toward the armored car, waving the plate like a madman.

"IT'S NOT! IT'S NOT EARTH! WE DID IT! WE’RE GOOD!"

He sprinted toward his comrades, his legs nearly tangling in his excitement.

The tiny text at the bottom of the plate read:

—Established in the name of God and the United States upon this land, our glorious First Colony Planet.—
Chapter 167

An impromptu barricade, cobbled together from overturned desks and random office debris, choked the wide corridor. Four soldiers stood guard behind it, eyes peeled and rifles leveled. Every one of them was stuffed into a clunky, outdated Armed Suit.

"Good grief... At this rate, I wouldn't be blamed for a few casualties, but the President’s going to have my head if I go overboard."

Phantom grumbled to himself, back pressed against the wall at the corner facing the barricade. He’d already shoved Olivia into a nearby room he’d cleared for safety; finally, he was free to engage in a little solo tactical violence.

"Your reaction time is slipping, Mr. Antonio. Keep this up and you won't have any subordinates left."

Phantom flipped open his gun’s cylinder, plucked out two of the non-lethal Rubber Bullets, and replaced them with the heavy-duty metal of Full Metal Jackets.

"Well then. Shall we?"

With a soft mutter, Phantom lunged into the hallway. The four soldiers reacted instantly, their muzzles swiveling toward him.

[MICRO BISHOP: INSTANT ACTIVATION]

A spark of electricity surged through his mind. The BISHOP Control Device implanted in Phantom’s brain fired up, instantly harvesting every Probability Particle in the vicinity. The BISHOP’s Future Prediction data flooded his consciousness, layering a distorted vision of what was and what would be over his sight.

First, that thing’s in the way.

The world slowed to a crawl. Using his forward momentum, Phantom sprinted toward the wall, kicked off the surface to gain altitude, and leveled his gun mid-air.

[BALLISTIC CALCULATION: ACCELERATE... OPTIMIZATION]

As casually as one might pick up a book from a desk—without a shred of doubt or hesitation—he squeezed the trigger. The bullet spiraled from the muzzle with surgical precision, screaming toward the Sentry Gun mounted on the barricade.

Next, the heavy hitter.

He picked his next target: the man clutching a machine gun. Just as he began to drift his sights toward the soldier, his first bullet slammed into the Sentry Gun’s drive mechanism. Metal shrieked against metal, sparks geysered, and crumpled gears flew in every direction.

[THREAT MANIFESTATION: 2 LOCATIONS]

[THREAT JUDGMENT: 0]

Muzzle flashes erupted from the enemy line as a hail of bullets tore toward Phantom. He didn't blink. Between the position of their barrels and the BISHOP’s telemetry, he knew exactly where the lead was headed. He pulled the trigger again without a care in the world.

The rest of these guys... I’d hate to waste the ammo.

He could have disarmed them and stolen their gear, but he preferred his own kit. Since he hadn't packed many Rubber Bullets, he figured he should start being frugal. Phantom twisted his body mid-landing to adjust his trajectory, watching with grim satisfaction as the enemy’s machine gun was reduced to scrap metal.

[THREAT JUDGMENT: 2]

Rounds from the enemies' assault rifles zipped past his ears, one after another. Phantom coolly read the trajectories of the two bullets flagged as genuine threats. He dodged the first with a simple tilt of his head; the second he swatted out of the air with his hand—specifically, with a glove made of a specialized material that hardened instantly upon impact.

[THREAT CONVERGENCE: STABLE]

As he performed a second leap, the BISHOP confirmed that the enemies were no longer a threat. Given their current muzzle positions and the inherent limits of human reaction speed, the system calculated that it was mathematically impossible for them to get Phantom in their sights again.

"Don't take it personally."

Phantom touched down on the far side of the barricade. He muttered the phrase just before shoving one soldier aside. The man went spinning down the hallway like a human top, shedding gear and equipment everywhere before collapsing into a motionless heap. Phantom turned his gaze toward the remaining three, who looked like the physical embodiment of despair, and flashed them a smile.

"You’ve got Flashbangs, right? Those are handy, so leave them here. I don't need the rest of your junk, so please, beat it."

The men obeyed, trembling as they fumbled with their gear. Phantom watched them scramble away, tripping over their own feet in their haste to escape, and let out a long sigh. Having people who usually fought the WIND look at him like he was a literal monster didn't exactly do wonders for his ego.

"…Hmm. Finally cut the air conditioning, have they? Compared to fighting the Empire’s Land Combat units, this is a walk in the park."

The hum of the ventilation died, replaced by a silence so heavy it made his ears ring. Phantom, satisfied that the stage was set, headed back to the room where he’d stashed Olivia.

Soon, the geothermal heat would turn this place into a literal oven that no human could enter, but that went for the enemy too. It was the perfect place to drop off the grid for a while. He’d already trashed the sensors, and soon, there wouldn't be anyone left alive to come fix them.



"English, huh? Koume’s data bank has a few scraps, but nothing this linguistically complex," Koume said, peering curiously at a metal plate while steering with one hand.

Marl leaned over for a better look. "Then that settles it."

"Settles what?" Teiro asked.

"This isn't Earth. Or at least, the odds are astronomical that it is. It would be pretty weird to find English signs on some random alien rock."

"See? Told ya so!" Teiro said, puffing out his chest. "I’m almost certain of it. Since it’s called a 'Museum,' we might find some old data logs or something from the era."

"True, that is a bit exciting... But if this has been here since before the Empire was founded, we’re talking nearly five thousand years, right? I wonder if the data’s been tampered with."

"Tampered with? No way, Marl-tan. This is a Ruin. Shouldn't everything be exactly how they left it?"

Teiro tilted his head in confusion. Marl gave him a flat look, sighed, and then pointed at the plate.

"Unfortunately, I don't think so. Look at this. It's brand new."

Marl took the plate from Koume and ran a finger over it.

"It’s diamond-coated for corrosion resistance. And there’s Polarized Paint underneath. See? The color shifts when you tilt it."

As Marl toyed with the metal, the dull gray surface shimmered, shifting smoothly between dark and light tones.

"Oh, that’s cool... Wait, so it’s a modern replica?"

"The tech is modern, at least. The process for applying a diamond coat directly over Polarized Paint was perfected... let's see... uh..."

"Approximately 552 years ago, Miss Marl," Koume provided. "A corporation in the O-Ram Star System cracked the code. They’re still a major player today."

"Right, thanks. So, this was made about five hundred years ago, tops. There’s a slim chance it was a 'technological rediscovery,' but that’s a bit of a stretch."

Marl looked almost apologetic. Teiro gave a noncommittal "Roger that" and stared at the plate, trying to make the math work.

"So what, did NASA just mess up? They saw some stuff in a Museum and assumed the whole building was ancient? That’s a hell of a punchline... But then how do you explain the text? English is a dead language, right? How’d they even know how to make this?"

As Teiro brooded over the plate, Koume raised a hand. "Perhaps they simply kept it as-is, Mr. Teiro?"

"As-is? How does that explain anything?"

"Think about it, Mr. Teiro. You frequently play those fantasy-themed computer games, don't you? The ones with the... er, 'suggestive' content."

"Hey! Yeah, I play 'em, so what? Did you have to add that last part? Miss Marl is looking at me like I’m a pile of radioactive sludge!"

"Well," Koume continued, "if you found a legendary ancient stone tablet in one of those games, and the text was written in Galactic Standard Language, what would you think?"

"Hah! I’d probably just ignore it and—... Oh. I get it. They used it for the 'vibe.' Like, they didn't know what the words meant, but they figured, 'Hey, this looks like a cool nameplate for an entrance!'"

"It is merely a hypothesis, Mr. Teiro. But it is within the realm of possibility."

"Hey, as long as it isn't impossible, I'll take it... Still, a Museum, huh? Given the history, maybe it just got buried during an airstrike? Or wait—if it’s still intact, maybe it was always an Underground Facility?"

"Could be," Marl said, shrugging. "But don't look so down, Teiro. I actually think this is a lucky break."

"Oh? Enlighten me, Marl-tan."

Marl rolled her eyes at his serious face. "Think about it. It’s a Museum. That means all the history and info from that era has already been neatly summarized and curated for us. Sure, finding a 4,000-year-old Ruin frozen in time sounds great, but we don't have the time or the budget for a full-scale archaeological dig."

"Ah, I see. Yeah, we can't exactly spend weeks dusting off pottery while people are shooting at us... And since it’s in a museum, it means the people who lived in Nuke already did the legwork and verified the artifacts, right?"

"Exactly. We don't know the first thing about Nuke’s history. Trying to play archaeologist on our own would be a disaster."

"I see, I see! So instead of a dud, we hit the jackpot!"

"Fufu, exactly," Marl said with a hopeful smile. "But let's not jump to conclusions based on one piece of metal. We need to investigate further."

Teiro grinned back and raised a clenched fist toward the two of them. Koume and Marl stared at it blankly for a few beats before realizing it was a prompt for a fist bump. They joined their knuckles to his.

"Yeah, let’s do this! We’re closer to Earth than we've ever been!"

"Koume agrees, Miss Marl. And Mr. Teiro—this is what the humans call a 'big chance.'"

"You bet it is! Alright, let’s get fired up!! Rising Sun!! Fight on!!"

Teiro thrust his hand into the air with a passionate shout.

The other two just stared at him with dead eyes.

"Yeah, we've never done that before," Marl said flatly. "You can't just spring a 'team cheer' on us and expect us to follow along."

Hand still frozen in the air, Teiro’s face turned bright red. He slowly shriveled back into his seat. "Right. My bad..."

Wait. Who’s the protagonist of this story again?
Episode 168

I forgot to set the timer, so the posting time slipped a bit. Whoops.

“Yo, Teiro. Things are pretty much set on my end. I’ve sealed all the corridors and thrown up every obstacle I could find. It’s far from a fortress, but it should hold up against a decent amount of pressure.”

Alan, looking every bit the grease monkey in his work clothes, raised a hand and strolled over to Taro. Taro was currently huddled with Marl, poring over a map of the area.

“Right on. Good work,” Taro said. “Since I didn't hear any screaming, I assume everything went smoothly?”

“Thankfully, yeah. But the fact that the WIND haven’t shown their ugly faces once... I don’t know if I should just call it ‘creepy’ and leave it at that, or start getting really worried.”

“Oof. You don’t think they’ll just, like, drop a nuke on us or something, do you?”

“Man, I hope not,” Alan grunted. “I’ve already decided I’m surviving this just so I can go home and finish watching that.”

“That’s your big motivation for staying alive? Actually, never mind—make sure I’m there when you watch the rest.”

“Duh, Boss. Anyway, how about you? Find anything useful?”

Alan plopped down and took a swig of his drink. Taro shrugged, his expression sagging into a frown. 

“It’s a bust,” Taro said, shaking his head. “Most of the good stuff was hauled away ages ago. What’s left is a total disaster—aging, combat damage, you name it. There’s unidentified junk scattered everywhere, so maybe there’s a diamond in the rough, but I wouldn't bet on it. Honestly, I’m a little depressed. I was really looking forward to this.”

“I see... Well, can’t be helped. Judging by the look of this place, someone went through here with a sledgehammer and a bad attitude.”

Alan cocked an eyebrow and glanced up at the stone ceiling. Taro followed his gaze, noting the spectacular amount of pulverization visible in every corner.

This isn't going to collapse on us, right...?

“Will it hold?” Taro asked aloud.

“Who knows? I can’t give you a guarantee, but my survey team says it’s fine for now. We’ve got equipment specifically for planetary surveys, so their word is worth at least something, right?”

“Words like ‘for now’ and ‘something’ are exactly the kind of prefaces that make me want to sweat, dammit.”

“Hey, we’re underground. There are too many variables. I can’t give you a ‘definitely’ about anything,” Alan countered. “Besides, it’s freaking hot in here. Is there a Heat Pocket nearby?”

Alan yanked off his jacket and started fanning his neck. Marl, who had been staring holes into her terminal, finally looked up.

“That’s not it,” she corrected him. “At this depth, it should actually be much hotter. NASA said they were using air conditioning to cool the place down, which means there’s a massive airflow moving through here.”

Taro paused, suddenly conscious of his own skin. Now that she mentioned it, he felt a faint breeze ruffling his hair and drying the sweat on his forehead.

“You’re right, there’s a breeze. Is that not supposed to happen? Wait... if we follow the wind, will it lead us to an exit?”

Taro’s face lit up, convinced he’d just had a stroke of genius. Marl immediately shot him down.

“Impossible. The NASA side is sealed off, which means the only place this air could be coming from is a WIND Nest. You plan on charging through there?”

“Ah... yeah, good point. But if things get desperate, we might have to. Alan, how long can we hold out here?”

Alan went quiet for a moment, looking contemplative. “Well, if we ignore combat fatigue, four days is probably the limit. This was supposed to be a quick scouting mission, so our water reserves are dangerously low. In this heat, we’re going to burn through them fast.”

“Water, huh? Thousands of years later and humans still can't get away from the basics.”

“If we didn’t need water anymore, would we even be ‘humanity’?” Marl teased. “I feel like we’d be some kind of weird new species by then.”

Taro let out a laugh. “Yeah, you’ve got a point.” He was about to pivot to some other trivial topic when Marl suddenly held up a hand.

“Wait! Hold on!”

“What is it?”

“The sonar results are in,” Marl said, a predatory grin spreading across her face. She pointed straight at the floor. “There’s another level below us.”

“No way!” Taro leaned over to peek at her terminal, confirming the existence of a void on the map.

“Alright, listen up, everyone!” Marl shouted to the surrounding crew. “There’s a high probability of a massive hole right under our feet! We don’t know the exact size, but it’s at least big enough for a person. Worst case, it’s a Tank-sized drop. It’s dangerous, so I want everyone on their hands and knees—find it!”

Taro looked at the floor, imagining an old elevator shaft, and gave the ground a nervous little tap with his boot. Once he realized he wasn't about to plummet to his death, a sense of profound exhaustion washed over him.

Are we really going to rummage through all of this?

Between the literal tons of junk and the layers of dust and sand thick enough to bury his ankles, Taro felt a curse bubbling up in his throat.



“Well now, Captain. You certainly took your sweet time.”

Phantom arrived at the rendezvous point hauling a massive, heat-resistant black rubber bag. As he stepped into the hallway, a familiar, gravelly voice echoed toward him.

“Hogan. It was a bit of a nightmare on my end. How’s the situation here?”

A massive figure stepped out from around a corner. Hogan offered a quick salute before vigorously scratching his bald head.

“Nothing to report, which is the problem. It’s beyond boring. Not a peep. Our friends’ target definitely isn’t the nukes.”

“Hmm. That’s unexpected,” Phantom mused. “How did Antonio plan on suppressing the Ladder Base, then?”

Phantom had assumed they’d use the nukes to hold the President and the others hostage. If that wasn't the plan, their movements made no sense.

“Antonio? Who’s that?”

“The mastermind behind this mess. He’s a radical element within NASA who’s managed to get his hooks into most of the military.”

“I see. Well, don’t tell me you’ve already whacked him.”

“His security was surprisingly tight. I could manage an assassination if I took my time, but the President doesn't have that kind of luxury. Besides, decapitating their leadership right now would just add more chaos to the fire. Killing isn't always the solution.”

“If you say so, Captain. For what it’s worth, the Ladder Base is reporting zero abnormalities. Philip sent word. They’re going to try a recovery from the surface. If there’s a WIND Burrow, it should lead straight to the President.”

“I see. They don’t have much of a choice. Is the firepower sufficient?”

“Who knows? The enemy is a total unknown, so honestly, it’s a toss-up. They can’t get a Tank there in time, but Philip said they’re bringing every Armored Vehicle they can find.”

“Hmm... if they can get deep enough underground, we might be able to establish Acoustic Communication. Fine. Our top priority remains stabilizing the area and securing the nuclear weapons. If the surface recovery fails, I’m afraid I’ll have to let you loose. Watch yourself, though—the enemy has a High Magnetic Body.”

“Oof, sounds like a pain in the ass. Understood. But if we’re stalling for time, are we doing the standard negotiation bit? You think they’ll bite?”

“I don’t know. We don't have any personal beef with them. If it's not emotional, then they want something selfish. They’re likely waiting for a chance to talk just as much as we are. Whether we can actually agree on anything... well, that’s another story entirely.”

With that, Phantom casually tossed the heavy bag toward Hogan. 

Hogan caught it with a grunt. “What’s in the bag?”

“Their Princess,” Phantom replied, his voice dripping with boredom.



It turns out that when a person sees something of true historical value, they tend to start leaking tears without even realizing it—even if the thing they’re looking at is a fake. For Taro, the reason was simple: pure, unadulterated nostalgia.

“I remember this... it’s America. It’s the American Flag.”

Inside a shattered glass display case sat a massive piece of machinery. Taro reached out, his finger tracing the Stars and Stripes painted on its side. He used the back of his hand to wipe a tear from his cheek. Right next to it was the NASA Logo, both insignias still vibrantly colored.

“It’s an engine replica,” Marl whispered, her hands clasped to her chest. “And an incredibly ancient model at that. It might not even be nuclear fusion. It’s unbelievable... they actually went into space with this? I can’t imagine the tragedies and adventures it took to get them here.”

She looked like she was witnessing the holy relics of ancient heroes. Alan, meanwhile, was leaning over a panel he’d found on the floor, grunting in disbelief.

“Look at this. There’s a full diagram of the hull. Is this ‘100’ in meters? If so, this thing was tiny. How the hell did they pull off Interstellar Flight in a tin can?”

Taro nodded in silent agreement, then glanced back at the rope hanging from the ceiling. 

I feel like a total idiot for screaming like a baby just to descend a few floors.

After a literal "leave no stone unturned" search, they had found the vertical shaft of the old elevator. Descending into the hole had brought them to this small hall. Despite the ravages of time and nature, most of the exhibits were surprisingly intact.

“I have bad news, Mr. Teiro,” Koume said, her holographic head shaking. She had been trying to interface with a terminal at the back of the room. “There are no terminals here that function as a data bank. These appear to be nothing more than simple access points.”

“Yeah, figures,” Taro sighed. “No way a Central Processing Computer for a data bank survives 400 years of being exposed to the elements. Whatever. Let’s just look around.”

Taro began to wander through the hall. It was a graveyard of space exploration: Hull Models, various parts, and panels detailing specs. Most were replicas or mock-ups, but a few genuine artifacts from 5,000 years ago remained.

“Man... the guy who used this would probably die of embarrassment all over again if he knew he was still being put on blast 5,000 years later.”

He was looking at a display of daily life items used on the ship. Specifically, a very primitive ancestor of one of Rising Sun’s flagship products. The display even had a helpful note: Stained with what appears to be body fluids. 

Taro offered a silent prayer for the soul of the long-dead pervert, feeling a strange mix of excitement and pity.

“Hey, Teiro! Get over here!”

Marl’s voice was high-pitched and frantic. Taro hurried over to find her holding several transparent plates, each about fifty centimeters square. They seemed to be laminated together, protecting a small scrap of paper inside.

“It’s an Ultraviolet protection sheet!” Marl chirped. “That means whatever’s written on this was done with actual ink. This has to be from that era! Can you read it?”

Taro took the plate from her, handling it like it was made of thin glass. He squinted at the discolored scrap of paper. His English was rusty at best, but he managed to piece the meaning together.

His face went pale and stiff. He looked up at her, his voice barely a whisper.

“This is... it’s a logbook.”
Chapter 169

"Uugh... this is just cruel! Stuffing a lady into a sack like some kind of laundry!"

Olivia, the NASA Representative, sat slumped in her chair, glaring at Phantom with tear-filled, resentful eyes. 

"Look, your skin didn't come with the heat-resistant coating upgrade," Phantom replied with the warmth of a dry ice block. "You can't exactly stroll through the hellscape outside, and I wasn't about to play mountain goat on those cliffs while hauling you with one arm. Just be grateful you didn't end up as a human barbecue."

He turned his back on her whining and locked his eyes on the monitor. Any second now, his negotiation partner would flicker to life. The surrounding members of the NASA Combat Unit were shooting him daggers for his "unprofessional" handling of their top brass, but he ignored them entirely. Whether he needed to play nice or keep being a jerk depended entirely on how the next few minutes went.

"............Look alive. Our guest of honor is here."

A man appeared on the screen. He had that classic Underground City look—pasty skin and hair so devoid of pigment it was practically translucent. Even by cave-dweller standards, the guy looked like absolute trash. Phantom figured he was either dying or just one bad day away from a total nervous collapse.

"Well, well, Miss Olivia. Do tell, how on earth did you manage to stumble all the way out there? And who’s the guy next to you? A stage magician?"

The man wore a thin, bitter smirk. Olivia, however, didn't find it funny. She exploded.

"Antonio! What in the world do you think you’re doing?! Do you have any idea how many people have died because of this stunt?!"

Antonio just let out a dismissive snort.

"Maybe fifteen so far? Please. We lose more than that every time the WIND stirs up trouble. Why are you getting so hysterical?"

"Wha—you—you monster!"

Olivia bolted upright, looking ready to dive headfirst into the monitor to strangle him. Phantom casually raised a hand to block her path.

"I heard you were bad at negotiating, but this is a disaster," Phantom sighed. "I get the sentiment, but sit down and shut up. Now then, Mr. Antonio. Nice to meet you, I suppose. I’m Phantom, representing the Rising Sun Security Department. Regrettably, it seems I’m the biggest fish in the pond at the moment."

Phantom leaned back, observing the pale wreck on the screen with a lazy gaze. Olivia had described Antonio as a pillar of calm, a man of gravitas who commanded respect with a single word. A regular stoic leader type. Phantom’s first impression, however, was a bit different.

He doesn't look like a pillar of anything. He looks like a caffeinated squirrel.

The Antonio on the screen was a mess—his eyes darted around like flies in a jar, and his body was twitching with restless energy. Phantom stole a glance at the NASA Combat Unit; they looked just as baffled as he was.

So this isn't his usual vibe. If he’s already this close to a mental break, poking him might just make him go boom.

Deciding to play the long game, Phantom went quiet and waited for the man to crack first.

"............Am I going to be executed?"

The words were a barely audible mumble. Phantom’s eyes widened. Well, that escalated quickly.

"...Execution? My. Can I take that to mean you’re actually interested in a peaceful resolution?"

"Depending on the terms, sure."

"Let's hear them. I'm in a generous mood. I might even throw in a discount."

"I want the location of the tower."

The demand came out flat. Phantom tilted his head, adopting an expression of profound, theatrical regret that masked his inner confusion.

"By tower, I assume you mean the ORBITAL SATELLITE ELEVATOR?"

"Exactly."

Phantom almost laughed. He had been prepared to give that information away for free—heck, he’d have written it on a postcard for him—but then he caught himself. He paused, recalculating.

"............Hmm. Sorry, but I can't do that."

"I see. So you're refusing to tell me?"

"Not exactly. I don't personally know the coordinates, and even if I did, I don't have the clearance. That's a 'President-only' kind of secret."

"............"

"It’s the truth! Besides, even if I trust you, I can’t trust everyone down there. We just got here, we don't know the layout... for all I know, there’s a terrorist hiding in your lunchbox."

Phantom shrugged, shooting him a you-know-how-it-is look.

The truth was, the location was so obvious you could find it by walking in a straight line, and the President wouldn't give a damn if people knew where it was. But something about the guy's desperation smelled fishy.

Why is he in such a hurry?

The surface storms might kill radio signals and the checkpoints were tight, but there was no actual plan to keep NASA away from the Elevator. The coordinates for the LADDER BASE were going to be common knowledge eventually anyway.

"What if I go alone? Unarmed?" Antonio’s voice was dripping with a foul, desperate edge.

"Why are you so obsessed with that hunk of metal? In the long run, seizing it is pointless. We’ll just build a second one, or a Pier 3 Ladder."

"Seizing it? Ha..." Antonio gave a mocking, jagged laugh. "I don't want to seize anything. I just wanted to see space. Just once before I die."

Phantom felt a chill. The man's expressions were flipping like a glitching video feed. 

"Please. It’s been my dream for decades. Just once............ ugh...... guh......"

Suddenly, Antonio clutched his head, his face contorting in agony. Phantom glanced at Olivia. Was this some kind of chronic seizure?

"No, we have MEDICAL CAPSULES in NASA," Olivia whispered, shaking her head. "I’ve never heard of him being sick like this............"

Phantom looked back at the screen just as Antonio tossed back some pills. 

If they have the tech to fix his body, then this is either a mental breakdown or he’s a total junkie, Phantom thought. He was already tired of dealing with this basket case, but then he saw something that nearly made him jump out of his boots.

Who is that? When did he get there?!

A second man was standing right next to Antonio. Phantom had only looked away at Olivia for a split second, and even then, he’d kept the monitor in his peripheral vision. He could see supersonic bullets in flight, for crying out loud—no one should have been able to just appear like that without him noticing.

"Henry, is it............ It's fine. We'll be done soon...... guh!! D-Damn it!! No!! You can't tell them!! You can't give them the coordinates!!" Antonio screamed, his voice cracking. "He's............ n-no! Henry, stop! I... I believe in God!!"

Antonio lunged out of his chair and collapsed into a ball, clutching his skull.

"What is happening...? Miss Olivia. Who is that Henry guy? His assistant?"

The man on the screen was just standing there, wearing a faint, creepy smile while his boss had a literal meltdown. Even for a lackey, his vibe was completely wrong. Who smiles like that while their friend is screaming in pain?

Olivia looked at Phantom like he was the crazy one.

"Henry? I... I'm sorry, which Henry? I don't know anyone by that name."

She searched her memory, looking back at the monitor with a pained expression before shaking her head. Phantom waved a hand dismissively at her. "The guy right next to him! How can you miss him?"

"Next to... do you mean Antonio?"

"Obviously! Who else would I be talking about?"

"Um, well..."

Olivia’s face twisted in confusion. She looked at the monitor, then at Phantom, then back at the monitor. 

"I don't see anyone there but Antonio. Maybe I blinked?"

Phantom stared at her. He felt a surge of "stop-pulling-my-leg" anger, but it vanished instantly. He reached over, clicked off the audio-capture microphone, and whispered through barely moving lips: "You don't see him now?"

"............No. Just Antonio." Olivia nodded slowly.

Phantom turned around to the NASA Combat Unit. "Any of you? Do you see someone else on that screen?"

The soldiers looked at each other, then back at him, and shook their heads in unison.

What? Am I finally losing it?

Phantom shook his head and glared back at the man called Henry. The guy was definitely there. Tall, blonde, and wearing that same unnerving grin. 

"U-Um... I can see him..." a voice piped up. "The blonde guy..."

One of the combat soldiers timidly raised a hand. Phantom looked at the man and felt his heart skip a beat when he saw the gear the soldier was wearing.

BISHOP-COMPATIBLE HEADGEAR.

NASA was crawling with OUTSIDERS.

"Dammit! This is bad!"

Phantom whipped his head back to the monitor. 

But it was too late. Antonio had already pressed the muzzle of a handgun against his own forehead.
Chapter 170

Scheduled Wake-up 21

The voyage is smooth. Everything is proceeding according to plan.

The destination is still far, far away, but given how the time feels, it will likely pass in the blink of an eye. The Leader seems to have something on his mind; he’s been checking the ship’s interior constantly.

Scheduled Wake-up 22

The voyage is smooth. We had an accident where an oxygen tank was damaged midway through, but it seems it was restored without any major issues.

As usual, the Captain seems to be awake and busily tending to things. Perhaps he was scrubbing rust off the Beam cannons? Lord knows they haven't seen a single use yet.

Scheduled Wake-up 23

The voyage is smooth. Nothing special to report. I thank God that the fleet remains safe.

Scheduled Wake-up 24

The voyage is smooth. Well, at least the hardware is.

An emergency assembly was called just before we entered cryosleep, and everyone currently awake gathered at the Bridge. Apparently, a faction on one of the Food Production Ships tried to start a rebellion. They said it was because of mounting anxiety over a voyage where the destination is invisible. It’s truly absurd—there is nothing to fear. We are being watched over by God. We are walking the path She has laid out for us.

Scheduled Wake-up 25

The voyage is smooth.

To my surprise, there was a massive shift in our organization while I slept. I haven't been given the details, but it seems the rebellion was far larger than anyone assumed.

The Captain intends to temporarily suspend democratic operations until the chaos subsides, restructuring things so the top brass has total control. As someone who lived in a liberal world, I have mixed feelings about it, but perhaps it’s unavoidable. It seems I’ve been assigned the rank of Sixth Class.

Scheduled Wake-up 26

The voyage has been slightly delayed. We were unable to perform a jump at the scheduled time.

The cause was the ongoing chaos from the reorganization. Things are still messy, but it looks like the dust is finally settling. My rank of Sixth Class has been changed to the title of Major. I suppose that's because the Leader is a former military man.

“………………”

A heavy silence hung in the air of the ancient Museum. The four of them sat on the floor, facing one another, staring down at the ground without so much as a twitch.

“...I still don't know for sure, but...” Marl started, her voice laced with a strange sort of dread. “Wait. Does this mean... are we looking at the actual moment of the Founding of the Galactic Empire?”

She wasn't asking anyone in particular; it was more like she was talking in her sleep. Alan let out a heavy gulp.

“I don't know. I don't know, but as a hypothesis, it’s certainly plausible... Provided, of course, that this fleet reached this location and expanded using that same organizational structure.”

Alan wiped the sweat from his forehead. He peered at the plate in Taro’s hand, glaring at the characters as if he could force himself to read them.

“Mr. Teiro,” Koume said, raising her hand. “The log seems to use the count of Scheduled Wake-ups from cryosleep as a substitute for dates. Is there no specific date or timestamp mentioned?”

Taro simply shook his head and reached for another plate with a slightly higher count. “Let’s just check the next one.”

Scheduled Wake-up 77

The voyage is smooth.

During the journey, we passed a planet that was clearly capable of supporting human life. The leadership got into a massive argument over whether to stop, but in the end, they decided to ignore it. It makes sense. That planet was not included in God's Schedule.

Scheduled Wake-up 78

The voyage is smooth. However, the density of Drive Particles has been dropping, which leaves me feeling anxious about what’s ahead.

Apparently, the Cooling Facility on the A4 ship was sabotaged, so I was woken up earlier than planned. This kind of trouble has been happening a lot lately—rebel elements at work. Several people were detained, and the ringleader was reportedly ‘disposed of.’

Scheduled Wake-up 79

For the first time since departing Eden, we have suffered a significant delay.

A Supernova explosion occurred nearby, and the surrounding Drive Particles—which were already sparse—were completely blown away. Even though we knew it was a lost cause, we spent hours fiddling with the Overdrive Device, but obviously, it didn't solve a thing.

We are currently moving via Normal Cruise. Does even God make mistakes?

“That’s impossible!” Alan shouted.

Taro jumped at the sudden noise, but it seemed he was the only one surprised. Everyone else was too busy wearing grim expressions to care about Alan’s outburst.

“Is that really what it says? Are you sure?”

“Y-yeah. I’m pretty sure I didn't misread it.”

“...What does this mean? They already had them back then? Is that even possible?” Alan grabbed his temples, muttering to himself as if his brain was about to overheat.

While Taro watched him with a skeptical look, Koume turned her head toward him.

“Mr. Teiro, up until the present day, the Galactic Empire has not discovered a single method of FTL travel other than jumps utilizing Drive Particles. Since the text mentions an Overdrive Device, we can assume it is a device identical to the ones we use today.”

“I see. Which means... uh, what does that mean?”

“It means, Mr. Teiro, that they likely possessed a Drive Particle Detection Element. As you know, the creation of such an element is impossible for the current Galactic Empire.”

“Right. Everything we have now is just a replica of the originals. I mean, if they had them back then, it’s not like it’s... wait, no, that is weird. It’s not like the past was more technologically advanced than the present.”

Taro understood Koume’s point and looked up at the replicas lining the Museum. Even without being an expert like Marl, he could tell the ship hulls and equipment were built with primitive, immature technology.

“Drive Particles are a matter of natural science, right? So it's not like they could just be 'lost technology'... Hey, look, I’m gonna keep reading, but is this okay? We aren't, like, learning stuff we’re supposed to be executed for knowing, are we?”

Taro let out a dry laugh and tapped the plate in his hand. He wasn't really expecting an answer, and he didn't get one.

Scheduled Wake-up 80

Normal Cruise continues. However, the density of Drive Particles is gradually increasing. We should reach a jump-capable region soon.

Scheduled Wake-up 81

My colleague Koji Tanaka has passed away. It wasn't an accident or anything; it was just his time. We were classmates, friends, and good rivals. We were roughly the same age when the voyage began, but because of the difference in our wake-up schedules, it ended like this. It is incredibly regrettable.

Scheduled Wake-up 82

Finally, the Drive Particles have reached a density sufficient for a jump. The Leader is eager to make up for lost time, but the delay has been substantial. We may need to resupply at a nearby planet. This is another unplanned action that will likely cause further delays.

Taro exhaled a long breath and looked up.

“...Decades? Or was it centuries? Just how long were they traveling? This is insane,” Marl said, shaking her head with a look of mounting frustration. Taro couldn't have agreed more.

“I can't imagine they’d put a guy on the ship who was already one foot in the grave. That means he was at least young enough to work when they launched... Wait, I kind of skimmed past it before, but where the hell were these people trying to go?”

“Where? Well, here, obviously,” Marl snapped. “They reached this place, didn't they?”

“No, no, I get that, Marl-tan. What I mean is, they said they found a habitable planet on the way, right? Why would they just ignore it?”

Marl let out a sharp gasp as the realization hit her.

“You’re right. That makes no sense. If you’re looking for a colony, you’d just stop there... wait, what was it? God’s plan?”

“Hang on... It’s ‘God’s Schedule.’ Close enough to a plan, but the wording is specifically 'Schedule.' Not a program or a plan.”

“Right, that. What the hell is it? And when they say ‘God,’ they mean that God, right? The Big Boss in the Sky... Taro, does your hometown make space-exploration plans based on horoscopes or religion?”

“No way. I mean, people might pray for things to go well, but nobody lets it touch the actual logistics... Though, this is all stuff from the far future, so I guess I can't say for sure.”

“Well, I guess so... Ugh, isn't there anything else? Keep going.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m on it.”

Scheduled Wake-up 244

The schedule is significantly delayed. However, our heading is correct, and we have finished resupplying on an asteroid. Will God be angry about our tardiness?

Scheduled Wake-up 245

The voyage is smooth. Nothing special to report.

I can't remember the last time we had such a peaceful wake-up period. The new Leader seems to be doing a fine job. I have high hopes for the rest of the journey.

Scheduled Wake-up 246

The voyage is smooth. It’s wonderful. The Drive Particle density here is high, making navigation a breeze.

My son brought home his fourth spouse. We held a family celebration for the first time in ages, but I was shocked to see how much he’s grown while I was under. At this rate, he’ll catch up to me in age soon. I’m going to talk to the Leader about shortening the intervals between my wake-ups.

Scheduled Wake-up 447

Something incredible has happened. We received an Oracle.

Acting on God’s instructions, we have begun improvements on several engines and the Overdrive Device. I assume this is to make up for our delays. It seems we must arrive at the destination on schedule, though the reason remains unknown. Then again, can a human truly fathom the thoughts of God?

Those born after the voyage began finally seem to believe in God’s existence because of this event. The priests had been struggling to spread the teachings, but this will make their lives much easier. A joyous day.

Scheduled Wake-up 448

We have reached what is likely the most vital and dangerous sector of this voyage. We stand at a crossroads: will we arrive in a new world, or are we committing a grand act of suicide? The Drive Particles in this sector are behaving erratically; the Space Reservation won't stabilize. And yet, in these conditions, we must perform an ultra Long-distance Jump.

We offer our prayers to God and await our destiny.

Scheduled Wake-up 449

Success! We have arrived in the promised land!

The destination is right before our eyes, and the cold-sleepers are being revived one after another. There is no longer any need for long slumber. I am overwhelmed with emotion.

The only tragedy is the ships we lost during the previous jump. Roughly one-third of the fleet has vanished. The grief is beyond words. I pray from the bottom of my soul that we may meet again one day. My son and his family were among them.

New Era: Year 1, Month 1, Day 1

To mark the momentous day of our arrival, the calendar has been reset. There is no more fitting way to conclude this log.

God granted us the knowledge of BISHOP and the Override, and bestowed upon us the blueprints for our engines and the Overdrive Device. That is an absolute fact that no one can deny. However, it is also true that the success of this arduous voyage was only possible through the tireless efforts of our pioneer group.

May God and humanity be eternal.

Taro finished reading and slowly looked up from the plate.

For a long time, no one said a word.

None of them knew what to say.
Chapter 171

Bloodshot peepers. A lip doing a nervous samba. The hand jamming the piece against his temple was rattling like a jalopy on a gravel road. To Phantom, it looked like Antonio was a hair’s breadth away from pulling the trigger and painting the wall with his regrets.

"Now, now, Antonio. Why don't you take a chill pill? Blowing your brains out won't change the weather. All it does is leave you very, very dead."

Henry stood next to Antonio, sporting a greasy smirk and leaning in like he was sharing a secret at a wake.

"Henry… I…"

The sound of Antonio’s teeth grinding together—a noise like a tectonic shift—was picked up by the Mike and funneled straight into Phantom’s ears.

"Antonio, what the hell is happening!?"

Olivia looked like she was about to have a nervous breakdown of her own. Phantom spun toward her and hissed a few sharp words into her ear.

"Yes… I get it, but now isn't exactly the time for—"

"It’s precisely the time, Miss Olivia. Move it, or we’re all going to be looking for new jobs in the afterlife."

Phantom shoved Olivia toward her station and locked eyes with the agonizing Antonio through the screen.

"RS has no interest in treating NASA like a red-headed stepchild. A soft landing is still on the table."

Phantom leaned into the monitor, his eyes scanning for every twitch.

"Mr. Antonio, if the answer is yes, give me a nod. If it’s no, keep playing statue. Now, tell me: do you actually know who this 'Henry' guy is?"

Silence smothered the room. Antonio just stood there, vibrating with tension. But Phantom saw it—the muscles in Antonio’s neck went taut as guitar strings.

"Got it. That’s plenty. Now, give me the dirt. Who is he?"

"Don't hurt your tiny brain thinking about things that don't matter, Antonio," Henry cooed, his voice overlapping Phantom’s with sickening sweetness. "I’ll take the wheel from here. Just let go and take a nice, long nap."

Antonio rolled his bloodshot eyes toward Henry, his face twisting into a mask of pure tragedy.

"You… aren't… God."

Antonio’s index finger twitched. The trigger began its final crawl.

"Whoa there, let’s not be hasty, Antonio. This is a total waste of effort. You might die, but I’m not going anywhere."

Henry’s smirk vanished instantly. He got right in Antonio’s face, his voice suddenly sharp enough to shave with. He was pissed.

"Antonio! You could save your buddies!" Phantom barked.

"Put the gun down, Antonio," Henry countered. "God’s got big plans for you."

Antonio’s eyes darted between Henry and the camera, then squeezed shut. When they snapped open again, they were locked onto Phantom with terrifying clarity.

"Don't bother with the audio. I can read your lips," Phantom said.

Antonio’s trembling lips moved, weaving silent, desperate words into the air.

"W… I… N… D… What a mess."

Phantom stared at the screen, stunned by the lip-reading.

The next moment, a gunshot cracked through the speakers like a whip.

"…Hmm. Humans really are high maintenance, aren't they?"

On the other side of the blood-spattered monitor, Henry spoke with the bored tone of someone whose favorite show had just been canceled. He should have been soaked in gore, but his clothes were as pristine as a dry-cleaned suit.

"WIND… he said WIND. Are you one of their AIs?"

Phantom’s face was a portrait of pure shock. Henry ignored him, staring intently at his own hand.

Noise… is it flickering out?

On the monitor, Henry’s hand was wavering, blurring into a digital mosaic.

"Back to square one… what was this idiot even trying to prove? Utterly ridiculous. Suicide. A pointless death. A completely meaningless gesture."

Henry looked down at the corpse with nothing but cold contempt.

"…I wouldn't say that," Phantom muttered, pitching his voice with just enough bait.

Right on cue, Henry looked at the camera.

"Want to know the meaning behind his grand finale? How about we have a little chat?"

Phantom was fishing for Intel, but Henry wasn't biting.

"No thanks. I’ll just download the answers directly from your brain."

Henry looked utterly disgusted. Phantom’s mind flashed back to how his old boss, Coleman, had checked out. He really wasn't in the mood for a repeat performance.

"I see. Sorry to burst your bubble, but that’s a no-go. My BISHOP is a custom job; I can toggle it on and off like a light switch. My Storage is also way smaller than the average grunt’s… but hey, WIND, right?"

"…………"

"I didn't get much, but I got enough. It’s a win. Especially finding out you’re not as smart as you think you are. 'Hear it directly from my brain'? Do you have any idea how much you just leaked with that one sentence? You really shouldn't monologue, pal. It makes you look like a total amateur."

Phantom’s eyes went cold. The professional killer was back in the room.

"BISHOP is just a neural interface. A glorified hallway. And since multiple people can see you right now, you aren't just squatting in a brain. You’re in Antonio’s head and on the Central Network. I didn't think a WIND like you actually existed… but can you really puppet people?"

Henry didn't react to the words so much as he reacted to something invisible. He looked upward, his eyes widening. Panic started to leak through his digital mask. He glanced around the room like a cornered rat.

"Nowhere to run, right? Looks like Olivia made the deadline."

"What did you—"

"I had my team kill the Network Equipment and the Data Bank. It’s a forced external override, so it won’t stay down forever, but I hope Antonio’s gray matter holds out until then, Henry. Oh, and before you go, here’s that meaning you were looking for. Consider it a souvenir for the afterlife."

Phantom offered a silent salute to Antonio’s ghost.

"It means 'drop dead, you asshole.'"

Henry let out a screech that sounded like a blender full of glass and lunged at the camera.

Before he could touch it, he blinked out of existence.

"So, what was that prick’s deal anyway?"

The weirdest meeting of the century was over. Phantom was buried in his chair, lost in thought, until Hogan’s voice snapped him out of it.

"You ever see those ancient SF flicks? The ones where a ghost in the machine possesses people and ruins everyone's weekend? It’s a theory Alan, the President, and I tossed around back during the Coleman Incident. A sufficiently evolved AI on the network. I figured the Empire was pulling the strings, but it looks like we’ve got a different brand of crazy on our hands."

Phantom shook his head, watching the NASA staff scramble around in a panic. Antonio’s death was a mess, sure, but compared to the alternative, it was a walk in the park. To the uninitiated, it just looked like a high-stress suicide.

Olivia was currently playing diplomat with the Rebel Forces, and things were looking up. Most of the rebels were just grunts following Antonio's lead; half of them didn't even realize they were technically committing treason.

"So, is the ghost dead?"

Hogan sat down and started sharpening his favorite knife.

"Dead? Well, the copy that was here is. But Hogan, if he’s data, he’s got backups. He’s probably out there right now, looking for a new host."

Hogan shuddered and started checking the corners of the room like they were haunted.

"The bulkheads are keeping the signal out for now. He’s locked out… but we’ve got a problem. Do we have to fish the others out from the surface?"

"The President and the crew? That’s the plan. My guys are trying to crack the bulkhead locks, but it’s going to take ages. If the President were here, he’d have them open in a heartbeat."

"The President’s talent for that stuff is just unnatural… What if we drill a tiny hole and snake a cable through? If we can hit the Locking System, he can probably pop the doors from the other side."

"I like it. I’ll get on it."

"Yeah, do that. There should be an Excavator at the Base. Use that. And we’ll need Sonar Communication to ping them."

Phantom stood up to help, but suddenly froze, staring at Hogan’s face.

"…Crap."

"…Is it my face? I know, I’m no oil painting."

"I’m not talking about your mug, Hogan. I’m talking about the ghost’s goal. I thought he wanted free reign of the neural net, but that’s just his Plan B."

"The surface isn't the goal? Now I’m really lost."

Phantom checked his watch and hissed a curse.

"No, the surface is the goal. The problem is how he gets there. With the Underground City locked down, the President and the others are going to head straight for the Ladder Base. If the ghost tracks them, he wins. The rescue team from the surface already left, didn't they?"

"Yeah, they’re en route… Wait, you think they’re going to hijack the Base!?"

"That’s how the WIND up there evolved, isn't it? Hogan, grab every piece of gear that isn't nailed down. We’re going back to the Base. There’s a way out for us, right?"

"Ye-yeah. It’s a trek, but Philip found a shortcut to the surface… But Captain, why didn't the bastard just possess one of the Rising Sun staff? He would've had the Base's GPS coordinates in a second."

Phantom sighed, giving Hogan a look that said Please use your brain for once.

"The people down here have been hermits for four hundred years. Do you have any idea how many BISHOP firmware updates they’ve missed? Outside of the basic code, it’s a completely different language. But enough talk. Move! They’re going to hit that base with everything they’ve got… Damn it, I’m just as much of an idiot as anyone else."

Phantom spat out a final curse and took off at a sprint. He prayed he could intercept the President on the way back, but given the eternal sandstorm outside, the odds were looking pretty damn suicidal.
Episode 172

Much like the cluster of underground bunkers that had miraculously survived the nuclear fire raining from the sky, the Museum had long ago lost its intended purpose. Yet, even including its golden age as a functional institution, it had likely never left such a traumatizingly intense impression on its visitors as it did today.

“………………”

The four of them stood there in a stunned, heavy silence. They remained like statues for a long while until finally, Marl shook her head as if trying to rattle her brain back into gear.

“……There’s too much to process. I don’t even know where to start. Honestly, this isn't the kind of thing we can even begin to debate in a place like this.”

Wearing a pained expression, Marl reached out and took the Ancient Plates from Teiro’s hands. She pulled out a mobile terminal and began gingerly photographing them one by one.

“Koume concurs. This is a matter requiring exhaustive scrutiny, and it is certainly not a topic for a group of people currently backed into a corner. In Koume’s humble opinion, we require a proper symposium involving Dr. Arjimov, our foremost expert on the ancient era.”

Koume finished her declaration with a stiff, formal bow. Teiro offered a distracted “True that,” before throwing his arms wide and spinning around to take in the room.

“Look, there’s a chance we’re never coming back here. Let’s just photograph every single thing from floor to ceiling. And we’re definitely taking whatever we can carry. If it’s too big to shove onto the Tank, take extra pictures of it.”

Teiro looked around for approval, and a chorus of agreement rose from the surrounding employees.

For the next twenty-four hours, the small army of corporate employees threw themselves into a frantic data-harvesting mission. For the most part, they recorded video and dictated quick notes, but for the massive replicas that were impossible to haul away, they actually began disassembling them to photograph the internal components. Marl personally supervised every teardown, ensuring that everything was meticulously reconstructed and returned to its original spot afterward. They intended to seal this sector tight, just in case they ever found a reason to return to this madness.

“President, what about this one? Should we bag it as a sample?”

An employee approached with a face as serious as a funeral, holding up a 5,000-year-old Electric Kokeshi. Teiro gave him a firm thumbs-up.

“Totally,” Teiro said, before reverently accepting the device that had likely provided comfort to someone in a bygone age. “We should display this in the front window of the Katsushika Headquarters as a prayer for our company to last five thousand years, too. Right by the main entrance… Hehe. Yes. Let it be the symbol of our corporate philosophy.”

“Absolutely not,” Marl snapped. “I don't care if it’s our flagship product, we have plenty of other business divisions now! Besides, I refuse—absolutely refuse—to stand there and give a straight-faced explanation of our ‘philosophy’ to a client while they're staring at that.”

“……Hmm. A total babe giving a lecture on a lewd artifact. My imagination is really running wild here. That’s pretty spicy.”

“Shut up!! If you want it done so badly, do it yourself!!”

“No way. Who’d even want to see that? Tey-low is, like, so confused.”

“Ugh, another one? Where do you keep finding these annoying ways of talking…?”

Eventually, they reached the limit of what they could physically cram into their vehicles. The team rotated through short sleep shifts, huddled together as they waited for word from the rescue party.

“……Hey, Teiro. You asleep?”

Marl, lounging in the passenger seat of the Armored Vehicle, spoke in a hushed tone. It was cramped, but with the seat kicked back, it was cozy enough. Koume was currently outside acting as the taskmaster for the employees, leaving the two of them alone in the cabin.

“Nah, still awake. What’s up?”

Teiro shifted his weight in the driver’s seat, staring at the dash.

“Nothing specific. I just can’t sleep…… Hey. What do you really think about that diary?”

Marl rolled onto her side to face him, her voice a mere whisper. Teiro mirrored her movement, letting out a low hum of thought.

“You’re going wide with the questions tonight, huh? Well, for one, it’s definitely not the kind of stuff you just leak to the public. That much is for damn sure.”

“Yeah, I figured. The content is so wild that most people wouldn’t believe it anyway, but there will always be those who do. It would cause total chaos…… The religious world alone would probably self-destruct.”

“I mean, it basically says a real-deal God is kicking around somewhere. I smell a new religion coming on. Maybe a cult?”

“It’s a possibility……” Marl let out a tiny, melodic laugh. “Maybe you should just become the cult leader? You could probably make a killing.”

Teiro looked at Marl’s refined features illuminated by the dim dashboard lights. Suddenly, his chest felt tight, a strange ache blooming behind his ribs.

“No thanks. Hard pass. I want to stay as far away from that scene as possible. Those religious types are terrifyingly serious, for better or worse.”

Teiro rolled over to hide his sudden palpitations, staring up at the low, metallic ceiling of the Armored Vehicle.

“Even Dr. Arjimov had hits put out on him just for publishing a hypothesis about it,” Marl mused. She turned her gaze upward as well, and they lapsed into silence. The faint sounds of the camp reached them—the clanking of metal as Alan worked to fortify their defensive perimeter even further.

“……Hey, Teiro.”

Marl’s voice was heavy now, hesitant. Teiro turned his head toward her; she was already looking at him.

“You said…… that the missing fleet was mentioned on those plates. Do you think…… you were actually part of that fleet?”

Her expression was dead serious. Teiro held her gaze for a moment before looking away.

“Who knows?” he replied bluntly. “The ghost ship I was on got scrapped ages ago, and I dumped the bodies into a star. Looking back, maybe I should’ve kept some souvenirs…… though I doubt I would’ve understood what I was looking at anyway.”

Teiro laced his fingers behind his head and propped his feet up on the steering wheel.

“And honestly,” he continued, picturing the text of the Stone Tablet in his mind, “I’m still not even sure if those ancient people really came from Earth. I mean, the American flags and the NASA Logo were identical, but does that automatically mean they’re from the same Earth? I’ve got my doubts.”

“I suppose…… Eden, was it? What could it even be? A satellite? A Space Station?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe one of the Antiques we’re hauling back has a clue…… But hey, let’s drop it. We need to sleep. WIND could jump us any second, and thinking about this won't give us any answers.”

Teiro pulled a towel over his eyes like a makeshift mask and let out a long, weary sigh. Marl murmured a soft “You’re right,” and after a few minutes of restless tossing and turning, she finally drifted off into a light sleep.

I wonder who the hell I actually am.

The thought went unspoken, a quiet vibration in the air.

Teiro didn't get a wink of sleep for the rest of the night.



“Morning, President. I’m here to take you home. Philip, Security Department Special Task Section.”

The man standing there was a towering wall of muscle with a bright, friendly grin. Teiro rubbed his bleary eyes with the back of his hand and gave a non-committal “Hnh.”

“Special Task Section? So you’re one of Phantom’s guys. How’d you get in here? What about the bulkheads?”

The man simply pointed a finger toward the ceiling.

“From above? Seriously? What about WIND?”

“Nowhere to be found. Well, to be precise, they might be lurking, but we didn’t see a soul. I’m just the scout; the Reinforcement Unit should be dropping in about fifteen minutes. We’re sealing the junctions as we go, so we can hold them off if they try to crash the party.”

“Whoa, for real? Nice work…… Ah, crap! We gotta move!”

Because they didn't want extra weight during a potential firefight, a massive pile of artifacts had been left sitting on the ground. Teiro began barking orders to the staff to load everything up, rolling up his sleeves to help.

“Allow me. I’m not quite on the Captain’s level, but I’ve got plenty of torque to spare,” Philip offered.

With the cyborg’s help, the loading was finished in under an hour. A cyborg’s raw power was worth more than a dozen pieces of heavy machinery; while an excavator was limited to digging or lifting, a humanoid machine like Philip could adapt to any task on the fly.

“Alright, listen up, people! Make sure you didn't leave your toothbrushes behind! The trip isn't over until we’re back at the Base!”

Teiro popped his head out of the top hatch of the Armored Vehicle and shouted to the crowd. A wave of laughter rippled through the employees, followed by chirps of, “If this is a school trip, I want a refund!” and “We appreciate the sentiment, but you’re the youngest one here, President!”

The reinforcements from the surface had arrived, and the convoy was ready to roll.

“Teiro, we’re all set on this end. Detonation in one hour!”

A sweat-drenched Alan shouted as he ran past, leaping onto his Tank. Teiro nodded and glanced back at the entrance to the Museum’s basement. They were sealing the elevator shaft just to be safe, and the area was already bristling with Directional Explosives.

Well, we did the math a thousand times. Should be fine.

Teiro muttered the thought to himself and gave the order to move out. The roar of engines filled the tunnel as the long line of vehicles began to crawl toward the exit.

“That was one hell of a camping trip. But hey, it was kind of fun, right?” Teiro mused, reclining in his usual spot in the back seat.

“Are you insane?” Marl grumbled, brushing dust off her sleeve. “Look at me. I’m covered in sweat and sand. It’s disgusting. I am never doing this again. Next time, you’re on your own.”

“Koume must also respectfully decline a second excursion, Mr. Teiro. Fine particulates have infiltrated my joints and actuators. The sensation is deeply unpleasant.”

“Ehhh?! Don’t be like that! I’ll die of loneliness!”

The three of them bickered and joked as they wound through the dark tunnels of enemy territory. It was a coping mechanism for the crushing tension of a potential WIND ambush, but the attack never came. They reached the surface without a scratch.

“I feel like an idiot for being so worried. There’s nothing out here,” someone muttered in exasperation as the convoy reached the open air. They didn't lower their guard, however, pushing the engines to the limit as they raced back toward the Ladder Base. After all the nightmare scenarios they’d imagined while trapped behind those bulkheads, the fact that they hadn't seen a single combat encounter felt like a bizarre anti-climax.

That eerie peace held all the way until they reached the gates of the Ladder Base.

Nobody noticed the periscope-like object poking out of the dirt, watching them go.
Episode 173

"I’m incredibly sorry. This was entirely my fault."

In a meeting room buried deep beneath Ladder Base, Philip hung his head with the gravity of a man facing a firing squad. Teiro and the rest of the gang, huddled around the table, traded glances that screamed, So, what do we do with this guy?

"I’m the superior who gave you the green light to act," Phantom declared, rising to his feet to shield his subordinate. "If we’re playing the blame game, point the finger at me."

Teiro and the others exchanged another look before shaking their heads in a synchronized "no-go" gesture.

"Look, no matter how you slice it, the situation was a mess. Besides," Teiro added, "if we’re chasing the trail of responsibility, it eventually stops at my desk. I’m the chief executive, after all."

"Exactly," Marl chimed in. "And if we’re talking about responsibility, I’m right there with you. Honestly, you managed to shut down the chaos at NASA without the whole place exploding. You should be getting a gold star, not a lecture."

"I’m with them," Alan said. "That WIND entity lurking in the network… Henry, right? Given the nightmare fuel he could have unleashed later, the fact that you clipped his wings now is a massive win."

With Teiro, Marl, and Alan all backing them up, the two finally sat back down. Philip still looked like he wanted to apologize to the floorboards, but after Phantom gave him a stiff nod of approval, he finally settled into his chair.

"Still, while we were busy finding literal treasures over here, things were going absolutely sideways on your end. I mean, we figured things would be bad, but a WIND living inside the network? That’s some Grade-A nightmare fuel right there," Teiro said.

What kind of hell could a digital WIND actually unleash? Teiro shuddered as a dozen apocalyptic scenarios played out in his head.

"Koume believes there is a vast chasm between theoretical existence and actual reality," Koume stated with her trademark lack of any discernible human emotion. "My word, WIND may be a far more sophisticated lifeform than our puny imaginations allowed for."

Everyone nodded in grim agreement. Alan’s face looked like it had been carved out of a particularly grumpy piece of granite. "We need to overhaul our strategy."

"It’s not like we were taking them lightly before, but it’s time to double-down," Alan continued. "Is Henry a one-off, or is he just one of many? Is there another version of him up in orbit? What’s his actual ceiling? We’re swimming in unknowns, so we have to assume the worst-case scenario is already knocking on the door."

"True enough… but hey, just knowing they’re in the wires is a huge step, right?" Teiro asked.

"Spot on, Boss. You can’t build a bug zapper if you don’t know there are bugs. The Intelligence Department is going to spearhead some countermeasures, but since there’s zero precedent for 'digital ghost aliens,' we’re winging it. If anyone has a bright idea, spit it out… though for now, we’ve got bigger fish to fry."

Alan gestured toward the massive screen on the wall. It displayed a high-res topo map of the area surrounding Ladder Base, currently running a combat simulation. It looked less like a battle and more like a slaughter; a tsunami of red dots surged forward, completely erasing the Base from the map.

"…Are they really going to hit us that hard?" Marl whispered, swallowing a lump of dry nerves.

Teiro gave a lopsided, self-deprecating shrug. "I don’t know for sure, but..."

He looked at the screen. Based on the data snatched from NASA, the [TACTICAL COMPUTER] had crunched the numbers and spat out a result that was nothing short of insulting.

[COMBAT POWER RATIO — 35 : 1]

"With our current firepower, we aren't even in the conversation. Honestly, we’re at the 'burn the place down and move to a different neighborhood' level of screwed," Teiro admitted.

"If that were an option, I’d be the first one packing the bags," Alan said. "But realistically, how many other spots can even support a Base?"

Koume raised her hand like a diligent student. "Based on my projections, there are two potential candidates. However, one is on the literal opposite side of the planet, and the other is at the pole. If we move there, any hope of interacting with NASA is DOA due to the distance."

With a flick of her hand, Koume swapped the display to a planetary view. Earth’s nastiest typhoons looked like gentle summer breezes compared to the hyper-storms raking this planet. The only "calm" spots were the two locations Koume mentioned and the ground they were currently standing on.

"…I’d really like to avoid the 'leave 'em to die' option," Teiro said.

The room went quiet as everyone turned to look at him.

"Look, nobody wants to be the guy who abandons millions of people," Alan said, his tone uncharacteristically soft. "But those people have been surviving on their own for centuries. If we’re playing the long game, do we really need to die on this hill right now? We could come back when we’re actually packing some real heat."

Teiro nodded slowly. "I hear you. I do. But…" 

He crossed his arms and stared at the ceiling. "I don’t think they have that kind of time. Even if we ignore the fact that they’re running out of BISHOP parts, the clock is ticking."

"Why?" Marl asked, her brow furrowed.

Teiro let the silence hang for a moment as he gathered his thoughts. Then, he spat it out: "Chum."

"Chum? Wait… you’re joking, right?" Marl gasped as the realization hit her like a freight train.

Alan tilted his head, looking lost. "Care to let the rest of the class in on the secret?"

"It’s the only reason NASA still exists," Teiro explained. "My bet? The WIND have been keeping them alive as bait, waiting for someone like us to drop down from the sky to 'save' them. It’s the only thing that makes the pieces fit. They want our tech. They want to know how to get back up into space."

It clicked. The WIND Marl had been fighting when they first met had been doing the exact same thing—dangling a lure to see what kind of ships would bite.

"Good grief…" Alan closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. "Phantom. That 'Henry' guy you met. Was he smart enough to pull off a multi-century long-con?"

"He was trying to wear a human face," Phantom replied, his voice grim. "In terms of raw intelligence, he’s at least on par with us. Probably higher. He was even trying to manipulate Antonio using emotional leverage. He understands how we tick, probably better than we do."

Phantom leaned back, his hand on his chin. "If the President is right, then the moment we leave, NASA’s 'shelf life' expires. If the WIND decide the bait isn't catching anything else, they’ll just clear the board. To them, those people are just annoying, low-tech kinslayers."

"Exactly," Teiro said, tapping his finger irritably on the table. "And the kicker? If that happens, it’s on us. If we hadn't shown up, the status quo would’ve held. We can’t just walk away and say 'oops, our bad' when a few million people get deleted."

Alan let out a string of curses. "That explains everything. The crappy NASA gear, the raids that always seem to stop just before they win… they’ve got endless machines that don't get tired, yet they attack in shifts? They could’ve steamrolled NASA years ago. Dammit… they’ve been keeping those people like livestock for centuries!"

Disgust was the only word for the look on Alan's face. In fact, it was the only word for everyone in the room.

"…I won't allow it," Marl said, her fists white-knuckled.

"Yeah. Me neither," Teiro said, slamming his hand onto the table. "Running away now? That’s some sub-human behavior right there. Sure, from a 'corporate strategy' perspective, a tactical retreat makes sense. Save the VIPs, live to fight another day. Even a moron like me gets the logic. But we’re the Rising Sun Alliance. We don't do that crap."

Teiro stood up, cutting the air with a wide sweep of his hand.

"If we’re going to order people to go out there and die, we’d better be standing in the trenches right next to them. We did it with the Dingoes, we did it with Enzio, and we’ve done it every step of the way. I’m not changing the rules now. Even if the odds are trash, we do the job. That’s what people expect from us—and it’s what we expect from ourselves, right?"

He looked around the room, his eyes burning with a silent challenge: Am I wrong?

Seeing the fire reflected in their eyes, he grinned, satisfied. "Koume. Give us the kicker, like you always do."

Koume nodded and stood up. "Understood, Mr. Teiro."

"As an AI, the concept of 'human emotion' remains a bit of a localized mystery to me. However, I fully grasp the tactical and moral weight of not abandoning one's comrades. If even the WIND can weaponize that sentiment, then I would be a very poor AI indeed if I failed to understand it."

She puffed out her chest, looking quite pleased with herself, earning a few small smiles from the group.

"Furthermore, per Mr. Teiro’s request, I shall present a single, undeniable fact. Listen closely, everyone. A valid Merger Treaty has already been executed between the Rising Sun Alliance and NASA. This means NASA is no longer a separate entity; they are full-fledged members of the RSA. As such, we have a legal and binding obligation to provide them with maximum protection. To put it simply—"

The expressionless AI let a tiny, triumphant smile tug at the corner of her mouth.

"They are already our comrades."
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"An earthquake?"

Teiro had been drifting in the shallow end of sleep when a faint tremor jolted him awake. While the entire facility was constantly hammered by the howling winds of the planet's sandstorms, this vibration was something else entirely.

[“YO, BOSS. YOU AWAKE? WE’VE GOT COMPANY. ESTIMATED ARRIVAL IS ANYWHERE FROM ONE TO FOUR HOURS FROM NOW. SORRY FOR THE VAGUE WINDOW, AS USUAL. I’M SENDING THE ARMORED UNIT OUT TO INTERCEPT. THAT COOL WITH YOU?”]

Alan’s voice crackled through BISHOP, the base’s internal comms. Teiro barked a short "Understood" and practically teleported out of his bed, sprinting from the room without even stopping to put on shoes.

"Ah, Teiro! They’re back!"

He’d barely covered any distance down the hallway when he nearly collided with Marl as she burst out of her own room. Teiro gave a sharp nod to the girl—whose eyes were currently a map of bloodshot veins thanks to chronic sleep deprivation—and grabbed her hand. 

"Let’s move!" he shouted, and they took off. Their destination: the Close-Quarters Equipment Room. It housed the gear that was absolutely non-negotiable for the suicidal brawl ahead.

"Do you think they’ll actually commit to a fight this time? Or will they chicken out and retreat like before?" Marl asked, her voice tight with anxiety as they reached the room.

The two of them began the frantic ritual of climbing into their Armed Suits. This was the fourth time in seven days that the enemy had knocked on their door. Each previous time, the WIND had hovered just out of range before mysteriously pulling back.

"Hell if I know, but we have to treat it the same either way," Teiro grunted. "Besides, their sudden caution is creeping me out. It’s weird."

He pulled on the thick Heat-Resistant Suit first, then layered the Armed Suit—a masterpiece of scientific overkill—over it. It didn’t have the raw hydraulic muscle of a heavy-duty Powered Suit, but as far as personal survival went, it was a fortress you could wear. The plating was made of Ivory Metal, the same stuff they used for starship hulls, and the joints were reinforced with flexible Carbon Fiber, better known as Strength Fiber. It was durable enough to ensure that if a car exploded in your face, your limbs would at least stay attached to your torso. It was heat-proof, non-conductive, and even laughed at moderate radiation.

"True," Marl muttered, struggling to shove her massive chest into the unforgiving suit. I’m pretty sure the WIND down here are way more evolved than the ones we dealt with in space.

Teiro caught a glimpse of her struggle out of the corner of his eye and nodded. "Probably. I mean, think about the encounter rates. Up there, the WIND might drift for decades or centuries before hitting a human settlement. Down here? They’re getting into scraps every single week."

"Fair point. I guess NASA was just a convenient training dummy for them..." Marl’s face twisted in a scowl of pure resentment. "Ugh, it makes me so mad. What do they think we are? Toys?"

Teiro offered a sympathetic grunt as he slammed his helmet into place, sealing himself away from the world. A faint hiss signaled the backpack unit coming to life, pumping filtered air into his visor. 

"Emotions aren't really their—Whoa! Okay, that was a big one! They’re close!"

The entire base groaned under a massive, earth-shaking rumble.

"That’s the first time the second row of mines has tripped," Marl whispered, staring up at the ceiling like it might collapse at any second. 

The shaking was the handiwork of Battleship Plum’s warheads. Marl had rigged them with proximity sensors and buried them in a grid around the base. With the sandstorm making radar about as useful as a screen door on a submarine, the landmines were the only way to track the enemy's progress. They hadn’t been able to lug the heavy Torpedoes down to the surface, but even standard naval warheads were catastrophic when detonated on land.

"If we can just thin the herd a little bit before they get here... Alright! Let's do this!"

Teiro slapped his chest to psych himself up. Thanks to the suit’s Shock Absorbers, the blow felt like a wet noodle hitting a sponge, but it helped clear his head.

"This is Teiro. Lock down the elevator after the last cargo container lands. Raise the Ladder!"

[“UNDERSTOOD, MR. TEIRO. WE WILL BEGIN ASCENDING THE LADDER IN THREE HOURS, IMMEDIATELY FOLLOWING THE CONTAINER’S ARRIVAL.”]

"Thanks, Koume," Teiro said. He turned to Marl, who gave him a determined nod. She held out a fist, looking like a mechanical golem in her bulky Armed Suit. "Let’s do this."

"Yeah. Time to earn the paycheck."

Teiro bumped his knuckles against hers with a metallic clack and began sprinting up the emergency stairs leading to the roof.

Sand. Rock. Iron.

That was the view from the top of Ladder Base, which had been reinforced into a makeshift Fortress. The terrain was a jagged mess of erosion and canyons, visible for a few kilometers before the wall of the sandstorm swallowed everything in a beige haze.

"Alan! Talk to me. That last shake?"

Teiro ran over to the observation post where Alan was squinting into the gloom. He reached into a Weapon Container sitting on the floor and yanked out two rifles, tossing one to Marl and checking the action on the other.

"Koume’s math says there’s a 94.5% chance that was the Second Minefield," Alan grumbled, shrugging his shoulders. "It’s them, no doubt. Dammit, if we’d had just a few more days, I could’ve turned this place into a real deathtrap."

Teiro slung the rifle over his shoulder. "Look at the bright side. We got seven days. Let's be grateful for that."

"Yeah... suppose so. But who am I supposed to be thanking, Boss? God? The universe?"

"Hmm, let’s see..."

Teiro looked over at the mechanical genius who had spent the last week working herself into a coma. She was the lynchpin of the entire defense plan. 

"For starters, let’s thank the Big-Breasted Goddess. Without Marl, we wouldn’t have finished half of this."

"The kid, huh?" Alan let out a dry chuckle. "Yeah, that works. She’s a beauty as long as she keeps her mouth shut. I’m with you on that."

The two men shared a quiet laugh over their private comms channel, feeling very smug.

"What are you two idiots whispering about? If you’ve got something to say, say it to my—TEIRO!"

The world buckled again. But this time, it wasn't just a sound. Beyond the curtain of the sandstorm, a gargantuan wall of dust was billowing toward them. Even without his helmet’s zoom, it was terrifyingly close.

"They're here! Everyone, Condition One Battle Stations!" Teiro roared into the wide-area channel. "Dump the descending container immediately! Cut the Ladder loose!"

The weapons in that container were going to be scrap metal, but they couldn't risk a WIND hitching a ride up the cable. 

[“CONTAINER DISCARDED. PREDICTED IMPACT IS 1,200 METERS SOUTHWEST OF THE BASE. IMPACT IS NEGLIGIBLE. CABLE ASCENT INITIATED.”]

Koume’s voice remained perfectly detached. Teiro looked up just in time to see the magnetic couplings snap open. 

"You don't see that every day," Teiro muttered, watching the cable fly free. "What a rare sight—WOAAAAAGH!?"

Teiro threw himself flat as the massive cable, whipped by the gale-force winds, lashed across the roof like a titan’s whip. It whistled inches over his head. He scrambled to grab the railing of the watchtower, watching the shadow of the cable vanish upward into the clouds.

The cable might be light, but that docking head is a solid block of iron! I almost died the world's most pathetic death! Dammit!

As Teiro cursed Koume’s mechanical efficiency under his breath, several soldiers ran up and gave him a shaky salute.

"We’ve got contact with the Armored Unit! They engaged fifteen minutes ago and are currently in a running skirmish. We’ve lost four tanks. They can't get an accurate count on the enemy... President, with all due respect, now is not the time to be playing around on the floor!"

"I wasn't playing! I was... never mind. Thanks for the report. So, 'unknown numbers' means what I think it means?"

"Yes, sir. The canyon is literally overflowing. It’s like a river of iron. They said it's easier to calculate the enemy's total mass in tons than it is to count individuals."

"Gross. That’s way too many. It makes the twice-yearly otaku festival look like a private dinner party," Teiro groaned. Actually, wait, those crowds are pretty legendary too. Maybe it’s a tie. "What about the Canyon Blockade Operation?"

"Failure, sir. We successfully collapsed the cliff walls, but they just climbed over the rubble in minutes. They’re using each other as literal stepping stones. They don't care how many of their own they crush."

"Expected, but still a bummer. Think they can scale the base walls?"

"No idea, sir. We’re about to find out."

"Great. Fantastic. Get back to your posts." Teiro turned back to his two companions. Alan just gave a grim grunt, while Marl looked out at the massive experimental structures she had spent the week building around the base. 

"I’m telling you now... there is zero guarantee those are going to work," Marl said, her voice trembling.

Teiro looked at the structures and gave her a cocky wink. 

"Marl, when have we ever had a guarantee? Besides, if your work doesn't do the trick, then honestly, we were all doomed anyway."

It was meant to be comforting, but it was also the objective truth. Without her Gift, these defenses wouldn't even exist.

"Hehe. Well, when you put it that way, I feel a lot better. Thanks." Marl braced herself. "Here they come. Positions, everyone!"

In the distance, the horizon turned black.

A tide of shifting iron was rolling toward them, ignoring the plumes of tank fire and the brilliant flashes of landmine detonations. It moved slowly, inexorably, and with a terrifying, singular purpose.
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It looked a lot like a car seat, except it was a stripped-down, exposed frame. Taro hopped onto it and adjusted a square device at the end of a mechanical arm until it clicked against the side of his helmet.

"Man, I still can't believe we actually got this thing installed so fast. Tearing apart an entire cruiser was totally worth it."

The base of the arm was anchored to a nearby gargantuan structure, atop which sat a truly massive turret, perched like some metal god of destruction.

Back when they were hashing out the defense plan for Ladder Base, the crew had scavenged every bit of firepower they could find, but they still came up short. In the Galactic Empire, ground combat was about as common as a polite bureaucrat, so weapons larger than a personal rifle were basically nonexistent.

Taro had asked Alan if they could just lower a whole warship down the orbital elevator—knowing full well it was a insane request—and was promptly told to get bent. But Marl, hearing the exchange, had piped up with a "Well, maybe..." and proposed a different brand of crazy. Her plan? Dismantle a First Fleet cruiser in orbit, send the pieces down the elevator like a very expensive IKEA set, and put it back together on the ground.

Bringing space-grade hardware down to the surface was an exercise in pure, unadulterated inefficiency when you factored in maintenance, but as a one-off disposable firework, it promised to be glorious. Besides, they were out of options and out of time.

[OPERATOR RECOGNITION... COMPLETE]

[ACCESS LEVEL: ROOT AUTHORITY]

[AIMING SYSTEM INITIALIZED]

A chaotic swarm of firing parameters flooded Taro’s helmet display, and a simple crosshair snapped into the center of his vision. When Taro tilted his head, the turret far above groaned as it began to pivot in perfect sync with his neck.

Are we really doing this? Did I peak too early?

The view through the crosshairs looked like a fever dream. If he hadn't seen the NASA footage beforehand, he probably would have started screaming and never stopped. WIND, WIND, and more WIND. They were a literal black tide of sludge surging through the narrow valley.

[BEAM CONVERGENCE SYSTEM: ERROR]

[ADJUSTMENT FAILED. FOCUS VALUE FIXED: MAXIMUM]

BISHOP pinged him with the error notification. Taro ignored it; he’d locked the beam focus on purpose. He narrowed his eyes at the screen.

[THERMAL SHIELD: FORCED ACTIVATION]

[LOCK-ON SYSTEM: MANUAL OVERRIDE]

[BOMBARDMENT READINESS: 100%]

The turret above let out a low, predatory hum as a faint blue shimmer of a shield began to coat the barrel.

"Emergency alert! Thirty seconds to main battery discharge. All personnel, assume the crash position. I repeat—"

Taro’s own pre-recorded voice echoed inside his helmet, and his HUD flashed a warning yellow. Why does my voice sound so weird on tape? he wondered, staring at the ticking countdown.

"Put the target in center, flip the switch. Target in center, flip the switch..."

Taro muttered the mantra to himself, his hand mimicking the motion of flipping a physical toggle in the empty air. In the corner of his eye, he could see his employees face-planting into the dirt to take cover.

[COUNTDOWN: 5... 4... 3... 2... 1...]

"You ground-pounders have never seen a cannon like this. Try not to wet yourselves! Marl Cannon, fire!!"

"Wait, what?! Why did you name it after m—"

[MARL CANNON: FIRING]

Before Marl could finish her screech of protest, Taro curled his index finger.

Instantly, the world turned white.

Inside the turret, countless particles were accelerated to impossible speeds before screaming out into the atmosphere. Enveloped in a blue magnetic field that shoved air molecules out of the way, the beam fought the thick resistance of the planet’s air. Some particles escaped the magnetic bottle, slamming into the atmosphere and instantly converting their kinetic energy into raw, blistering heat.

"Gwah! Urgh!"

A violent explosion of fire and shockwaves hammered the area, pinning Taro into his seat. It felt like he’d been dropped into a high-gravity centrifuge; he couldn't move his head, his arms, or even a finger. The helmet’s sound dampeners cut out the noise entirely, leaving him in a vacuum of silence.

"Guh... dammit! I knew it! This thing was definitely not meant for use in an atmosphere!"

He sat there, pinned and miserable, until the pressure subsided. Taro curled his aching body as feeling returned to his joints. The light-filtering visor dimmed back to normal, revealing the carnage.

If we weren't wearing these Armed Suits, we'd all be piles of ash right now.

Despite the thermal shield, the gun barrel was glowing a bright, angry red and belching thick plumes of white smoke. The metal railings near the turret had been vaporized or torn out by the roots, leaving twisted shards dangling in the air. Most of the Ladder Base roof had been reinforced with metal and ceramics, but a few stray bits of plastic and rubber that had missed the inspection were now nothing more than puddles of unrecognizable goo.

"Looks like it worked about as well as the test, Boss," Alan’s voice crackled over the comms. "Keep an eye out for falling debris, yeah?"

Falling debris? Taro thought. He looked up into the dim, sand-choked sky.

"What do you mean, fall—WHOA?!"

Taro threw himself into a roll as something plummeted from the heavens. The projectile smashed through the seat he’d been sitting in just a second ago, burying itself in the roof with a deafening metallic thang.

"This isn't even about luck anymore! First the ladder, now this?! To hell with everything!"

Taro peered at the object embedded in the cruiser-plating of the roof. He recognized it instantly.

"Is this... a piece of a WIND? How far did this thing fly? Wait, seriously?"

He looked toward the valley where he’d been aiming. The enemy should have been several kilometers away. When he saw what the space-grade main battery had done, he forgot how to breathe.

"The terrain... it's just gone. Damn, the Marl Cannon is terrifying."

It looked like a hundred-meter-tall giant had taken a mountain-sized drill and charged through the landscape. A straight line of earth had been gouged into a glowing, incandescent trench by the beam’s diffusion. The shockwave had triggered massive landslides across the valley walls, kicking up a fresh apocalypse of dust.

He couldn't see the exact impact point through the towering pillar of black smoke, but clearly, the particle mass that hadn't reacted with the air had delivered its full payload upon the target. The smoke rose to an absurd, impossible height, looking like a summer storm cloud that had been dyed ink-black.

"It’s just a standard ship cannon! It’s the same as the ones we always use, and Plum’s is way more powerful anyway!" Marl shouted, stomping out from behind the turret looking absolutely livid. "And stop calling it the 'Marl Cannon!' It makes me sound like some kind of violent thug!"

She punctuated her sentence by kicking Taro square in the thigh.

"See?! You are a violent thug!" Taro yelped. "Dammit, the defense boost from this suit is being completely cancelled out by your attack boost... Anyway, Marl-tan, how long until we can fire again?"

"Again? Honestly, if we fire without a full diagnostic, the whole turret will probably explode. I’d say once every fifteen minutes is being optimistic. If the barrel warps, we’re done."

"Right. So we’ve got fifteen minutes to survive by other means."

Taro turned his head toward the base of the rising black smoke. As if the previous shot had been nothing more than a minor inconvenience, the WIND were already scurrying out of the clouds, reforming their endless, undulating line.

"If they were human, they would have turned tail and run by now," Marl muttered, looking exhausted.

"Too bad they aren't human. All right, time for the close-up work."

Taro grabbed the rifle he’d stashed in a container and locked it onto his back. He was a total amateur when it came to brawling, but he had a feeling things were about to get personal.

"Fine... we brought everything but the kitchen sink, so you’d better use it," Marl said, giving him a sharp wave.

Suddenly, panels in the armor designed to house the Debris Incineration Beams slid open. A swarm of Sentry Guns rose into position, their heavy barrels gleaming.

"Watch and learn. Parallel processing is my specialty."

Taro snapped his fingers. Every single one of the two hundred Sentry Guns pivoted in unison like a field of sunflowers following a very angry sun. They were arranged like the quills of a hedgehog, and they were all under his direct command.

"The only question is... do we have enough bullets?"

The Tank Unit, having crawled back out of their holes after the firing warning, resumed their rhythmic pounding of the enemy line. Mortars and rockets arched from the base, desperately trying to stem the black tsunami.

With no cover in the way, hitting the target was trivial. It was actually harder to find a dud than it was to find a direct hit.

"This is why humanity can't win," Taro whispered.

The WIND didn't care. They climbed over the shredded remains of thousands of their comrades without a second of hesitation. Taro’s side hadn't taken a single casualty yet; they hadn't even been shot at.

The enemy was just... moving forward.

And to Taro, that was the most terrifying thing of all.
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The oncoming hunks of metal left behind a trail of pathetic scrap as they were shredded by tank fire and rocket blasts, yet they charged through the canyon without losing a beat. The head of the line was definitely closing in, but the tail was nowhere to be found. As far as the eye could see, the swarm just kept going.

"Come on... just keep coming..."

Alan’s voice crackled over the comms, sounding like he was chanting a dark curse. While running a diagnostic on the Sentry Guns, Taro stood on his tip-toes to peer out at the enemy front.

"Just a bit more. Give it thirty seconds, then we pop the cork."

A garish, highly conspicuous flag had been planted in one of the canyons. The WIND were currently streaming right past it, though they didn't seem to give a damn. Not that anyone actually knew what went on inside a WIND’s head.

"Prepare for detonation! Koume, the cables are still intact, right?"

"One moment, Mr. Teiro... Yes, I am receiving the Identification Signal from the Warhead Control Device. The cable is online."

Plum’s Live Ammunition Warhead Mines were buried right at the base of that flag. The plan was for them to act as a massive dam; the geography was perfect for dragging the towering cliffs down onto the enemy’s heads. 

Due to the chaotic environment, they’d rigged the detonator with a physical cable instead of radio waves. While the mines—which doubled as distance sensors—usually had an auto-trigger, using that so close to Ladder Base was a recipe for disaster. It had taken a ridiculous amount of wiring to set up, but fortunately, they had enough cable from the dismantled Cruisers to wrap around the planet twice.

"Good, good. Alright, let’s—wait, what?"

Taro’s eyes went wide as he looked back at the enemy.

"Dammit! Since when was there a ramp right there!?"

Alan’s voice rose to a panicked shriek. By some stroke of cosmic bad luck, the WIND charging through the canyon had found a section of cliff that had crumbled into a natural staircase. They were scurrying up the rock face and scattering in every direction. Naturally, the rest of the swarm decided the stairs looked much more inviting than the canyon floor.

"Alan! They’re spreading out! Crap! Blow it! Blow it now!"

"Everyone, brace for impact!! Detonating!!"

Taro slammed the command into BISHOP. An instant later, released plasma expanded violently alongside the surrounding air, punching through the bedrock and geysering upward.

"Uwoooooh, this is way too clo—blegh!!"

The shockwave hit a heartbeat later, nearly punting Taro off the roof. He only stayed grounded because the magnetic soles of his Armed Suit clamped onto the floor. Instead of flying away, he was violently jerked into a high-speed backbend, slamming the back of his helmet against the ground with a sickening thud.

"O-Oww... If I’m not careful, my brain’s gonna be soup even if the suit stays shiny."

Vision hazy from the concussion, Taro staggered back toward the railing. Plum’s warhead had successfully carved a neat little crater and leveled the surrounding cliffs, but it hadn't stopped the flow of WIND. It hadn't even touched the "stairs."

"Nothing ever goes according to plan... Teiro, they’re starting the encirclement!"

Alan hopped onto a roof-mounted turret and swung the barrels around. Large-caliber rounds began spitting lead, mass-producing scrap metal amidst clouds of desert dust.

"Keep that barrage up, Teiro!! If they get close, we’re done for!!"

Alan’s roar echoed inside Taro’s helmet. Taro barked back a "I know, dammit!" before clicking his tongue as he spotted a glaring flaw in the tactical data streaming through his mind.

"We’ve got a hole in the north-northwest! Koume, get someone over there!"

Every person on the roof was geared up in an Armed Suit, their Helmet Displays feeding real-time footage back to the Central Control Room. Koume processed the data and fed it back to Taro, giving him a 360-degree god-complex view of the battlefield while he stood in the center of the roof.

But right now, there was a gaping blind spot. With the WIND surrounding the base from all sides, that was a fatal error.

"My apologies, Mr. Teiro. Due to collateral damage from the main battery fire, certain sectors are currently inaccessible to personnel. Shall I supplement the feed with Proximity Radar?"

Koume’s voice chimed from the base’s core. Taro was about to agree when another voice cut in.

"No, I’ll take it. The weather’s too trash for clear radar, and we don't have ammo to waste on ghosts."

It was Phantom, sounding as cool and collected as ever. Taro let out a relieved "You’re a lifesaver!" just as the man himself blurred past like a localized gale. He had a rifle in one hand and a massive container box perched on his shoulder.

How many hundreds of kilos is that thing? It’s a literal block of iron... Oh, here they come.

Phantom’s Helmet Display filled the blind spot, piping a crisp image into Taro’s feed. To the naked eye, the enemies were still just specks, but the zoom function revealed the horrifying, insectoid chassis of the ground-type WIND.

"You guys are seriously gross! Take this!"

Taro opened up with every one of the two hundred Sentry Guns that had a line of sight. He didn't just spray and pray; he picked his shots, aiming for joints and unarmored gaps. At two hundred rounds per second, these things would be paperweights in minutes if he wasn't careful.

"Units 82, 42, and 192 are red-lining on heat, Mr. Teiro. Unit 118 is Winchester. Units 26 and 77 are currently reloading. Unit 98 has suffered a mechanical failure."

"Got it! Alan, the northeast line is sagging. Give 'em some support!"

"Northeast? Copy that. I’ll redirect the Armored Unit’s fire."

"Thanks... Dammit, these normal rounds aren't even slowing them down."

Taro’s Sentry Guns were definitely turning WIND into Swiss cheese, but they weren't stopping the momentum. On the flip side, the tanks’ high-explosive shells were doing wonders, creating literal traffic jams of mangled metal.

"I’d give anything for twice as many tanks. The northeast is looking great, though. Those creeps have given up on that route; looks like they’re going for a long detour."

"For real? Then get those units resupplied while you can. If they breach the perimeter, 'resupply' is gonna be the last thing on our minds."

"Fair point... Alright, I’ve pulled a few squads back. Should I rotate them to the northwest after they’re topped off?"

"Hmm, tough call... Marl! How’s the main battery coming?"

Taro looked toward the turret where Marl was stationed.

"About five minutes and change, Teiro! The Capacitors are fried, I have to swap the whole set!"

"Copy that. We’ll dump the next shot into the northwest. Tanks, keep holding the east. Also... let’s initiate 'that' plan. The facility is falling apart at the seams; I need to buy some time."

Because they had zero experience in actual ground sieges, Ladder Base’s defenses were showing their cracks. Most of it was just physics—sand, heat, and sheer exhaustion. Some things were beyond saving, but Taro wanted to patch up whatever he could.

"Understood," Alan’s voice crackled. A moment later, a notification flashed across Taro’s Helmet Display: [OPERATION AURORA: PHASE ONE – INITIATE]. His vision was tinted yellow, the same as when the main gun fired.

"Teiro! I’m telling you now, we only have enough spare parts to pull this off twice! Two times, and that’s it!"

Marl sounded winded. Taro could only imagine her frantically wrenching the main battery back into shape.

"I know, I know! But if we don't use it now, there won't be a later!"

Taro yelled the response as he commanded the Sentry Guns to retract into their armored housings. He looked around to see soldiers frantically shoving gear into containers or throwing silver tarps over their turrets.

"......Alright, that’s everyone! Koume, do it!"

The chaotic noise of the roof died down, leaving only the distant thunder of the tanks.

"Acknowledged, Mr. Teiro."

[OPERATION AURORA: PHASE ONE – INITIATE]
[CURRENT POWER RESERVES: 77%]
[ELECTRONIC OUTPUT STABILIZER: STABLE]

BISHOP’s status feed, managed by Koume, was redirected straight into Taro’s mind. The entirety of Ladder Base began to hum, a low-frequency vibration that made the pebbles on the floor dance.

[VOLTAGE RELEASE: 5 SECONDS... 4... 3...]

Please work... I’m putting all my chips on this.

[VOLTAGE RELEASE: 2 SECONDS... 1...]
[VOLTAGE RELEASE: ACTIVATING SHIP-BORNE ECM]

The massive electronic warfare suite salvaged from the Cruisers roared to life. It didn't make a sound. Instead, it puked out a concentrated wave of electromagnetic pulses and destabilized Probability Particles. Within the effective radius, every piece of unprotected electronics suffered a catastrophic surge of induced current.

"Holy—!?"

Taro jumped as the mobile terminal clipped to his belt let out a loud pop and burst into flames. It was supposed to be hardened against electronic attacks, but apparently, the cruiser-grade ECM was playing in a different league.

"My favorite phone! Marl bought me that! Oh, you bastards are gonna pay for this!"

Taro began running a status check on the base systems through BISHOP, swearing under his breath as he stomped toward the edge of the roof. Around him, people were hurriedly ripping off the ECM protection sheets. Some looked relieved; others were clutching their heads and staring at the sky in despair.

"......Yeah. Suck on that. We’re back to square one."

Taro peered over the edge and spat into the canyon.

Spread out before him was a literal graveyard of "electronic equipment," all of it dead in its tracks.
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Sorry for the unstable posting schedule lately. Life has been a bit of a whirlwind.

"Man, if we could just rain hellfire from the Plum, this would be over in a heartbeat... This is a total pain in the ass."

Taro grumbled as he glared into the heart of a sandstorm that had likely been raging for several hundred years without a coffee break. This wall of grit didn't just block out the sun and keep the planet at a cozy sub-zero temperature; it scrambled their radar and turned their vision into a blurry mess. It was, in every conceivable way, a giant middle finger to their tactical situation.

["A sandstorm, huh? Imperial society really wasn't built to handle this brand of environmental garbage,"] Alan agreed, his voice echoing through the comms with a heavy, digital sigh.

Technically, the Plum’s railguns could lob physical rounds onto the planet's surface, but they had one minor problem: they couldn't see what the hell they were shooting at. Attempting to report coordinates by sight at this range was basically playing a suicidal game of orbital darts. Given the sheer destructive force of a Large-caliber Warhead screaming down from high altitude, one "whoopsie" would turn Ladder Base into a very expensive crater.

["Sure, we can't use the Plum, but thank God for good old-fashioned kinetic slugs. It’s not all bad news, I’m sure! Anyway, the next shot is ready to go!"]

Marl sounded like she’d just avoided a heart attack. Taro nodded, watching the tanks in the distance continue their relentless bombardment. She had a point. Even a Ship-borne Beam Weapon pushed to its absolute limit would see its energy bleed away as heat within a few kilometers of thick atmosphere. A beam fired from space would never even tickle the dirt, whereas a Tank Cannon could reach out and touch someone nearly a hundred kilometers away.

"Besides, figuring out that ECM works on those bastards was a game-changer. I owe Koume one."

When they’d been debating which Cruiser parts to scavenge, it was Koume who had bet on the Ground-type WIND being vulnerable to electronic warfare. 

Outer space was a constant nightmare of natural ECM like solar flares, but on a planet, the magnetic field acted like a giant safety blanket. Koume figured the planetary WIND variants would have zero evolution-based reasons to defend against electronic interference—or at the very least, they’d only have the bare minimum of protection.

["IT IS NOT OVER YET, AND AS YOU CAN PLAINLY SEE, THE ENEMY REMAINS EXTREMELY ENTHUSIASTIC. IS IT PERHAPS A BIT PREMATURE TO LET YOUR GUARD DOWN, MR. TEIRO?"]

Koume’s voice was as cold and logical as ever. Taro flashed a wry grin, acknowledging the point, and turned his focus back to the swarm. The WIND were surging forward, literally climbing over the scrap metal of their fallen comrades. He had no idea how far that black line of machines stretched into the storm.

"Yeah, yeah, I hear you. Well, let's kick things off with another bang, shall we?"

Taro jumped into the BISHOP’s controls, prepping the main gun and sounding the base-wide alarm. Around him, the crew hit the deck, engaging the magnetic locks on their suits so they wouldn't get tossed around like ragdolls.

"Here we go! Marl Cannon, fire!!"

["I TOLD YOU TO STOP CALLING IT THAT!!"]

A Large-caliber Beam tore into the wriggling convoy in the distance. The energy, diffused by the thick air, unleashed a localized firestorm and a shockwave that scoured the roof of the base clean of every last grain of sand.

"Whoa, that never gets old... Still, seriously, how many are there? It’s like they’re being printed on the spot."

As the remains of the WIND and chunks of the landscape rained down around them, Taro listened to the grit pinging off his helmet. The gap he’d just blasted into the convoy lasted all of a few seconds before the black line reformed as if nothing had happened. He’d hoped to trigger another landslide to block the slope, but fate was a cruel mistress—the collapsing canyon wall had actually formed a new, more convenient ramp for the machines.

["They've been stockpiling for four hundred years,"] Alan said, his voice sounding a bit ragged. ["The inventory isn't going to run out just because you're having fun."]

Taro nodded. That tracks. He glanced back at the group of Panther Tanks raining shells onto the enemy. If things got any worse, those tanks were their only tickets out of here.

"I need to draw them in as close as possible before we pop the next ECM... Alright, let's do this!"

No time to think about running yet, Taro thought, slapping his helmet to get his head in the game.

["Um, Teiro? About that..."]

Marl’s voice had gone suspiciously flat. Taro’s internal alarm bells went off instantly. He looked toward the turret. "What’s up?"

["The ECM Generator is... well, it’s not doing anything. I think firing a high-output burst inside the atmosphere fried it. I can't even get a diagnostic."]

She sounded utterly defeated. Taro wanted to comfort her, but the situation was moving way too fast for head-pats.

"It’s dead? Like, completely bricked?"

["Yeah, it won't even boot. The signal probably reflected off the atmosphere and cooked its own circuits. It’s a total loss."]

"I see... Damn."

Taro grimaced behind his visor. Okay, stay cool. This is fine. Everything is fine. Operation Aurora: Phase Two was supposed to be triggered by that second ECM pulse, but it looked like he’d have to pivot to Plan B.

"Alright, don't sweat it. Marl, stay on the main gun and keep the base from falling apart. We'll handle the surface."

["Got it... Hey, can we actually hold out until the timer hits zero without that ECM?"]

"Who knows? But I do know one thing..." Taro watched the endless wave of WIND crawling closer. "If we don't, we're dead."



Far above Planet Nuke, near the Space Station at Ladder Top, the Rising Sun’s Main Fleet was locked, loaded, and ready for the main event.

"Boss, the observation team just flagged a massive electromagnetic spike. It’s starting."

On the bridge of the Battleship Plum, the usual trio of Taro, Marl, and Koume was missing. In their place sat Bella and her inner circle, the air thick enough to choke a horse.

"You’re sure about that? Because 'oops' isn't an option here," Bella said, a cold, unlit cigar clamped between her teeth.

Her subordinate didn't flinch. "Confirmed, Ma'am. No mistake."

"Good. Then let's get to work."

Bella lit her cigar with a specialized capsule and took a massive drag, pulling the smoke deep into her lungs. Normally, she just puffed for the flavor, but when the stakes were this high, she needed the full hit. It was her version of a prayer.

"Phew... Nothing beats an expensive cigar. I’ll have to ask the boy to grow some for me later. If he can do rice and Natural Food, he can do tobacco... Operation Aurora: Final Phase, standby! Get your heads in the game, boys!"

She started out casual, but by the end, her voice carried the terrifying weight of a Space Mafia Leader. A chorus of "Yes, Ma’am!" rang out as the order swept through the fleet.

"Timer's live. We’re on schedule."

"YES, MA'AM! TIMER ACTIVE! COUNTING DOWN FROM 1,800 SECONDS!"

"Power up the turrets. Load the warheads. Prime the torpedoes."

"YES, MA'AM! TURRETS LIVE, TORPEDOES LOADED!"

"Tell the Weather Observation Team I want those ballistic calcs again. Tell them to run random samples until they get the same result a hundred times in a row. Maybe then they’ll be half as accurate as the boy."

Bella exhaled a long, slow cloud of smoke.

The Second Phase was supposed to trigger the moment they saw the second ECM pulse. If that pulse never came, the system was hard-wired to go hot automatically after thirty minutes.

"You all know the deal. No aborts. We drop the package exactly where it needs to go. Think of it like a pizza delivery."

She held up her cigar, her eyes turning into flint.

"Except if we miss, the boy and his friends get vaporized. And we won't be far behind. So, let’s do this like our lives depend on it—because they literally do."

Bella took another deep drag. To her, the numbers on the countdown clock seemed to be ticking backward.
Chapter 178

The moment one of the WIND squirming across the dirt started glowing blue, Taro knew the party was officially starting.

"Here comes the mosh pit! Everyone, get your shields up!" Taro bellowed, hauling a massive rectangular slab of metal out of a container. 

Blue streaks began to zip through the air, and despite the frantic hammering of his heart, Taro managed to fumbled the shield’s cable into a ground plug. 

"Praise be to the holy Razor Metal," he grunted. "I’m glad we didn't skimp on the materials."

The shield, essentially a hunk of armor plate hacked off a dismantled Cruiser, was an ergonomic nightmare thanks to the thick cable dangling from its base. However, the connection allowed it to tap into the Ladder Base’s Beam Shield. Because the Rising Sun Makina development department refined the stuff in-house, their proprietary plating was packed with far more Razor Metal than your average ship—giving it top-tier Shield Traversal Performance.

[THEIR EFFECTIVE RANGE IS LONGER THAN ADVERTISED,] Phantom’s voice crackled through the comms, piping a zoomed-in feed of the WIND directly into Taro's BISHOP. [AND IF YOU LOOK CLOSELY, THEY’VE HAD A BIT OF A MAKEOVER.]

The things on the screen looked like scarab beetles with elongated, spindly limbs. They definitely weren't the same models Taro had seen in the NASA archives.

"New model? Old-type? Or did they just specialize for this?" Taro grumbled, squinting at the feed. "Actually, who cares? All I know is they look like a total gorefest. My eyes are bleeding just looking at them."

He winced, typed a quick warning into the database’s emergency log, and blasted a "High Alert" notification to the rest of the Base.

[SENTRY GUNS 19, 22, AND 128 ARE TRASHED. 88 AND 104 ARE TOTALED. IT SEEMS THE ENEMY IS QUITE PICKY ABOUT THEIR TARGETS, MR. TEIRO. OOPS, ADD 188 TO THE SCRAP HEAP.]

"Gah! Divert the ammo from the broken guns to the survivors! Since when can these bugs pull off precision sniping?!"

[TEIRO, MOVE IT! ONCE THEY HIT CLOSE-QUARTERS, THE TANKS CAN’T PROVIDE COVER FIRE. THEY’LL BE ON US IN SECONDS!]

"I’m going, I’m going!" 

Taro scooped up the shield—a massive hunk of iron he shouldn’t have been able to lift under normal circumstances—along with his heavy weaponry and bolted for the edge of the roof alongside the other employees.

[HEY, MR. PRESIDENT! KEEP YOUR HEAD DOWN OR YOU’RE GOING TO LOSE IT!]

The moment Taro caught sight of the enemy swarm surrounding the base, he felt himself being tackled into the dirt. A split second later, a volley of blue beams whistled through the space where his head had just been.

"Ow, ow, ow... Sorry, thanks for the save. You’re Hogan, right? One of Phantom’s guys?"

Taro offered his thanks to the burly man lying prone next to him before frantically setting up his Machine Gun.

"It’s an honor to be remembered by the President himself," Hogan replied, his voice terrifyingly calm. "But listen, this kind of grunt work is our bread and butter. Shouldn't you be back at the command console?"

"No way. Me, commanding Land Combat? I’d kill us all in five minutes. It’s a hundred times better with Alan running the show. My specialty is strictly orbital."

Taro gave an exaggerated shrug and clumsily finished assembling his Shielded Machine Gun. He braced it so only the barrel poked over the edge. He didn't even need to peek; the camera mounted on the muzzle sent a perfectly clear—and perfectly terrifying—view straight to his HUD.

"You’re not exactly a ‘long life expectancy’ kind of President, are you? I like your spirit, though," Hogan chuckled. He plucked a Hand Grenade from a nearby crate and tossed it with the casual flick of a man throwing a crumpled paper ball.

"Whoa... as expected of a Cyborg," Taro gawked. "Just how far did that thing go?"

The grenade soared through the air like it had been launched from a catapult. It detonated in the distance, showering the area in shrapnel and neatly dismantling the limbs of several WIND.

"Doing stuff like this is how I justify my paycheck," Hogan said. "I’m not a big-brain leader like the Captain, and I don’t have her raw output, but I can throw things."

He continued to rain down Hand Grenades. In his hands, the improvised explosives—barely more than blasting caps and powder—might as well have been a battery of mortars.

"Wait, didn't you say your body was eighty percent machine? Is Phantom just a newer model or something?"

Taro started laying down fire as he talked. His Heavy Machine Gun didn't have the fire rate of a Sentry Gun, but the sheer caliber was enough to punch through WIND armor. Every hit sent chunks of metal flying, and a lucky burst could sever a limb entirely.

"Nah, it’s not like that. The Captain is... different. She’s not motor-driven. Her whole body is—Whoops, that’s a bad one!"

SMACK. 

Taro’s face met the floor again. His suit absorbed the brunt of it, but the suddenness of the impact left him seeing stars.

"What was that—"

Before Taro could finish his complaint, his entire world turned white. A violent shockwave rattled his bones, and a muffled scream escaped his lips inside the helmet.

"Damn, those bugs are packing some serious heat," Hogan spat, already back to chucking grenades. 

Taro blinked, trying to clear his vision, and realized the armor plating around their position was warped and blackened. 

"Did I... get hit? Hands? Check. Feet? Check. Head? Still attached. Am I leaking?"

He began frantically patting himself down in a daze. Hogan gave Taro’s helmet a playful thwack. "The suit can handle it as long as it isn't a direct hit," he laughed.

"Well, depending on the range, anyway. See that big bastard over there? That’s the one sniping us. He's out of my throwing range... CAPTAIN! Take that oversized cockroach out!"

The moment Hogan shouted, the head of a WIND—one significantly bulkier than the rest—exploded as if it had been struck by a divine hammer. Taro looked back toward the watchtower and saw a silhouette braced behind a massive rifle. It was likely Phantom; she was swaying with a rhythmic, ghostly motion, dancing between the incoming beams.

"...You could gather two thousand Imperial Land Combat Soldiers and they still wouldn't stand a chance against her."

"Hey now, the Imperial boys were plenty good. Even the Captain said she never wants to fight them again."

Taro crawled back to his Machine Gun, checked the vitals, and resumed spraying lead at the advancing swarm. Alan’s voice periodically barked orders into his ear, designating priority targets and sectors, which Taro tried to balance alongside the automated Sentry Gun fire.

"The vanguard is toast!" Taro yelled.

[GOOD WORK. THE SOUTH SIDE IS ABOUT TO BE COMPLETELY ENCIRCLED. REDIRECT ALL SENTRY FIRE THERE.]

"On it. I'm running low on ammo, so I'm going dark on the north side, okay?"

[UNDERSTOOD. MOVE WITH HOGAN TO THE NORTH-NORTHWEST. WE’RE LOSING INTEL FROM THAT SECTOR, LIKELY DUE TO CASUALTIES.]

"Roger that! Man, it feels weird having our roles reversed!"

"Haha! A little field work is good for the soul. Now move, move, move!"

"Yeah, yeah. You know, being a slave-driver is a great way to make your subordinates hate—BUFO!?"

Taro had tried to stand up while pulling his gun back and was promptly tackled into the dirt for the third time. He gave a sheepish "my bad" gesture to Hogan, who was slowly shaking his head, and decided to stay low. He began a clumsy, ungraceful belly-crawl away from the ledge. It was a pathetic sight, but in this chaos, nobody was laughing.

"Mr. President, you really aren't built for this. Just stay glued to my ass and follow me."

Hogan sounded genuinely exasperated. Taro gave a weak, wry smile. "I’m starting to agree with you," he whispered, tailing the cyborg. 

The rooftop was a masterpiece of pure, unadulterated carnage. Beams crisscrossed overhead in a lethal light show. People were screaming, ammo was being lugged, and medics were dragging the wounded. The Rising Sun Temporary Land Combat Unit—a ragtag mix of Phantom’s pros and Bella’s Security Department—was throwing everything they had into the meat grinder.

"........."

Taro passed an Armed Suit lying motionless on the floor. The helmet was crushed inward like a soda can. He didn't want to think about what the person inside looked like now. He just kept moving.

Why am I...

Why am I doing this? The thought started to form, but he bit it back. He couldn't go there. Not now.

"They're the lucky ones, Mr. President," Hogan said, his voice devoid of doubt. "There are people who die for no reason at all, just starving in the dark. If you go out fighting for your comrades, that’s about as good a death as you can hope for, right?"

Taro glanced at him and gave a small shrug as they ran. "Maybe. You’re probably right. But as the guy who actually sent them here to die, it’s a bit more complicated for me."

"Hmph. I wouldn't know. I’ve never been the one at the top. But guys like you have to do the math on lives, don't you? Sacrificing the few to save the many. You just gotta make your peace with it."

"......Yeah. A certain dog bastard told me the exact same thing once."

"Dog bastard?"

"Nothing. Forget I said anything."

They reached their destination. Taro, determined not to fail a third time, stayed flat on his stomach as he neared the edge.

"We’re here to provide cover! Give us a sitrep! We heard the intel was—"

Taro set up his gun next to a man already stationed at the perimeter. When he didn't get a reply, he turned his head.

"......GYAHH!?"

He recoiled, a primal scream tearing from his throat. The soldier’s head had been impaled through the helmet by something incredibly sharp, leaving the armor twisted and mangled. Bright red blood was geysering out of the puncture wound.

"PRESIDENT!! WATCH OUT!!"

Taro felt a massive hand grab him and hurl him backward. He skidded ten meters across the roof, sparks flying from his suit, stopping just inches away from a lethal plunge over the far edge.

"Whoa—I’m gonna fall! I’m gonna die! C-Could you be a little more gentle next ti—eh?"

Standing over Hogan was a three-meter-tall mechanical nightmare. It looked like a four-legged praying mantis made of cold steel. It raised needle-like talons, swaying them with a fluid, organic grace that no machine should possess.

"......N-No way. No way, no way, no way. The enemy is still hundreds of yards out. How did it—"

Taro crawled back to the edge and looked down.
He stopped breathing. His jaw hit the floor.

"......Are you kidding me?"

Right next to the Ladder Base, the ground had been torn open by an unnaturally large hole.
And from that darkness, an endless stream of WIND was pouring out, leaping directly onto the base walls.



Author's Note: Updates might be a little slow for a bit, please bear with me!
Chapter 179

[ENEMY INTRUSION! ENEMY INTRUSION!]

There was absolutely no technical reason to scream out loud to trigger an alarm through BISHOP, but Teiro did it anyway. Watching countless WIND units stabbing their limbs into the walls of the Ladder Base and scuttling up the exterior like metal cockroaches was the literal definition of a nightmare.

“TEIRO, THERE’S STILL PLENTY OF DISTANCE BETWEEN YOU AND THE ENEMY. ARE YOU SURE THIS ISN’T A FALSE ALARM?”

Alan’s voice crackled through the comms, sounding more annoyed than panicked. 

“It’s a hole! There’s a giant hole in the ground!” Teiro shrieked. He heard the distinct sound of a tongue clicking over the speaker.

“IT’S ONLY BEEN FIFTEEN MINUTES… DAMN IT! I’M SENDING PHANTOM’S ENTIRE SQUAD TO YOUR POSITION. PRESIDENT, GET OUT OF THERE RIGHT NOW! RUN!”

“Run? Run where?! How?!”

Steel monstrosities were already blocking his path home. At a glance, they seemed hyper-focused on Hogan, but Teiro wasn't about to stick around to poll them on their target preferences.

“If I go around the other side—”

He spun around to circle the tower housing the main gun, only to find himself nose-to-nose with a WIND that had just crested the wall. Teiro forgot how to breathe. He fumbled frantically at his back, his hands snagging on his gear three times before he finally managed to level his rifle at the thing.

“U-Uwaaaaaaaaah!!”

He squeezed the trigger and didn't let go.

Flames and muzzle flashes erupted in a frantic strobe light of violence, the recoil rattling his teeth. His wide, terrified eyes captured the WIND performing a clumsy, jagged dance of death until its leg joints shattered, sending it tumbling back into the abyss beyond the wall.

“Hah… hah…”

His legs were jelly. His trigger finger was so locked with tension that he literally had to use his left hand to pry it back into a neutral position. It took him a second to realize he’d managed to empty the entire magazine in roughly three seconds. He fumbled to swap it out, hands shaking like he was holding a live wire.

“HEY, TEIRO! THE SENTRY GUNS HAVE STOPPED FIRING! DO SOMETHING!”

Alan’s voice barked again. Teiro jumped so hard he sent his fresh magazine clattering onto the floor.

“I—I know! I’m on it!”

Teiro dropped to his knees, scrambling for the ammo. A shadow flickered across the ground, and something whistled over his head at Mach speed. 

He looked up. A WIND was currently having a mid-life crisis three feet above him, struggling desperately to pull its hooked hand out of the masonry it had accidentally embedded it in. Teiro decided he really didn't want to know the physics of how that had happened.

“…………”

Despite the frantic thrum of the Sentry Guns restarting nearby, his brain was entirely occupied by the apex predator of the galaxy currently dangling in front of him. Is this what true terror feels like? a strangely calm part of his mind wondered. The kind where you just… stop working?

Ah, so this is where I die?

The WIND finally ripped its scythe-hand free, wobbling precariously as it pivoted toward him. It tilted its tiny, disproportionate head for a fraction of a second, then raised its massive blade high for the killing blow.

“Hogan, keep the President safe.”

A shot rang out. The WIND’s raised elbow vanished in a spray of sparks and shrapnel, its limb falling to the floor under the cold command of gravity. The creature staggered, miraculously stabilizing itself on its four remaining legs, but a split second later, each of those legs was systematically dismantled at the joint.

“Aye, aye, sir! Consider him kept! Sorry, President, we’re taking a little detour.”

Suddenly, Teiro felt himself being hoisted into the air. He stared blankly at Hogan’s face as the cyborg leaned in, then caught a glimpse of Phantom standing further back—the man who had just surgically deconstructed the WIND’s mobility.

“When they’re like this, they’re almost cute… No, never mind. At best, it’s a grotesque lawn ornament.”

Phantom strolled forward with the casual grace of a man taking a Sunday walk, lifted the limbless hunk of metal, and tossed it over the edge of the roof like he was taking out the trash.

“Strike, Captain?” someone asked.

“No, there are too many pins for that. Let’s hope for a few spares from orbit.”

Phantom shrugged, nonchalantly sliding fresh rounds into the handgun he always kept tucked away as if he hadn't just defied the laws of combat. Behind him, more WIND began pouring over the roof’s edge, their massive frames all swiveling toward the lone sniper.

“This is bad… I have to help him!”

Teiro summoned every ounce of his meager courage and tried to lung forward. Instead, he felt a massive tug on his collar as Hogan dragged him in the exact opposite direction.

“Not to be a killjoy, President, but you’d just be in the way. Leave this to us Enhanced Infantry.”

Hogan’s voice was patronizingly gentle. Teiro was about to protest until he saw what was happening behind them.

Phantom was dancing. He swayed and dipped through the air, loading his weapon with rhythmic, fluid motions. The WIND scythes—blades that could slice through reinforced steel—cut nothing but oxygen. To Teiro, it looked like the monster was missing on purpose; it was that absurd. Phantom wove through the swarm, finally leveled his handgun, and unleashed six shots with the fire rate of a heavy machine gun. 

Six WIND froze instantly. Their heads were gone, and the bullets seemed to have triggered secondary internal explosions that turned their torsos into scrap metal.

“...No. No way. That’s cheating,” Teiro muttered to himself while being dragged away. That wasn't a human feat. That was a glitch in the simulation.

“Please don’t ever ask me to copy that,” Hogan grumbled. “It’s physically impossible.”

“You say that, but aren't all Enhanced Infantry supposed to be… wait, okay, put me down. I can walk.”

“If you say so. Look, if every cyborg were a monster like the Captain, the entire Land Combat division would just be three guys and a dog. The reality is, he’s a freak of nature. Right?”

“Well… when you put it that way… I guess the title of 'Strongest in the Galactic Empire' isn't just marketing,” Teiro said with a strained, twitchy smile. He had the same thought now that he’d had when he first hired the man: Why the hell is he working for me? With skills like that, he could have been a god in any military or corporation.

“Yeah, he’s something else. But he’s not invincible. Even the Captain can’t solo this many forever. I give him ten minutes, tops.”

Phantom’s subordinates were already sprinting past them into the fray. Teiro watched them go, thinking that surviving ten minutes in that blender was already a miracle, but then the weight of those words hit him. 

“This is a disaster… we have to get everyone out!”

The defense of Ladder Base was officially a bust. The enemy was spawning at a rate that defied logic. Subtracting the time it would take to activate Operation Aurora from the ten minutes Phantom could buy… they were five minutes short of not being slaughtered.

“Alan! Alan! The defense has failed! Order a total withdrawal!”

“...UNDERSTOOD. ISSUING BREAKOUT ORDERS TO THE TANK UNIT. EVERYONE HAS FIVE MINUTES TO CLEAR THE BASE! ANYONE LEFT BEHIND WILL BE DELETED ALONG WITH THE FACILITY BY THE DETONATION CODE!”

Alarms blared across the base, and Teiro’s helmet display washed red with warning symbols. Biting back a surge of bitter regret, he sprinted toward the underground passage. He wanted to help guide the evacuation, wanted to stall for time, but he had a more critical job.

“Teiro! Are you okay? Are you hurt?!”

Inside the tunnel, he spotted Marl amidst the sea of retreating staff. She lunged at him, patting down his Armed Suit to check for holes.

“I’m fine, I’m fine! No holes. But we have to move. We’re the only ones who can authorize the Detonation Code and the Information Disposal.”

“I know… but God, this sucks. I can’t believe it’s ending like this.”

“It’s not your fault. We had zero intel and no time. If it’s any consolation, we did better than we had any right to.”

“I guess… Hey, we’re heading for the NASA headquarters by tank, right?”

“That’s the Evacuation Plan. But honestly? We might just have to keep driving on the surface. If those things are this thick, I don't know if the NASA Underground City will hold, and—”

“Are you saying we might be leading them straight to the refugees?”

“...Yeah. Something like that. We’ll have to play it by ear. Honestly, I’m just glad the tanks are faster than those things.”

“So we just keep running while the guys upstairs bomb them into oblivion? It’s a battle of attrition, then. But Teiro, that Operation Aurora of yours… it’ll actually work, right?”

“Trust me. Back on Earth, it was all over the news. I forget exactly when, but it’s legit.”

“Hmm. Theoretically, I see it, but it feels so… unreal. I don't think anyone ever anticipated having to fight a ground war on a planet.”

“Probably not. You don't study naval tactics in a world without water. The concept doesn't even exist… Still, five minutes short… Damn it!”

Teiro cursed the five-minute gap between victory and annihilation as they reached the base’s nerve center. To prevent any accidental triggers or hacking, the Self-Destruct Procedure and Information Disposal had to be initiated manually from the primary terminal.

“Hey, Koume. Good work. Running ops for everyone must’ve been a nightmare.”

He used his Executive Card Key to enter the control room. Koume emerged from a specialized EMP-shielded sheet and gave a solemn nod.

“Not at all, Mr. Teiro. Compared to the roof, this was paradise. Are we here for the Detonation Code and Information Disposal?”

“You’re a lifesaver, Koume-chan. Make it quick.”

“Understood, Mr. Teiro. Commencing Detonation Code entry and total Information Terminal erasure. Is this acceptable?”

Teiro opened his mouth to say "yes," but the words died in his throat.

The Orbital Satellite Elevator was a monument to wasted billions. If the base was lost, the financial hit would be catastrophic. Worse, Rising Sun had steamrolled over every objection to this project using their secret Earth-search mission as leverage. The political fallout would be radioactive. And the men he’d lost… it was too much to swallow.

“Five minutes… No, even three… just give me something to stop those bastards…”

He scowled, his face contorted with a mix of rage and grief. He stood there, wasting precious escape seconds, until he suddenly snapped his head up.

“...Hey, Marl. That main gun on the roof. Is it ready for another shot?”

“I mean, yeah, but what’s the point? It’ll just scramble their formation for a second.”

“No, I’m not aiming at their formation. I’m aiming at—”

Teiro pointed straight at the ceiling.

“The roof. Set the shells to zero-range detonation and let ‘em rip. I don't care if the turret blows up. Just blast everything right on top of us!”
Episode 180

The moment the Ladder Base was swallowed by a blinding flash and a wall of fire, Heinlein—watching from the cramped interior of his tank—felt a cold wave of despair. This was it. The absolute worst-case scenario. The facility had been blown to kingdom come.

"……I see. So that’s how it is," he muttered, his voice cracking with a mix of awe and annoyance. "What a reckless maniac. He actually fired that thing at point-blank range?"

As the white smoke and grit began to settle, the Ladder Base emerged, still stubbornly standing. It was a miracle—or rather, a very violent calculation. Several theories flashed through Heinlein’s mind, but the answer arrived when a subordinate pointed out the glaring absence of the main turret. 

"Is the base even structurally sound after that?!" the driver shouted from below Heinlein’s feet. "The entire neighborhood just got deleted!"

"Hell if I know," Heinlein snapped, cranking his optical zoom to its limit. 

But he must have figured the math worked out before he pulled the trigger, he thought. All personnel were safely underground, and the facility’s shield was rated for high-yield impact. If they were going to scrap the place anyway, they might as well go out with a bang. Still, who looks at a multi-billion credit facility and decides the core is the only part worth keeping? Only a madman treats a base like a disposable coffee cup.

The camera feed confirmed the carnage: the rooftop was a barren wasteland. The defense batteries, the shipping containers, the specialized sensors—it had all been scrubbed clean. Literally everything not protected by the central shield had been vaporized along with the turret.

"But hey, that includes the WIND too, doesn't it?" Heinlein smirked. "Alright, boys, charge as ordered! We might actually survive this mess!"

He slammed a command through BISHOP to the Tiger Squad. The tanks surged forward in a horizontal line, full throttle. Countless WIND—some twitching, some reduced to scrap—littered the ground, but Heinlein didn't care. He drove right over them.

"Trying to solve ground pressure issues with multiple legs? Not a bad effort, but you needed a bit more 'oomph' in the engineering department."

It was a basic law of physics: heavy things sink. The WIND had tried to cheat gravity with extra legs and flat contact pads, likely prioritizing agility in tunnels or complex terrain.

"Break through! Who cares if we hit them! Buy us every second you can!"

Compared to the WIND's elegant legs, the sheer weight supported by the tanks' crawler tracks was in a different league entirely. In a collision, mass wins. The tanks didn't just fight the enemy; they mowed them down like lawn ornaments. Thirty percent of the vehicles had already run dry on shells, but that didn't stop them—those tanks simply took point, using their hulls as battering rams.

"Another one’s gone! It’s Leon's unit!"

"I figured," Heinlein grunted. "We aren't going to get any mercy from these bugs."

The casualties mounted. Tanks were swarmed, pinned down, flipped like turtles, or riddled with holes until they stopped moving. But Heinlein didn't stop. He pushed forward with a suicidal focus. By the time the tank unit poured into the gap cleared by the main gun’s self-destruction, he had sacrificed fourteen vehicles and the lives of the men inside—but he had secured a perfect defensive line.

"Alright, this is the climax! We just need to hold for ten minutes! Give ‘em hell!"

The battle devolved into a disgusting, muddy brawl—a meat-grinder of steel versus bio-machinery.



"No, no, no! We can just build a new base later! There’s no reason to go on a suicide mission!"

The Ladder Base was a ghost town, a hollow shell of its former self. Most of the staff had already vanished into the evacuation tunnels. Near the parked transport vehicles, Taro was frantically trying to play the voice of reason, attempting to stop Phantom’s group from heading back to the surface.

"Nn. It’s not that simple, President," Phantom said, his voice flat. "If the facility falls, you lose your standing. Besides… No, we’ll talk later. Every second is a luxury we don't have."

Phantom checked his weapon, and with his eight remaining cyborgs—the squad having been whittled down from ten—he began the grim climb back up the stairs.

"I mean, sure, but… wait! Hogan! Tell him he’s being crazy!" 

Taro spotted Hogan in the group and reached out as if the man were his last tether to sanity. Hogan stopped and looked back.

"Relax, Mr. President. We’re just heading up to play for time. Don't worry about us; we can run as fast as a car if things get hairy. Just get your butt to the extraction point."

Hogan gently patted Taro’s reaching hand away and turned to follow his commander.

"……Oh, one more thing, Mr. President."

Hogan paused at the top of the stairs, looking back one last time.

"The Captain, me, the whole squad… we’re a little more fired up about this than usual. You could say we're acting 'out of character.' We’re usually the calm, professional types, see?"

He reached into a tactical pouch on his suit and pulled out a small, frayed piece of cloth. Taro zoomed in with his helmet’s HUD. It was a sleeve insignia, beautifully embroidered with the NASA emblem.

"The Captain, me… we’re all the same. We’re just like the guys from NASA."

Hogan’s voice dropped to a low, somber tone as he tossed the scrap of cloth toward Taro. Taro caught it reflexively.

"What’s that supposed to mean?" Taro asked, looking up.

Hogan waited a beat, then gave a sharp, jagged grin.

"We’re all former Outsiders."



A translucent sphere floated on the Tactical Screen—a digital ghost of Planet Nuke. Around it, tiny white points of light drifted with deceptive slowness. In reality, those dots were screaming through the void at dozens of times the speed of sound. Bella watched them without blinking.

"The three irregular units have finished their orbital corrections. All 144 thermonuclear warheads are now locked into their designated orbital paths."

Bella’s aide delivered the report with crisp, military efficiency. Bella didn't even turn her head. She just nodded once and tapped the ash from her cold, dead cigar.

"I really hate atmospheres," Bella sighed. "You have to be so delicate just to drop a few warheads on a target. Don't you think it’s a bit ridiculous?"

Despite her casual tone, her eyes were sharp enough to cut glass. The aide, keeping her eyes on the screen, followed the glowing trails.

"Fleet-grade weaponry is designed for the vacuum, ma'am. This is… unconventional. Though, if we’d had another week with Miss Marl, I’m sure she could have built us something much more elegant."

"That girl is a freak of nature. Give her a wrench and some scrap, and she’s probably the best engineer in the galaxy," Bella said, reaching for a case of premium cigars Taro had gifted her. She set it on the desk. Each one was individually wrapped—her "victory" smokes. She’d only broken the seal twice before: once for Dingo, and once for Enzio. 

She looked up at the massive screen as the cameras shifted to a direct feed of the planet below.

[OPERATION AURORA FINAL PHASE: COUNTDOWN INITIATED. 10 SECONDS REMAINING. 9, 8, 7...]

The bridge lights dimmed as the announcement echoed through the ship. The lack of light didn't help the targeting computers, but it was a theatrical touch Bella insisted on. If she was going to record the results, she wanted the cinematography to be top-notch.

"5, 4, 3…… Engage Operation Aurora Final Phase. Drop 'em."

The moment the counter hit zero, the haphazard points of light snapped into a perfect, geometric grid surrounding the planet. They fired their guidance thrusters at 100% output, plunging toward the atmosphere in unison.

"…………Now that," Bella whispered, "is a show."

The exposure on the screen adjusted as the planet went dark. Then, at 144 distinct points, miniature suns ignited. It was a planetary-scale light show—a grid of nuclear fusion. Bella leaned back, letting out a breath of pure wonder.

"Boss, the President was right," the aide said, her voice hushed. "It’s an aurora."

The massive radiation from the high-altitude bursts sent the planet's magnetic field into a violent frenzy, triggering a stunning physical phenomenon. As the initial flashes faded, a titanic, shimmering aurora swallowed the globe. Planet Nuke, once a dull and dusty rock, was suddenly draped in ethereal ribbons of neon blue and emerald green. The light rippled like water, interfering and surging in complex waves. It was the most beautiful thing Bella had ever seen in all her years of stargazing.

"…………Success," Bella said, sounding satisfied. She sank into her seat and finally began to unwrap a fresh cigar. "Good work, everyone. Take a breather."

A high-altitude nuclear explosion generates a massive, wide-range EMP. 

A single warhead can fry electronics for thousands of kilometers. Bella had used 144 torpedoes to encircle the entire world.

On that day, eighty percent of Planet Nuke’s surface was electronically scorched to a crisp.

To the WIND hiding deep underground, this meant nothing.

To the people of NASA, it was equally irrelevant.

But for every mechanical organism on the surface, the "show" was the last thing they would ever be permitted to think about.
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Chapter 181: The Banner of the Rising Sun

"Back on Earth, there was this one time a country right next to Japan claimed they had nukes, and man, it was a whole thing. I forget the name, but they were definitely on the 'Do Not Invite to Parties' list... Whoa, that last bang was a big one."

A sharp crack echoed from somewhere in the distance. Taro lay flat on his back in the rear seat of the Chi-Ha armored vehicle, silently praying that the sound meant another WIND unit had just been turned into scrap metal. 

"Most people were terrified the things would actually fall on their heads," Taro continued, staring at the ceiling. "The news was full of experts talking about radiation radiuses, blast zones, shockwaves, and how maybe we’d be okay because their aim sucked. But honestly? All of that was total crap. You don’t drop a nuclear warhead on the ground. Blast waves? Shockwaves? You’re never gonna see ‘em."

Taro squeezed his brain, trying to wring a few more droplets of data from his sponge-like memories.

"High-altitude nuclear explosions, right? So, basically, the way we’re using them now is the proper way... though saying there's a 'proper' way to use nukes feels a bit gross. Maybe 'effective' is better?"

Marl glanced back from the passenger seat. She was still sealed inside her Armed Suit, just in case. Koume was behind the wheel, similarly armored up. In this environment, the suit’s Anti-Electronic Attack Function was basically the only thing keeping their brains from being fried by the lingering interference.

"Depends on the goal, I guess. It’s the Compton Effect, if I remember right. Look, you and the girls probably know the physics better than I do. The point is, you pop a nuke at high altitude, and you get an EMP that hammers everything in a thousand-kilometer radius. When your hit-zone is that massive, aim literally doesn't matter. You just need to get it 'up there.' You lie and say it's a satellite launch passing over a neighbor’s house, and then—boom—you’ve just deleted their entire electrical grid."

Taro closed his eyes, trying to conjure the streets of his old hometown. He wasn't even sure if the image in his head was real or some half-remembered movie scene, but he felt a weird twinge of nostalgia anyway.

"No fireballs, no wind. Just every electronic device within a thousand miles turning into a paperweight. PCs, cars, planes in mid-air, hospital gear... if it isn't shielded, it's dead. The power grid vanishes. Communications go silent. Total infrastructure collapse. The buildings stay standing, but since you can’t move food anymore, everyone starves. Honestly, it probably kills dozens of times more people than a ground-level hit ever could."

Taro let out a dry, self-mocking chuckle and sat up. He checked the monitor displaying the view from the front of the vehicle. Light was finally filtering in. We must be at the exit of the escape tunnel.

"Forget the history lesson. What about the Base? If the Ladder Base is toast, we lose the game."

Taro popped the hatch of the Chi-Ha and leaned out, squinting through the grit at the distant silhouette of the facility.

"Aw, hell! It’s a mess! Look at that place! It looks like someone took a point-blank shot at it with a beam cannon!"

Marl’s voice drifted up from the cabin, dry as the desert outside. "That would be because you were the one who shot it, genius. Remember? Point-blank? With a beam cannon?"

The Ladder Base was a wreck—scarred, battered, and looking like it had been through a trash compactor. But from this distance, it at least seemed to be standing. Whether its delicate internal mechanisms for the Orbital Satellite Elevator still worked, however, was anyone’s guess.

"...................."

Taro watched the facility in tense silence. The sandstorm made everything a blurry mess, but he kept hoping to see something. Even seeing a WIND soldier would be better than this agonizing uncertainty—at least then he’d know they’d lost. He’d hoped he’d incinerated every last one of the bastards on the surface, but he knew the ones hiding underground were probably crawling out of the woodwork right about now.

"............Ah."

A tiny sound escaped his throat. Something was moving on the roof.

"What? Move over, let me see!"

"Hey, hold on! It looked like something moved... Wait, quit it! Two people can't fit in here!"

Marl tried to wedge herself into the hatch beside him. Since both were wearing bulky Armed Suits, there was zero "romantic" physical contact—just the awkward, metallic clanging of two giant canned hams trying to share a single hole. Taro twisted his body, trying to find a way to make room while wondering if he should be annoyed or relieved about the lack of tactile sensation.

"Move! I can’t see a thing!" Marl complained.

"I’m telling you, it’s dangerous! The underground units might have breached the roof!"

Despite the bickering, both of them kept their eyes glued to the facility. Taro narrowed his eyes inside his helmet, trying to force his HUD to zoom in further.

"............Yeah. I definitely see something."

Several black shapes were swaying on the roof. They flickered irregularly against the sky. Taro’s first thought was that they were WIND units looking for a way inside, but as he watched, the movement changed.

"............Yes!"

His heart did a backflip. He threw both hands up in the air. The shapes on the roof gathered in one spot and began to hoist a long, rectangular object. It caught the wind, fluttering violently.

"We did it! Marl, look! We did it!"

The fabric whipped frantically in the sandstorm. Despite the grit and the distance, the design was unmistakable. It was a logo Taro knew better than his own face.

"I see it! I see it! We actually won!" Marl screamed.

"We won! Suck it, you overgrown calculators! We won!"

Both of them stood half-out of the hatch, throwing their arms up in a "Banzai" pose. They hugged each other—or rather, their suits clanked together with a sound like a car crash—and roared with joy. They stayed like that for quite a while, mostly because they had managed to wedge themselves so tightly into the hatch that they eventually had to be pried out by a squad of Cyborgs.

Waving proudly over the battered roof of the Ladder Base was a flag bearing a logo styled after the Hinomaru. It was the Rising Sun Corp Flag.



The roof of the Ladder Base, previously a scorched wasteland, was rapidly becoming crowded again. Shipping containers were being dropped into place, materials were being stacked high, and scaffolding for repairs was already rising into the sky. Staff members swarmed the area with the kind of frantic energy usually reserved for the middle of a firefight.

"Stay sharp! There are still hostiles underground! And hey! Put that sentry gun repair on the back burner! We don't have any ammo for the damn things anyway!"

Alan was barking orders like a man possessed, and the staff were scrambling to keep up. They carried weapons in one hand and tools in the other, their faces a mix of exhaustion and the light-footedness that only comes with survival.

[LADDER ADHESION CONFIRMED. FIFTEEN SECONDS TO JOINT LOCK...]

Koume’s cool, synthetic voice rang out over the base’s speakers. Every worker on the roof stopped what they were doing and looked up. The Coupling Mechanism—the heart of the entire facility—began to hum, generating a massive surge of plasma and magnetic force. It reached out into the sky, snagging the "Ladder" that had been drifting aimlessly in the upper atmosphere.

[...THREE... TWO... ONE... COUPLING COMPLETE.]

The connection between the ground and the stars was restored. A roar of triumph went up from the facility. People were cheering, dancing, and hugging. Alan was still screaming at everyone to keep their guard up, but absolutely no one was listening to him.

"When you look at it like this, it’s almost poetic," Phantom remarked. He was standing on a corner of the roof, his eyes scanning the horizon for trouble. 

"Totally," Taro replied, standing beside him. He dragged an empty crate over and sat down with a heavy sigh of relief. "It finally feels like we actually pulled it off. We kept it safe."

"At a high cost. But yes, it was worth it." 

Taro thought of the men they’d lost and offered a silent prayer. Phantom’s short, clipped response was all the eulogy Taro needed.

"Do you think those things will come back?" Taro asked, looking down at the ground. The sand was already burying the remains of the explosion that had cleared the surface, hiding the holes where the WIND had emerged.

"Who knows? If I were a betting man, though? I’d put my money on 'no.'" Phantom was idly fiddling with a set of dog tags—likely belonging to one of his fallen "Outsiders."

"I like that answer. You got a reason for it, or are you just being a sunshine-and-rainbows kind of guy?"

"I don't know about 'rainbows,' but think about it. Even a buggy, malfunctioning AI can understand when a place is a deathtrap. We haven't seen a single one of them since Operation Aurora began. They have enough logic to avoid a slaughterhouse."

"Fair enough. I’ll take it. Better than wondering when the next wave is gonna pop up."

"It’s more than just a guess, Taro," Phantom said with a faint smirk. "They’re tactical. They’ve been harassing NASA for years with calculated moves. To them, we just revealed an 'Unknown Superweapon.' They aren't going to make another big move until they’ve figured out how to counter it."

"Counters, huh? That sounds like a headache."

"Don't lose sleep over it. At least for the ground units, independently developing a counter for our ECM is effectively impossible. An EMP is one thing, but our ECM?"

"Wait, really? Why?"

"The EMP from the nukes is just radiation-based electromagnetic waves. They can probably figure out how to shield against that by reverse-engineering the gear they stole from NASA. It might take them a few years, but it’s doable."

"Right, NASA has nukes and power plants, so their stuff is already hardened against EMPs."

"Exactly. But the Carrier-based ECM is a different beast entirely. Taro, do you know what those units emit instead of standard radio waves?"

"Well, I live with a gear-head and a girl who literally is a computer, so... Oh. I get it. Yeah, they're screwed."

"Precisely. Those units utilize Drive Particles. There isn't a single other piece of technology on Planet Nuke that uses Drive Particles besides our own equipment. For the WIND to invent that from scratch? They’d need thousands, maybe tens of thousands of years of R&D."

"So as long as we keep churnin' out ECM Generators and don't let the enemy steal one, we're golden?"

"The outlook for Planet Nuke is looking very bright indeed. Tanks for the offense, ECM for the defense. With those two pillars, humanity is going to win this war sooner rather than later."

Phantom gave a sharp nod and gestured toward the horizon with his thumb.

"Of course, tanks and ECM only work where there's room to breathe. We’re going to have to tell the NASA folks that it’s time to pack their bags. Their future isn't in a hole in the ground—it's out here."
Episode 182
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"Yo, Marl! How’s it looking on your end? Smooth sailing?"

Taro called out to Marl as he spotted her in a corridor near the base of the Orbital Satellite Elevator on Planet Nuke. She looked genuinely distressed, clutching a stack of documents like they were a death warrant.

"Ah, Teiro. You’re just the person I wanted to see. I need to talk to you about our next steps. How about we discuss it over lunch?"

Marl sighed, tapping the papers in her hand with an expression of pure exhaustion. Taro had just wrapped up a meeting with Alan and Phantom regarding the core tenets of the New Ladder Base Defense Plan, so he responded with a cheeky grin and a thumbs-up.

"Heh. I’m not such a saint that I’d turn down a lunch date with a beautiful woman."

"Save it and look at this. This is the budget outlook for the NASA Reconstruction Plan, and the numbers are... well, it’s not a joke. At this rate, we’re going to have to drag this through the Alliance Council."

An unexpected ignore?! ...No, wait, that’s not unexpected at all. That’s just her usual self.

"What are you muttering about? Come on, pick something."

Marl flicked her wrist as if swiping through the air. Instantly, a cafeteria menu was beamed to Taro’s [BISHOP] terminal. Most of it was standard Galactic Empire fare, but there were a few entries featuring Natural Food and dishes that had undergone some very strange, localized evolution within NASA.

"I mean, I’m getting used to these menus by now, but... whoa, hold on. I get the 'Daily Special,' and I get the 'Chef’s Recommendation,' but what the hell is 'Today’s Gamble'? That’s just wrong. And why is there a skull-and-crossbones icon next to it? I’m curious, but also freaking terrified."

"I have no idea. Why don’t you order it and find out?"

"Spoken like someone who doesn't have to eat it... Fine, let's call Alan. He’ll show up if I tell him it’s my treat."

"Oh, he’ll definitely come. I don’t know how he manages it, but he always seems to be broke. Should we invite Phantom too?"

"Are you kidding? Show me one person in this galaxy who actively wants to piss off the woman holding the leash to their life."

"Ah, so it’s a given that she’d be angry."

"I don't know for sure, but I’d rather not make a 'gamble' out of my survival."

The two arrived at the cafeteria, which was already teeming with the lunchtime rush, and headed toward seats where their pre-ordered meals were waiting. The place wasn't small, but since demand far outstripped supply, pre-ordering had become a mandatory survival skill. Sitting around waiting for your food was just a waste of seat-space.

"Personally, I don't mind that 'anticipation time' before the food comes out... Pardon me, coming through!"

Taro cut through the aisle, using a series of air-chopping karate motions to navigate around two men deep in conversation. The men looked back, initially annoyed, but their faces quickly shifted to masks of pure shock.

"ALL PERSONNEL, RISE! SALUTE THE COMMANDER!"

A roar erupted right in Taro’s ear.

"What the—?!" Taro ducked instinctively, bracing for an explosion. Instead, every single person in the cafeteria snapped to their feet and saluted with such perfect, mechanical synchronization it was almost creepy. Of course, because it was so sudden, there were casualties: one guy had a string of pasta dangling out of his mouth, and several others had clearly just baptized their shirts with their drinks.

"...Um, we actually decided that saluting in the cafeteria isn't necessary. Are you two new recruits?" Marl asked, looking embarrassed by the silence.

"SIR! YES, SIR! We were assigned to the Second Tank Regiment as of today! It is an absolute honor to meet the legendary Commander and Vice Commander!"

The recruit was practically vibrating with excitement. Marl shrugged and shot a look at Taro.

"Uh, yeah... hey. Nice to have you on board," Taro replied, giving a half-hearted return salute. He felt intensely awkward under the recruit’s gaze, which was filled with something dangerously close to worship.

"I’m sure you were drilled within an inch of your lives at Phantom’s Military Academy, but you really don't need to go that far. Besides, I guarantee you’ll be completely disillusioned after spending a month with this guy. Don't set your expectations too high. He's a virgin."

"Hey! I mean, I can't technically deny it, but could you maybe say it a bit nicer?! Also, the virgin thing has nothing to do with this!"

"And there you have it. That’s the vibe," Marl said, sounding completely unimpressed.

Marl remained perfectly poised while Taro fumed at her retort. Around them, a few veteran employees who had witnessed the exchange were hiding smirks behind their hands.

"No, well, how do I put this... we’ve heard many stories about how you two interact," the recruit said. "But even so, our respect remains unchanged. Your heroism during the Battle for the Ladder Base Defense Line was... oh, look! It’s on right now!"

The recruit turned toward a massive screen mounted on the cafeteria wall. Taro looked over, and his jaw nearly hit the floor. He grabbed two cups of tea from the table and tossed one to Marl, eyes glued to the screen.

"Move the Commando Platoon to the three o’clock position! Box them in with the Tank Unit!"

On the screen, a man with striking black hair strode across a set that looked like a high-budget CG recreation of Ladder Base. The guy was a devastatingly handsome youth, looking like he’d stepped straight out of a shoujo manga, exuding a majestic aura while Beams crisscrossed the air around him.

"Roger that, Commander! But leave this to us—get your ass moving and save the Princess!"

The speaker was a mountain of a man, easily over two meters tall and clad in a literal suit of muscle. The handsome black-haired lead gave a sharp nod to the gorilla-man and sprinted off.

"Out of my way! MOVE!"

Dozens of mechanical monstrosities—presumably WIND units—blocked his path. The hero dodged their attacks with impossible grace, accurately sniping their vitals with a handgun while barely slowing down.

"I’ve come for you! Are you safe?!"

The hero burst into a facility and scanned the room. There, in the center of a chamber filled with glowing terminals, he found a woman with a grievous wound on her back.

"Ah... you came... I’m... I'm okay..."

The woman gasped, looking pained. She was a beauty so radiant the term 'peerless' felt like an understatement. As the hero rushed to her side, she collapsed into his arms.

"I’m sorry I was late..."

"No... it’s okay. More importantly... is the surface safe?"

"Yes. It’ll all be over soon. Alan is in command now."

"I see... I’m glad. Hey... hold me tighter. I’m so cold..."

The woman’s face had gone pale, and she buried her head in the hero’s chest. He pulled her close.

"Ah... I love you, Teiro. Please... don't forget me..."

"Of course, Marl. I will never forget you. Not for all eternity."

In the real cafeteria, Taro projectile-vomited a fountain of tea. Beside him, Marl was doing the exact same thing, hacking and coughing violently.

"Abubaba—?! Wh-Wait a minute! What the hell is this?! Is that supposed to be us?!"

"Cough! Gah! Wh-Who gave them permission to make this?!"

The two of them rounded on the recruit, who was definitely not the person they should have been yelling at.

"It’s the most popular drama in the Alliance! The Truth of the Battle for Planet Nuke. It’s a forty-eight-hour epic masterpiece. You didn't know?"

"I DIDN'T KNOW! And why is the 'Teiro' on screen so damn handsome?! Look at me! I look like this!"

"What do you mean 'like this'?! Although... yeah, the real Marl is better. In that sense, the drama is definitely fiction. Though Alan—who was a total gorilla in that scene—was actually pretty spot on."

"Wh-What are you saying?! I mean... it’s not like I have a thing for handsome guys anyway..."

"Yeah, yeah, get a room, you two. I’m gonna start a damn coup. And what the hell was up with my character? I wasn't even human! A gorilla?! What planet did they even get that reference from?!"

A voice boomed from the cafeteria entrance. The duo turned to see Alan standing there, looking utterly done with life.

"I heard there was a free lunch, but I arrive to find a scene I wouldn't watch even if you paid me. Dammit, if I actually tried, I could get a girl or two—"

"Sh-Shut up! At least we're in the same boat! This drama is a travesty!"

"Y-Yeah! Exactly! Using our likenesses without permission is a crime! Look, let's just eat. It's still hot!"

Taro pulled out a chair for Alan. Muttering complaints under his breath, Alan sat down. Taro and Marl scrambled into their own seats, and with a habitual "Itadakimasu," they grabbed their silverware.

"Why does mine have a warming lid? What did you order for me?"

For some reason, only Alan’s plate was covered by a silver dome. He lifted it with a look of genuine excitement.

"..."

"..."

"..."

A heavy silence descended upon the three of them. Under the lid sat a perfectly ordinary-looking stew.

Damn, did he hit the jackpot? What would have happened if he'd lost?

Taro poked at his own food while keeping a wary eye on Alan’s plate. Marl was doing the same.

"Hmm... it’s just normal cafeteria food. You were acting so weird about treating me, I thought you’d rigged it with a prank or something."

Alan spoke casually as he took a bite. Taro flinched.

"D-Don't be stupid. You do a lot for us, so I figured I’d pay you back for once."

"Well, I appreciate it. I’ll enjoy—"

Alan froze. His eyes widened as he stared into the middle distance.

"A-Alan? You okay? Is it super spicy? Bitter? Sour? What?!"

"...I can see it."

"Huh?"

"I see it. I see everything. What is this? I’m... I’m about to reach the profound depths of the universe. No... I think I’ve already arrived."

"Wait, what? What are you talking about?! Alan?!"

"...Hey, Teiro. Can I ask you something?"

"Uh, yeah? What?"

"What are the Akashic Records?"

"NOOO! You’re not supposed to see those! CHEF! CHEEEEEF! Someone is about to achieve cosmic enlightenment from your cooking! He’s seeing things that shouldn't be seen!"

Taro screamed. A man who appeared to be the head chef emerged from the back of the kitchen. He glanced at the panicking group and muttered a single sentence.

"Oh. A winner."

"Why are you speaking in a monotone?! And it’s a winner?! Not a loser?! What did you put in there?! Also, what is that white powder in your hand?!"

"Don't know. Flour, maybe."

"NO! That 'flour' is definitely a controlled substance!"

Taro tried to snatch the powder (?) away while simultaneously restraining Alan, who was going in for another spoonful. However, Taro was no match for the elite physical specs of a Land Combat veteran. Alan shoved him aside like he was made of paper to get back to his stew.

"T-TANK UNIT! YOUR FIRST MISSION! RESTRAIN ALAN!"

"S-SIR! YES, SIR!"

The recruits pounced. But a mob of fresh-faced tank pilots was no match for a veteran. It was like a gag manga; recruits were being tossed through the air one after another.

"TEIRO! WHAT IS THE NECRONOMICON?!"

"STOOOOP! YOU DEFINITELY SHOULDN'T BE SEEING THAT!"

Alan continued to devour the stew. The tank soldiers continued to cling to him desperately.

The chaos lasted until Phantom finally arrived to restore order.



"Hey, Teiro. What are STAP cells? Alan was screaming about them while Phantom was dragging him away."

"I don't know, and I don't want to know. And I really don't want to know if they actually exist. But man... I didn't realize Alan was that strong. He’s a monster."

Taro muttered as he surveyed the wreckage of the cafeteria. The floor was a 'mountain of corpses'—the fallen recruits—and nurses were busy running around with first-aid kits.

"Maybe the 'flour' gave him a power-up?" Marl suggested, sounding bored.

"That’s not funny!" Taro snapped.

"We’re going to need to implement drug control laws soon... I’m honestly shocked that stuff was legal."

"Depends on the sector, but drugs are actually legal in most places. Anyway, Taro, about the future of Nuke."

"Eh? Oh, right. That’s why we came here. Did something bad happen?"

"No, nothing happened. It’s simpler than that. We don’t have the budget for immigration."

"Ah. Figures."

"Yeah. Housing for millions of people, the necessary defense grid, and the Tank Unit... we can't possibly fund that on our own. We’re talking a budget equivalent to building a new massive Space Station."

"Yikes. For real? Then we have no choice but to squeeze it out of the Alliance budget... but I can’t see the Council approving that."

Taro grimaced as he thought about the Alliance Council.

Planet Nuke was technically habitable, but only in the most literal, 'on-paper' sense. The easily accessible mineral resources had been stripped bare, leaving barely enough for internal use. There were no biological resources to export, and because they were Outsiders, they couldn't exactly set up a labor exchange. Even with the Orbital Satellite Elevator, transportation costs were still high compared to orbital stations. As an investment, it was a total lemon.

"Exactly. It’s going to be a hard sell. But if we want to search Nuke from top to bottom, we need a stable base of operations. Unless we want to spend the next twenty years on it."

"No way. We can't wait that long. Who knows when the WIND units might destroy the data regarding Earth... Dammit. I can’t think of a single argument for the Council other than an emotional plea."

"Councilors don't move on emotion. It might tip the scales in a close vote, but this isn't even a contest. They’ll all vote no."

"I know. To be honest, if I were them, I’d vote no too."

Redeveloping Nuke was a humanitarian effort, but there were other ways to help people. The RS Alliance territory was full of people living in poverty; it made more sense to spend that money where it would be most effective. If they were going to play favorites with NASA—and by extension, the goal of reaching Earth—they needed a rock-solid reason.

"..."

"..."

The two fell into a long, heavy silence.

The cafeteria was loud, but between the two of them, the quiet stretched on.

They later held a meeting at Rising Sun to brainstorm, but no one could come up with a satisfactory plan. Excluding the 'Ancient Heritage' angle, Planet Nuke simply lacked any charm.

However, in a surprising turn of events, a brilliant plan that would satisfy everyone was eventually discovered.

And it was found by the most unexpected person imaginable.



By the way, the bonuses for Volume 2 are as follows. If you’re interested, please check them out at the bookstores!


	Toranoana: 4-page leaflet (Sento: Women’s Bath Edition)

	Melonbooks: 4-page leaflet (Sento: Men’s Bath Edition)

	WonderGOO: Bromide


Chapter 183

I’m so sorry for the delay. Work has been a nightmare... Also, can someone tell me what a "year-end rush" is? Does it ever end?



It was a landscape carved by the relentless violence of eons—earth so rugged and jagged that a naked human could barely keep their footing. Winds howled with enough force to scour skin from bone. No matter how far one looked, the scenery never changed; endless sandstorms choked the horizon, blotting out both the sun and any hope of a decent view. The temperature hovered permanently below freezing, the oxygen was pathetically thin, and the radiation levels were high enough to make a Geiger counter scream.

Yet, to Sophia—born, bred, and bottled in the sterile confines of a Space Station—this desolate hellscape was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. Honestly, she had never dreamed that she’d actually set foot on planetary soil before she kicked the bucket.

But here she was, standing on the actual ground of Planet Nuke.

"Is the Great Outdoors really that fascinating, Miss Sophia? To Koume, the view appears to have changed exactly zero percent since three minutes ago."

The voice was mechanical, yet dripping with unmistakable sass. Sophia peeled her eyes away from the window to find a floating sphere hovering at the entrance of the staff breakroom.

"Hello, Koume-san. Well, you’re right, the scenery hasn't changed. It’s still just... a lot of sand."

The breakroom windows were originally designed to offer a panoramic view of the cosmic void. Since the Ladder Base had been cobbled together from repurposed spaceship hulls, the windows had remained—completely useless on a planet where the only thing to see was a beige wall of grit.

"But sometimes the wind shifts," Sophia said, her voice full of wonder. "The sand gets thinner, and it gets brighter, or darker. When you realize that’s all nature moving on its own... it’s just so mysterious."

Sophia walked over and gently scooped the little AI into her arms.

"Mysterious, you say? Matters of sensation and emotion are quite difficult for a logical AI like Koume to process."

The lamps on Koume’s spherical body flickered rhythmically. She gave a little wiggle in Sophia’s arms, tilting her sensors upward as if trying to simulate eye contact.

"Really? I feel like you’d understand better than most AIs, Koume-san..."

"Negative. Koume is no different, Miss Sophia. I am merely an AI that holds logical thought as the ultimate virtue. That said, I believe 'enjoying change' is a highly advanced intellectual activity reserved for higher organisms. If I were to summarize the feeling based on your data, it would be: 'Ah, the impermanence of all worldly things.'"

"The... im-perma-what? Sorry, I didn't quite catch that."

"It is quite alright, Miss Sophia. Koume knows the definition of the phrase, but I am currently using it without any understanding of its cultural weight. Even a 'Now and Young' AI like myself has her limits. The point is: a woman’s heart and the sky of Nuke are equally unstable. Therefore, one must simply enjoy the chaos."

"A-Ahaha..."

Sophia gave a strained laugh and set Koume down on the windowsill table. I knew you understood just fine, she thought about saying, but she bit her tongue. The sphere in front of her might have looked like a toy, but she was a Director of the Alliance—the powerhouse that controlled a third of the Alpha Region Space—and, more importantly, one of Sophia's bosses.

"Have you adjusted to the workload yet, Miss Sophia? I imagine it is a far cry from the scrap-heaps of the Wyoming Star System."

Koume kept her lamps pointed at the window. Sophia sat in a nearby chair, once again wondering: Is she really just an AI? This is the tenth time today I've questioned her humanity.

"Yes, I think I’m holding my own without causing too much trouble. The tools and equipment here are state-of-the-art, so there’s a lot to memorize. But I’m always with Rammy, and having a Daycare right here is a literal lifesaver."

"That is most excellent news. However, Koume feels a pang of pity that you must worry about a Daycare at your age. Though I suppose that 'young mother' aesthetic might appeal to humans with... very specific, questionable tastes."

"My brothers are NOT my children!"

"HAHAHA. I am aware, Miss Sophia. Now, shall we pivot to the actual reason for this meeting?"

Koume spun 360 degrees and locked her sensors onto Sophia.

"Koume has managed thousands of employees alongside Mr. Teiro and Miss Marl, but this is a first. To be blunt, I am at a loss. Miss Sophia, why on earth did you ask to return your wages?"

The sphere tilted to the side, mimicking human confusion perfectly.

"Why? Because it’s way too much! I can't possibly take that much money. It’s insane."

Sophia’s head spun just thinking about the number on her last paystub. Her first month’s salary as an official employee of Rising Sun was more than she’d earned in six months working for the Foreman back in Wyoming.

"While an ordinary CEO would weep tears of joy at a worker refusing pay, Koume cannot condone this. A worker has a strict obligation to receive appropriate compensation for their labor."

"An... obligation?"

"Correct. You are a member of the Salvage Department managed by Miss Marl. As a team leader, you oversee four staff members. You bear the responsibility of leadership; therefore, you are obligated to accept the commensurate reward. This is not a right, Miss Sophia. It is a duty."

Koume spun again, facing the door.

"Selling your labor for cheap is a cardinal sin. It creates a market rot that harms everyone. Workers demand more, management offers less, and through that friction, the 'fair price' of a human life—I mean, labor—is born. As a member of the working class, you must respect the gears of capitalism. Labor that is too cheap is just as dangerous as labor that is too expensive."

With a sudden CLANG, Koume hopped off the table and hit the floor. Sophia winced at the sound of metal on metal, worried the AI had dented herself, but Koume just started rolling toward the door as if nothing had happened.

"Therefore, Miss Sophia, I must decline your refusal. You will accept the wages mandated by RS Law and company policy. If the money burns a hole in your pocket, find a way to use it that satisfies your conscience. Save it, donate it, bury it in the sand—I do not care. Just remember: preparing for the future is the only way to survive the present."

"I... I see. Okay. I’ll try to think of something."

"Good. That is settled then. Koume shall take her leave. There is absolutely nothing to do in this wasteland, so please, try to enjoy the rest of your vacation."

"Oh, thank you very much... Wait. Vacation? This is a vacation?"

"......Yes. For the same reasons I mentioned, you are obligated to exhaust your paid leave. We are considering a cash-buyback program for unused days, but that’s a headache for future-Koume. You are being paid to sit here. Do not panic."

"I’m getting paid... to rest? I really don't get this company."

"Fufu. As an AI, I do not require rest, so Koume finds the concept equally baffling. However, it is Mr. Teiro’s policy."

"Teiro-san’s? Well, if he says so, there must be a genius reason behind it... But is it really okay for me to be lounging around?"

Sophia glanced out the window. Koume stopped rolling and pivoted back.

"Miss Sophia, as I said, the leave is mandatory because—"

"I mean, it’s about to get terrifyingly busy, isn't it?"

Sophia had accidentally cut the AI off. She immediately curled into a ball of social anxiety. "I-I'm sorry!"

"No, that is fine... but Koume is curious. Why do you assume we are about to become busy?"

Koume tilted her lens toward Sophia.

"Well... because of that."

Sophia pointed a timid finger toward the glass.

"The outside is literally covered in scrap metal, isn't it? I saw it on that TV drama. There were so many WIND units they practically formed a new crust on the planet, and then Teiro-san beat them all."

Koume’s swaying body went completely rigid.

"If we have to collect all of that, it’s going to be a monumental task. I can’t even begin to calculate the tonnage... but I’m pretty sure even if everyone from the Wyoming system showed up to help, we’d still be understaffed, right?"

"......"

"......Koume-san?"

"............Miss Sophia."

"Yes?"

Koume slowly rotated to look up at her.

"It appears you definitely need to figure out how to spend that money. In fact, start thinking big. Knowing Mr. Teiro, he is about to dump a bonus on your head that would make a king blush. Forget a donation; you’re going to need to start your own foundation."

Koume’s lamps began flashing like a strobe light as she started spinning in manic circles. Sophia just watched her, tilting her head in confusion. What on earth is she talking about?



"—And that, in a nutshell, is the blueprint for the Planet Nuke Relief Project. Are there any questions?"

A heavy, oppressive silence filled the RS Alliance Assembly hall in the Roma Star System. Taro stood at a podium surrounded by a massive ring of seats. Nearly three hundred representatives from the most powerful corporations in the Alliance were in attendance—or rather, their holograms were. Most were beamed in from distant systems, with only a few dozen actually physically present.

"Representative, if I may."

A man stood up. He was the President of a major infrastructure firm from the Former Enzio Alliance, one of the bigger fish in the RS pond.

"The floor is yours. Don't hold back," Taro replied with his best "trust me, I’m a businessman" smile.

The man cleared his throat and adjusted his suit. "Caring for the weak and protecting our brothers-in-arms is all well and good. It’s a noble sentiment for the Alliance, and I don't oppose it on principle."

He paused for dramatic effect. "However—"

"I don't see why it has to be done this way. Even if we spend the same budget, there are dozens of projects that would be more efficient and yield higher returns. My company handles infrastructure, so I’ll be blunt: there are fifty thousand space stations out there that don't even have functional life support. Why aren't we fixing them first?"

A wave of murmurs rippled through the hall. Some were genuine agreement; others were just greedy vultures hoping to steer the budget toward their own sectors.

"I hear you. I really do," Taro said, his voice ringing with absolute certainty. "But Rising Sun is convinced that the development of Nuke is the most efficient, most profitable venture we can undertake."

The crowd looked at him like he had grown a second head.

"We don't have all the data on Nuke," another younger entrepreneur shouted, "but the public files say that planet is a graveyard! There’s nothing left to develop. Is Rising Sun hiding something?"

"Raise your hand before you speak, please," Taro chided, then smiled. "I can’t reveal everything—and honestly, I don't have to. But for this specific project, I’m not even using new intel. To be honest, I feel like an idiot for not realizing it sooner."

"You’re saying the answer is in the public files?"

"Yep. We’re sure of it."

"Nonsense," the man scoffed. "I hired a team of planetary development experts to crunch the Nuke data. Their conclusion? It’s a hunk of irradiated rock with zero value. I suspect everyone else in this room got the same report."

The tone was turning provocative. Taro felt a vein throb in his temple, but he kept his cool. There was always one guy like this. Before Taro could retort, the man doubled down.

"Look, we trust Rising Sun. You’re the top of the Alliance. You’re the one who found the developable asteroids via the new Stargates. We assume Nuke has some hidden treasure, even if we can't see it. But it’s been ages since we made contact with... excuse me, with NASA. Now, suddenly, this dead rock is a gold mine? It’s a bit hard to swallow."

The room started to buzz with suspicion. Taro raised his hands to settle the noise.

"What exactly are you getting at?" he asked point-blank.

The man cleared his throat again. "Representative, we don't mind developing Nuke. But we are the ones providing the capital. We find it unacceptable for one specific company—or its favorites—to hog all the profit."

"Ah... so that’s it. You think Rising Sun is gatekeeping info to play favorites?"

"I wouldn't use those words exactly, but... well, yes. That is exactly what I'm saying."

Taro sighed, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a small shard of metal. He started fiddling with it.

"RS Law applies to Rising Sun, too. How I spend my own cash is my business, but Alliance funds are handled by the book. Article 2 of the Equality Provisions, right? No private use of joint capital. I know the rules."

Taro looked up and held the metal shard high so the cameras could catch the light glinting off its surface.

"The answer has been in the public records since the war ended. Can you all see this? This is the primary resource we’ll be extracting from Planet Nuke."

Every eye in the hall—and every high-res sensor—locked onto Taro’s hand. Men leaned forward in their seats, even though they were looking at a digital projection.

"Main components: Iron, Titanium, and Tungsten. Plus a dash of Aluminum. If you want a commercial comparison, it’s almost identical to Johnny & Virgin’s TFT524 armor plating. Since it’s already processed, it’s a bit specialized, but it’s perfect for hull reinforcement."

"So... there's a massive mineral vein?" someone asked breathlessly.

"Nope. You don't have to mine it. You just pick it up."

"Representative, that makes no—"

"It’s salvage," Taro interrupted, his voice dropping an octave. "It’s the scrap from the WIND units that were glassed on the surface."

Total silence.

"The sand will bury them eventually, but right now? You can just dig them up. The sand actually helps preserve the metal. Most of it is just sitting on the surface, waiting for a hand to grab it. If you’re using it for armor, it barely needs re-processing. And the best part? The WIND units were mass-produced to a unified standard. Every piece is the exact same shape. It’s the most convenient resource in the history of the galaxy."

Taro’s voice was the only sound in the cavernous hall. The silence stretched, thick and heavy, until the skeptical President finally raised a trembling hand.

"Just... how much of it is there?" he asked, his bravado replaced by sheer awe.

"Who knows? Honestly, it’s beyond our current measurement capacity. But the official war reports weren't lying—the WIND units covered the entire planet like a second skin. Tens of billions of tons? Maybe more."

"......You’re talking about recycling the WIND... using their own bodies against them? That’s... that’s completely backwards. That’s what they do to us."

"So? Why should they have all the fun?" Taro shrugged. "Is that not allowed?"

No one said a word. Because in a room full of capitalists, no one was going to argue with billions of tons of free money.
Episode 184

It was a sea of humanity—or at least, things that looked like humans but acted like sharks. People, people, and more people packed the gargantuan hall. Under the light of a chandelier large enough to crush a small moon, the glitterati milled about, clutching drinks and hors d’oeuvres while engaging in the high-stakes sport of competitive small talk.

Of course, among this crowd of over a thousand, you could probably count the number of people actually enjoying themselves on one hand. These were the power players of the EAP Alliance. For them, a party wasn’t a social event; it was a battlefield with better catering.

"Perish the thought! Compared to the meteoric rise of Little Tokyo, our little operation is still in its infancy. Mr. Rin’s heroics in the last war are the very foundation of our growth, after all."

"Oh, please, I’m still a novice. Besides, we only survived because of the support from luminaries like yourself, Mr. Chan."

Rin mirrored the man’s plastered-on grin with a masterpiece of insincerity. Two can play at this game, old man.

This flavorless back-and-forth had been on a loop for two solid hours. Rin was beyond fed up. Spotting a familiar face in the swarm of suits, he offered a curt "Pardon me" and escaped the man’s orbit.

"Hey there, Sakura-san. Having the time of your life?"

Rin dodged a few more social climbers trying to snag his attention and pulled up next to Sakura, who was decked out in a formal gown.

"Hmm? Oh! If it isn't young Rin! Of course I am! This is great!"

She beamed at him with a smile so genuinely honest it made Rin—despite his own youth—feel like the cynical one. His heart did a little somersault, but he stomped the feeling down immediately. Nope. Bad Rin. She’s engaged to Teiro. Even if it was a self-proclaimed engagement to the man Rin respected most, he wasn’t about to cross that line.

"Glad one of us is. Can we talk? I’m exhausted," Rin muttered, casting a wary side-eye at the surrounding vultures. Sakura followed his gaze and gave a knowing nod.

"I don’t envy you. Being a figurehead like me is way easier. People mostly talk nonsense, so I just cycle through two responses: 'Oh, is that so?' and 'I see, I’ll look into that later.' Works every time."

"Haha, sounds about the same as my routine. But calling yourself an 'ornament' is a bit outdated, isn't it? I heard the rumors. You’re about to be named the Representative Director of a new subsidiary."

"Hmph. News travels fast. It’s true, but I also got the boot from the main board and lost my spot as Fleet Commander. No matter how you slice it, it’s a demotion."

"You think so? I heard this new subsidiary is so massive it’s basically splitting the company in half. That’s not a demotion; it’s being handed the keys to the kingdom."

"……Hmm. Can’t hide anything from you, can I? The Little Tokyo Intelligence Department is terrifyingly efficient."

"Well, we spend enough of a budget on it to buy a small planet. But if that’s the play..." 

Rin reached into his pocket and clicked the switch on a pocket-sized jammer. The venue already had anti-eavesdropping tech, but Rin preferred his secrets like his coffee: dark and contained.

"...Is Takasaki seriously planning to bail on the EAP? Do they think it's that dangerous here?"

Rin’s eyes sharpened, shedding any hint of "boyishness." Sakura caught his gaze and let out a grunt.

"Yes and no. Takasaki isn't abandoning the EAP—or Little Tokyo, for that matter. But they aren't interested in going down with the ship if things hit the fan."

"Insurance, then?"

"Exactly. It’s a subsidiary in name, but we’re packing up everything from the staff to the hardware. It’s Takasaki 2.0. We aren't losing productivity; we’re just... relocating the heart. We’ll support the EAP head office as long as things are stable."

"I see. And if it all blows up, as long as the Rising Sun subsidiary is standing, Takasaki survives... Honestly, we should probably be cheering you on."

"Oh? I figured you’d call me a dirty traitor." Sakura raised an eyebrow, looking amused. 

Rin puffed out his cheeks in annoyance. "Give me some credit! We trust Takasaki, and we like to think the feeling is mutual. We’re all in the same boat here... and frankly, I think the boat is currently on fire. Knowing Takasaki has a lifeboat is actually a relief."

Rin turned his head to look at a group standing a short distance away. They were a cluster of military types in formal dress, laughing loud enough to rattle the windows. They looked like they owned the galaxy and were currently debating which part to eat first. They were, without question, the stars of the party.

"Between the Enzio Campaign and the explosion of WIND units, not to mention the pirate problem, I guess it’s inevitable," Sakura muttered, watching the military-industrial types. "But those guys are getting way too big for their boots. If this keeps up, there’ll be no turning back."

Rin nodded solemnly. "Yeah. The budget is tilting so far toward the military it’s a miracle the economy hasn't tipped over. And then there's the other thing..."

Rin looked back at Sakura, his brow furrowed. 

"We’re getting reports that the military has a fleet of unidentified Electronic Warfare Craft. Doesn't this feel like history repeating itself?"

Sakura’s expression darkened. "If it is, we’re headed for a disaster."



"What is this? Why is there nothing?!"

Inside a room filled with the humming towers of Quantum Computer servers, Colonel Dean of the Imperial Military was having a one-man meltdown. He was staring at a terminal linked to Big Mother—the Space Station that acted as the brain of the Galactic Empire’s secret archives. It was supposed to be the ultimate source of truth, official or otherwise.

"How can someone spend fifty years in the Special Weapons Research Institute and produce nothing? You don't stay in a cushy job that long without results!"

Dean was digging into Dan Enfo Coleman, the man Taro’s group had pegged as the ghost behind the Enzio War. He had Grand Marshal Reinhardt’s golden ticket to bypass every security firewall in the system. There was no one in the military higher than a Grand Marshal. If the info existed, he should see it.

"Did someone scrub Big Mother? No, that’s impossible..."

Big Mother was a digital hoarder. It recorded every copy, every view, every tiny little update. It didn't even have a 'Delete' key. Even typos were preserved for eternity. Dean wasn't a tech-wizard, but he knew you couldn't just "edit" the past here.

Yet, for Coleman, the logs only showed a few boring, routine check-ins. No changes. No wipes. It made zero sense.

"Ph.D.s in Bio-engineering, Mechanical Engineering, AI, Electronics, and Pure Science from the Imperial University. Two years later, a doctorate in General Science from the Defense Academy. Research in electronic guns and Biological Weapons. Published a paper on Cybernetics... The guy was a one-man R&D department. A total monster."

Dean scanned the records from ninety years ago. Coleman was the definition of a terrifying genius. Most people struggled to get one doctorate in six years; this guy was collecting them like trading cards. He even had a doctorate in General Science—a feat so rare it was one-in-a-billion territory. In Dean's world, only Coleman and a Dr. Alsimov had ever pulled it off.

"Joins the Weapon Development Department. Then, on the recommendation of General Shayal—a Cornelius Faction guy, now dead—he moves to the Special Weapons Research Institute. Climbs the ladder like a maniac, becomes the Director as a Colonel... and then just stops? Why didn't he make General?"

The guy had no records of lacking ambition; in fact, he’d signed up for every promotion exam he could find. 

"No family ties. Distant noble blood... wait. He never joined a faction? He wasn't even invited? He got a job from a Cornelius General and didn't sign his soul over to the faction? There's no way the Cornelius Faction would let that slide."

Dean glared at the screen. The Cornelius Faction prioritized loyalty over everything. For them to ignore a genius like this was beyond suspicious.

"Retires, becomes a special advisor for military-linked corps. Starts WIND research in the Alpha Region Space. Fans the flames of war in Enzio, then turns up dead... Wait, wait, wait. Why was there no Intelligence Department tail on him after he left? Where are the research details? Why is this page blank?!"

Dean dived into the data streams, searching for the missing pieces. He found nothing. No breadcrumbs, no shadows. 

And that absence of evidence provided the only answer possible.

"…………The Imperial Guard."

Dean whispered the words and felt his blood turn to ice. He spun around, checking the empty, silent room for ghosts. 

"It’s not a hack. The records were never filed... The Imperial Guard is its own world. These records are probably a dummy, a mix of truth and lies to keep people from looking too close. Dammit, this is a nightmare. That walking catastrophe of a boy!"

He knew it wasn't Taro’s fault, but he cursed the kid anyway. Big Mother’s logs would now show that Dean had been sniffing around Coleman. If the Imperial Guard noticed, his life was going to get very complicated, very fast. Even with Reinhardt at his back, you didn't win a fight against the Emperor’s personal shadows.

"I need a cover story. Fast. Maybe I’ll file a boring report on military retirees? I have to explain why I looked at Coleman first... I don't get paid enough for this!"

Dean kicked the floor in a fit of pique and stormed toward the exit. He’d memorized everything—the gist of the papers, the dates, the details. His brain recorded data as visual images, so he could rewrite the "missing" papers from memory if he had to.

Coleman was a genius, sure. But Dean didn't think for a second that he was second-best.



In a room so sterile it felt like a coffin, the only sound was the beep of a terminal and the breathing of two people. A woman of a certain age sat in a functional, ugly chair with the posture of an empress. Across from her, a middle-aged man with salt-and-pepper hair stood as stiff as a board.

"Hehe, looks like another win. Give Team D a fat bonus."

The woman stared at her terminal with a twisted grin. One of her pet projects was humming along nicely.

"And the Alliance?" the man asked.

Without moving her head, she cut him a look that could freeze fire. She sighed, her shoulders slumping with boredom.

"Ignore them. An alliance built on panic isn't a market; it's a circus. Though... there are a few interesting bits."

She tapped her terminal, accessing her [BISHOP] interface to pull up a file labeled 'Special Notes.'

"Live-bullet weapons that can be guided by [BISHOP]. Apparently, it requires 'special talent' to use. Do you think we can sell that?"

The man hesitated. "Unlikely. If the user base is that small, the market is negligible. However, the tech itself? That has value."

The woman snorted. "Spoken like a brochure. Boring. But, fine. Send in some spies. Let’s see what they’re hiding."

"Understood. I'll arrange it. And the Phantom?"

"That is our top priority. Find a way to bring it—and them—to our side. If we have to use force, so be it, but I’d prefer a peaceful 'merger.' After all—"

She smiled, and for a moment, she looked like a child on Christmas morning.

"It’s Coleman’s masterpiece. No one else in this vast, empty galaxy managed to turn nanomachines into a functional Biological Weapon. Imagine it: our Enhanced Infantry, on our ships, using our guns. It’s perfect. Doesn't it just give you goosebumps?"

She gave him a wide, innocent smile. The man didn't say a word, but his face twitched in a rhythmic, nervous tic.

(The Protagonist? Who? No such person appeared in this chapter.)
Episode 185

Thanks for waiting! m( )m

I'm sorry for the slow updates lately. 

Just to be clear, it’s not because of the light novel publication schedule—the author is just drowning in work. The year-end crunch is officially upon us. orz



To call the space station "unified" would have been a lie of cosmic proportions; it looked more like a hodgepodge of scrap metal held together by sheer luck and stubbornness. 

Yet, it was more massive than anything else in the sector. It loomed over the planet, surrounded by a swarm of vessels and a mountain range of cargo containers, tethered to the surface by three sturdy cables. At that very moment, containers were sliding up the lines from the planet while a fleet of Work Ships scurried about like frantic ants, shoving them into their designated parking spots.

"Look, Dad! That’s one of ours!"

In a rod-shaped observation lounge jutting out from the station, a young boy shouted while smearing his face against the reinforced glass. 

"Hmm. Considering forty-nine percent of the containers here were made by us, you’re probably right. Heck, that whole pile over there is likely ours too," a man replied, peering over his son’s head.

The man was Johnny G. Wells VIII. He was the Representative Director of Johnny and Virgin Corp—a company that had just inked a massive Business Alliance with Rising Sun. He was also the father of the boy, who was, unsurprisingly, Johnny G. Wells IX.

"Why isn't it all of them?" the boy asked, spinning around. 

Wells briefly considered the merits of "because I said so," but changed his mind after looking at his son’s face. The boy was closing in on 80,000 hours since birth—it was about time he learned how the world actually worked.

"The Public Monopoly Prohibition Act... basically, it’s a rule that says if everyone needs something, everyone should get to help make it. Competition makes products better, see? If only a few companies run the show, they get lazy and stop trying because they don't have any rivals to worry about."

"But you wouldn't get lazy, right Dad?"

"Haha, of course not. But unfortunately, the world is full of people who aren't your old man."

Wells crouched down and ruffled his son’s chestnut hair.

"Listen, John. Business is built on trust. Whether it’s a customer or a rival corporation, you have to act in a way that makes them believe in you. The first step is following the rules. Remember that, okay? And when a window of opportunity opens, you jump through it with both feet."

Don't piss off the people in power. Follow the rules. Never miss a payday. Those were the three commandments the late, Previous Generation Johnny had hammered into Wells’s skull until his ears bled. Wells had lived by them, and he intended to keep it that way.

"Okay, I get it. So, did the Empire make those rules?"

"Nope. A company called Rising Sun made them. They're the big dogs around here now. They even own this space station."

"Whoa... so they're even bigger than us?"

"Well, technically they're much smaller. For now. But soon, 'big' and 'small' won't matter because my company and their company are becoming one. In grown-up talk, we call it a merger."

Johnny and Virgin Corp was an old-school, mid-sized steel giant. Business had been absolutely exploding lately thanks to the sudden, violent demand for warships. By any sane metric, they were much larger than Rising Sun. Usually, the idea of a giant being absorbed by a minnow was a sign of a stroke.

"Life's a funny thing... I'm still not sure if I should thank the gods or sue them," Wells muttered, turning toward a poster on the wall. 

It featured the RS Alliance representative flashing a dazzling, perfectly white smile next to the slogan: "YOU JUST HAVE TO RIDE IT—THIS BIG WAVE!"

"The specialty materials from Planet Nuke might just wipe your company’s flagship products off the map."

That’s what the RS Alliance representative had told him during their chat in the Delta Star System. Wells had laughed in his face at first, thinking it was a top-tier prank. Then he actually visited Planet Nuke. It wasn't a joke. High-quality armor plating was literally lying around on the ground like trash—the kind of logic-defying nonsense you only found in bad fantasy novels. Since Wells's company lived and died by armor plate sales, it was a death sentence. He couldn't win a price war against a company that got its materials for free, especially when their quality was better.

Wells could have tried to pivot the company to other sectors. He could have downsized or moved to a distant star system far away from Rising Sun’s reach. If he just wanted the company to "survive," he had options.

"The merger after the Business Alliance is a done deal. Anyone who wants out will get a fat severance check, so don't be shy. The new frontier is the literal middle of nowhere, so don't expect a vacation. But if any of you think being at the top of a brand-new Alliance sounds like a blast, then follow me!"

Wells hadn't hesitated. He’d dismantled his corporate structure and rebuilt it overnight. To an outsider, it looked like he'd lost his marbles, but Wells trusted his gut. His employees thought Rising Sun was a servant of the Reaper, but Wells saw them as a godsend. To him, this was the ultimate gamble.

"They could have just released their product and bankrupt us in a week without a word. Instead, they actually came to warn us because they were worried. They're almost too nice for their own good. Where else am I going to find a company that interesting?"

That was how he’d explained it to the staff who stayed. Sure, "Head of the Rising Sun JAV Development Department" sounded like a step down from "Representative Director," but Wells didn't give a damn. Being a department head in a company of a million people beat being the president of ten thousand any day of the week. Plus, he’d managed to snag a nice chunk of unlisted shares in the deal.

"Things are about to get very interesting."

As a gambler at heart, Wells couldn't help but lick his lips. He gave a sharp cough to distract his confused son and started mentally scrolling through a list of drinking buddies who might be useful in this brave new world.



"Good morning, President!"

"Morning, President Teiro!"

"GOOD MORNING!! SIR!!"

The voices echoed through the Ladder Top office on Planet Nuke. Taro—or Teiro to them—was pleased to see his employees so fired up, but he couldn't help but feel a little awkward as he waved back.

"Uh, yeah. Hey. Morning."

"My, Teiro, you’re early for once. Is the world ending?"

Taro turned to see Marl holding a stack of data chips.

"Ha ha. Very funny. I just wanted to drop by before the Pioneer Group meeting this afternoon. Honestly, development is moving so fast I’m starting to lose the plot."

Taro walked to a nearby window and looked down at the grey, miserable ball of rock below. Thick sandstorms and a choked atmosphere made Nuke look like a giant, monochromatic dust bunny.
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"I-I'm saved!"

The merchant screamed in pure, unadulterated relief as a colossal silhouette appeared on his radar screen. His transport ship’s shields were flickering on their last legs; a few seconds more, and his fate would have been sealed—either as a high-value hostage for some space-thug’s ransom or as a fresh smear of sparkling dust on the cosmic windshield.

"Look at 'em run! Serves you right, you vultures! I hope that thing turns you into scrap metal!" his partner hollered. 

True to his word, the three pirate ships that had been hounding them like starved dogs were now pulling a complete 180, hauling tail at maximum acceleration away from the giant that had just warped into the sector.

"Heh, you're not kidding... Man, that is one chunky boat. Did the local station send a defense monitor or something?"

The massive vessel was broadcasting an identification signal marking it as an ally. It was, without a doubt, the largest ship the merchant had ever seen in his life.

"Might be a specialized shield ship. I’m gonna go check if the cargo survived the shaking. You get on the horn with that thing," the partner said, squeezing out of the cramped cockpit. 

The man offered a distracted "Got it" and beamed a communication request toward the titan.

[YELLOW ALERT: HIGH-SPEED DEBRIS APPROACHING]

The warning flashed across the man’s BISHOP interface. He reflexively reached for the evasive maneuver controls, but a quick glance at the telemetry showed the debris was on a trajectory that would pass safely wide of his hull.

"Debris out here? Talk about bad luck... Whoa, what the!?"

A blinding flash erupted from behind his ship. He frantically toggled the monitor to the rear-view, only to see one of the three fleeing pirate vessels erupting into a glorious, expanding fireball.

"Did it slam into that debris? Hah! Sucks to be them!"

Even in an age where debris incineration lasers were standard equipment, high-speed collisions hadn't been entirely erased from the history books. He had a fleeting thought about why the explosion looked so... thorough, but he quickly dismissed it. The other two pirates had already managed to drive-out to parts unknown, but seeing the unlucky third ship get erased left him feeling quite refreshed.

"'Hellooo! Is everyone okay over there?'"

A chirpy voice crackled over the comms. The merchant wiped the sweat from his face and slapped on his best "grateful survivor" smile before opening the channel.

"Yeah, we're alive! Man, you guys were a sight for sore eyes. I can't thank you enough. You're with the station, right? Or are you a... wait, a Battleship?"

The digital handshake for the comm-link provided supplemental data, and the ship-type field was occupied by a single, terrifying word: Battleship.

"'Aye-aye! This is the Battleship Plum. We picked up your distress signal and dropped by to play hero. But, uh, you’re currently in a no-navigation zone. You wouldn't happen to have a permit, would you?'"

The merchant’s face cramped. In this neck of the woods, everyone knew the name Battleship Plum. It was the kilometer-class monster built by Alliance Top—a carrier-capable assault ship that was essentially the boogeyman of the sector. Once it started hunting you, it was game over. Nobody knew how it worked, but word on the street was that it could sniff out a ship equipped with high-end stealth equipment like a bloodhound on a steak.

"'Don't even think about running, okay? We’ll definitely find you. Besides, the operational costs for this girl are a total nightmare, so please don't make us burn extra fuel chasing you down.'"

"R-Run? Perish the thought! We, uh... we’re new to the sector! We had no idea this was a restricted zone! Honest!"

"'Yes, yes, of course. All the violators say that. We’re going to escort you to the nearest station. Try to have the fine payment signed by the time we get there. It’s pretty steep, but hey, being broke is better than being dead, right?'"

It was a merciless declaration. The merchant slumped his shoulders, defeated.



"That's thirty-two," Marl groaned on the bridge of the Battleship Plum, looking utterly done with the universe. 

Teiro, who felt exactly the same way, nodded with a heavy sigh. "Tell me about it."

"They didn't even try to hide... Boring. You can't play hide-and-seek if the seeker is the only one playing," muttered Etta—the Plum's "Super Radar." 

Teiro gave a small, tired chuckle and reached over to ruffle Etta’s hair. "Thanks for the hard work. I'll count on you again if we need a miracle... but I think we’re good for today."

He checked his watch. It was about time for Etta to go to bed. Her supernatural detection abilities were a no-go without a strict regimen of sleep and rest.

"He's right. We can handle the cleanup. Goodnight, Etta," Marl said, waving. 

Etta gave a tiny nod and wandered off the bridge with her usual, slightly unsteady gait.

"Seriously though, pirates..." Teiro mused. "I knew they were out here, but I didn't think they were crawling out of the woodwork like cockroaches."

It wasn't just RS Alliance territory; pirate activity was spiking across the entire Alpha Region Space. Individually, the attacks weren't much to write home about, but the cumulative financial damage was becoming a massive headache.

"They don't touch the big ships, so it's the small-to-medium businesses and the independent guys who take the hit," Marl said, crossing her arms and frowning. "I mean, I don't have much sympathy for the guys operating illegally like these last two, but we have to fix this. It’s gumming up the gears of the economy."

Most pirate vessels were fast, light frigates. They avoided anything with real teeth, preferring to pick on small-time traders, transports, or anyone too cheap to hire an escort. 

In the heart of the Empire, everything was organized and safe, but out here in outer space, small businesses were the lifeblood of the frontier. With the Alliance territory currently booming with startups, having pirates scare off entrepreneurs was a disaster waiting to happen. Teiro and the crew were using the patrols as training for fleet operations, but the territory was simply too vast to keep a lid on everything.

"By the way, Mr. Teiro, I have a question. The vessel presumed to be a pirate ship exploded instantly upon impact. Did you load explosive shells into the main battery?"

Koume’s inflectionless voice drifted from a command seat. Except, instead of her humanoid form, Koume was currently a metallic sphere resting on the cushion. Her humanoid android body had choked on the fine sand of Planet Nuke and was currently in the shop for a precision overhaul. Everyone had suggested she just hop into a temporary spare body, but she had stubbornly refused.

"No way. Those were just standard armor-piercing shells. Using large-caliber HE on a frigate would be a war crime. That's just a guaranteed execution. I was aiming for their engines, so... Wait, was it that?"

Teiro made a sour face as a theory clicked into place. Marl looked at him like a kid who'd been left out of a secret club. "What? What is it?"

"Yes, Miss Marl," Koume explained. "It is highly probable that the explosion was not triggered by Mr. Teiro's shells, but was instead a 'self-destruction.' It was not a standard scuttling. As you know, the fusion engines commonly used by the Galactic Empire are designed with safety protocols that make a hull-consuming detonation nearly impossible under normal combat damage. Furthermore, this is not the first time we have witnessed such an anomaly."

Marl went quiet, her expression turning pensive.

"Not scuttling, but self-destructing... Everyone on that ship would have been killed instantly. Piracy is a heavy crime, but we aren't the Dingo Territory; we don't just hand out death sentences for every little thing. Which means... they were hiding something?"

Marl tapped her chin. They'd rather die than be captured?

"Probably," Teiro replied. 

"But," Marl countered, her brow furrowed, "they didn't even try to evacuate. They blew it up with the crew still inside. That means whatever they were protecting was more valuable than their lives. Information? But why would low-level pirates have info like that?"

"Beats me. If we were fighting some massive pirate syndicate, sure—it could be the location of their secret base or the identity of the big boss."

"But we haven't heard a peep about any 'Great Pirate King,'" Marl noted. "Every group we've busted has been an individual or a tiny pack of ten people. Are they just that loyal to each other?"

"No way," Teiro scoffed. "Those guys would sell their own mothers for a handful of credits and a head start. That’s what separates them from the Space Mafia. Pirates don't have honor; they have greed."

"I guess... Ugh, I really don't get how these criminals think."

Marl shrugged, defeated. The two humans and the sphere spent a few moments in silent contemplation, but no easy answers were forthcoming.



A world of green. Every wall was draped in vines that basked in the glow of artificial ultraviolet rays, and unripened clusters of grapes hung from the ceiling like emerald chandeliers. The floor was a carpet of lush grass, sparkling with droplets from a recent sprinkler cycle. The benches and tables were all wooden, but remarkably, they were still alive—grown into the shape of furniture while still pulse-pumping plants. The only thing in the room that looked man-made was the heavy, reinforced door.

In this sanctuary of supreme luxury—a level of excess permitted to only a handful of souls in the galaxy—the mistress of the room was casually lounging in her birthday suit. Her body was firm and voluptuous, possessing the skin of a twenty-year-old, though her chronological age was well over forty. She spent a king's ransom on anti-aging treatments every year, though it was a drop in the bucket compared to her actual income.

"Squad B121 encountered the RS Alliance flagship while on patrol. One ship self-destructed after its engines were disabled. Two escaped the sector. The attack was carried out by those rumored kinetic weapons... To think they can snipe a frigate's engine from that distance. What a terrifying toy."

The woman finished reading the report on her terminal. Despite her words, she was wearing a wide, predatory smile.

"If we had to fight it, how should we go about it? I wonder if five or six battleships would be enough if they were prepared for mutual destruction? Fufu... that would be a lovely picture."

She closed her eyes, imagining five ships being torn apart in a glorious dance of fire with Rising Sun’s new toy, her body writhing at the thought of such maddening destruction.

"I hate to disappoint you, Sister, but it wouldn't go like that. In reality, a fleet three times that size would simply surround the target and end it," a voice said from near her feet.

The owner of the voice, another woman who had been lying on the grass, stood up and brushed the stray blades of green from her skin.

"You have no sense of wonder, Yotta. Romance is the most important part of the battlefield!"

The woman set her terminal on a living desk and stood up. she walked over to the newcomer and gently stroked her sister's face.

"I don't understand, Sister Etta. Is winning not the only purpose of battle?" the younger sister asked, her voice an exact match for her sibling's.

"Perhaps," the older sister whispered. She traced the jawline of the girl who shared her exact face.

In her eyes, it was the most beautiful face in the entire galaxy.
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Happy New Year!!

I have finally escaped the year-end and New Year’s hell... orz

"Excuse me. President, regarding the wreckage of the pirate ship... er, what on earth are you doing?"

Director Clark stepped into the Battleship Plum Executive Office with a brisk knock, only to freeze, his expression twisting into one of pure suspicion at the sight of Teiro.

"Whaddya mean? I’m working hard. I'm just on a little break... Ah, Director, come on in. It feels amazing."

Teiro was sprawled flat on the floor, answering with a listless wave of his hand. From the waist down, he was buried under a blanket integrated into a desk. He looked like he was being swallowed by the furniture, basking in the pleasant heat of the far-infrared rays emitting from the lights installed underneath.

"Sigh... Very well, excuse me. I simply cover my legs, I take it?"

Clark sat cross-legged and lifted the blanket to peer inside. He must have felt the wave of cozy heat rolling out; after a momentary scowl, he gingerly draped the blanket over his knees.

"It’s called a Kotatsu. It’s an ancient heating appliance from Earth. I just sort of threw it together using some weapons development gear, but it turned out pretty well... Warm, isn't it?"

Teiro explained the device to Clark, who continued to eye the Kotatsu as if it were a suspicious explosive. Clark offered a curt "I see," sounding entirely unimpressed, before tapping a data chip against the terminal sitting atop the Kotatsu.

"I fail to see the logic in heating only this tiny, enclosed space, but... very well. More importantly, President, the investigation team has finished the report on the pirate ship wreckage. According to the team... President? Are you quite alright?"

Sitting directly across from Teiro, Clark straightened his back and peered down. Teiro, who was currently drifting in and out of a blissful daze, answered with a heavy, slurred tongue.

"I’m lishtening-o."

"I see. Then, to continue... The team found that in the wreckage thought to have self-destructed... President, are you really alright? Your eyes aren't focusing."

"I’m fiiiine, totally fiiiine, I’m listening... Ahhh... seriously, this is paradise..."

"President... Hmmm. It seems it would be best for me to return later."

Clark muttered to himself, looking genuinely concerned. "Please read this when Miss Marl arrives," he said, leaving the chip behind as he stood up and beat a hasty retreat. Teiro didn't quite catch what Clark was saying, but he managed a "Suuure" nonetheless.

A Kotatsu really is a Good-for-nothing Manufacturer... and even knowing that, it’s a seductive machine you can never leave.

Teiro muttered to himself, his face slack with pleasure. While the company’s management was plagued by the usual mountain of problems, the big picture was looking incredibly smooth. At the very least, there wasn't a war on the immediate horizon. In the face of this rare peace, he had allowed himself to go completely limp.

"Hey, Teiro, I’m coming in. Are you—wait, are you okay?"

Ten or twenty minutes must have passed before Marl burst into the office, her face a mask of worry. Teiro rubbed his bleary eyes and let out a massive yawn. "Wha’s wrong?"

"What’s wrong?! Director Clark just passed me in the hallway! He said you were 'tripping out' on some mysterious device! Look, I’m not saying you have to stop, but at least do it in moderation, okay?"

Marl shot him a concerned look from across the Kotatsu.

"No, 'mysterious device' is a bit much... This is just a Kotatsu. It’s a heater. See, on Earth, there’s this thing called winter... Ah, forget it, explaining is too much work."

Teiro, his expression still utterly dazed, decided that talking was an unnecessary chore and simply rolled over.

"I know what winter is! I've just never felt it... Wait, it’s freezing! Why is it so cold in here?!"

Finally noticing the frigid temperature of the room, Marl hugged herself and looked around in shock. She immediately used BISHOP to reset the air conditioning to a standard temperature, but Teiro instantly toggled it back down to "Arctic."

"What kind of harassment is this?! Are you trying to run superconductivity experiments in your office?!"

"No, no... the cold air is what makes the heat feel so good. Here, Marl, get in and try it."

"No way. I’ve got no interest in Endorphin Boosters."

"Endorphin... what?"

"That is a question Koume shall answer, Mr. Teiro!"

A voice rang out from the corner of the room. Teiro and Marl turned to see a familiar lamp blinking from within a pile of miscellaneous junk near the door—mostly the scraps and failures Teiro had generated while DIY-ing the Kotatsu.

"Why is Koume buried in trash? Are you really okay?"

"Hey, I didn't bury her. I mean, when did she even get here? Hold on, let me help..."

Teiro started to lift himself up, thinking the sphere wouldn't be able to escape the heap on her own. However, Koume’s voice cut him off with uncharacteristic force.

"STAY RIGHT THERE!"

"K-Koume-san?"

Teiro’s sleepiness evaporated instantly at the sound of her intense rejection. As he froze in a half-squat, Koume’s lamp flickered violently.

"If you believe Koume will remain a fragile, helpless entity forever, you are sorely mistaken, Mr. Teiro! To be human is to grow! To overcome hardships!"

Her voice was gentle and flowing, like a sermon. Teiro swallowed the retort that she wasn't actually a human and waited for her to continue.

"The Koume of the past was a small, puny thing. An existence that could not even overcome the most trivial of obstacles before her eyes!"

A rustling sound came from the junk pile as Koume began to shift.

"There were many times—too many to count—where I felt the sting of humiliation, unable to perform tasks a mere child could do with ease! The path I was meant to walk was forced into a zig-zag by my own physical limitations... HOWEVER!!"

At the summit of the one-meter-high trash heap, Koume’s lamp strobed with manic energy.

"That world ends today! Koume has obtained them! The legs to walk her own path! Just as the birds glide through the heavens, just as planetary humanity takes flight into the void, Koume has—yes—obtained FREEDOM!!"

A heavy, mechanical grinding sound began to echo from the pile. Koume’s body began to rise, shoving aside scraps of metal and plastic. The junk cascaded to the floor with a series of loud clatters.

"I no longer need a road... for wherever Koume passes, a road is CREATED!"

With a rhythmic clack-clack-clack, Koume slowly descended the pile of trash. In the spots where Teiro had previously installed cross-wheels to help her over cables, she now sported a pair of rugged Crawler Tracks, looking exactly like a miniature Tank.

"Fuhahaha! Is it not overwhelming?! I have nothing left to fear!"

Koume rolled forward, crushing and climbing over the cables and debris that used to be her mortal enemies, advancing toward the stunned pair.

"I... I see. That’s, uh, great. Really impressive..." Marl looked at Koume with a deeply awkward expression. "But, um, it’s a bit hard to say this now."

Koume executed a perfect Pivot Turn, pointing her lamp directly at Marl.

"Fufu, and what might that be, Miss Marl? For the current Koume, there exists a level of emotional leeway that allows me to overlook almost anything. Speak your mind!"

"Y-Yeah. About that... the maintenance on your Android Body? I just finished it. It’s all ready. I even installed the special seals against sand and fine particles."

"...................."

"So, I mean... yeah. Sorry."

"...................."

Koume said nothing. She simply used her left and right tracks to rotate her entire body vertically at high speed.



"You’re a liar... This really is an Endorphin Booster, isn't it?"

Marl, now pulled into the Kotatsu and draped in the blanket like a futon, spoke with a voice like melting butter.

"I told you, its other name is the Good-for-nothing Manufacturer. But you mentioned that 'Endorphin' thing earlier. What is it, exactly?"

Teiro sat opposite her, his chin resting on the table. He reached for a green fruit—some local planetary substitute for a mandarin orange—and bit into it. A refreshing, sweet-and-sour juice filled his mouth.

"Endorphin Boosters are what we call 'Mechanical Drugs,' Mr. Teiro," Koume explained from her perch on the table, still wearing her tank tracks. She plugged a cable into a nearby terminal, bringing up a schematic of a human brain.

"Endorphins, often called internal narcotics, provide a sense of euphoria. A device that mechanically triggers their release to provide pleasure is an Endorphin Booster. Most act on the brain via BISHOP, but there are types that inject synthetic versions. Those usually look like cryo-sleep pods."

"I see... Hey! The Kotatsu isn't some shady drug! It’s a wholesome heater!"

"There was once a company that smuggled a massive shipment of Endorphin Boosters into the Imperial Center Forbidden Zone," Marl chimed in, "and their excuse when they got caught was exactly that: 'It’s just a heater.' I thought you were making a joke about it... What was that company’s name again?"

"I wouldn't know! I haven't been in this galaxy long enough to make 'social jokes.' I'm just a baby, only two or three years old, remember?"

"Right, right. A 'baby' who manages the transport and sale of Adult Goods. You've even started manufacturing them lately... though, when you think about it, it’s hilarious. The president of the company is legally forbidden from using his own products. What kind of joke is that?"

"Shut up! Leave me alone! I want to use them too, you know!"

When Teiro had drafted the RS Alliance laws, he had based the entire system on Galactic Imperial Law to save time. Writing a legal code from scratch would have taken decades, and the local laws on Enzio were a bit too "barbaric" for his tastes.

The unintended side effect was that the age-restricted laws were also copied from the Empire. Teiro had effectively banned himself from his own adult content. He had only realized this after the laws were ratified, leading to a very loud, very private session of weeping.

Granted, it was a transition period, and the laws were basically a sieve with plenty of loopholes and zero enforcement. But the head of the government couldn't exactly go around flouting his own laws in public.

"Dammit, I’m gonna make you squeal one of these days... Ow! Stop kicking me! Stop!"

"The crime of sexual harassment is a lot heavier than you think. What are you going to do if your subordinates sue you?"

"Heh, I’d never say stuff like this to anyone but you, Marl. I’m safe."

"...H-Hmph. I-I’m not falling for that! I can see right through your 'charming banter' routine!"

"Tsk, did I use that one too much? Ow, ow! Stop kicking!"

While the battle raged under the table, Koume shook slightly on the tabletop. Then, as if struck by a thought, her lamp flickered. "Speaking of drugs, Mr. Teiro..."

"Yeah? What about 'em?"

"Regarding those pirates... it appears a significant number of them were using drugs."

"The ones we caught? Were they using those Endorphin things?"

"Yes. In particular, extremely high concentrations were found in the remains of the pirates from the self-destructed ships. Of course, the brain secretes dopamine at the moment of death, so it could have been a counter-measure to that."

"I don't really get the science, but I guess it makes sense. I mean, if you’re told to blow yourself up in an emergency, you’d have to be on booze or drugs to actually go through with it. Unless you’ve got some crazy religious zeal or patriotism, I guess."

Teiro muttered his thoughts, then pulled the blanket up to his shoulders and lay down.

"Drugs, huh... This really is a scary place."

"Did you say something?" Koume asked.

"Nothing," Teiro replied. "It’s nothing."

The author does not own a Kotatsu. The reason I haven't bought one is that the probability of my novel updates stalling would be extremely high—
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“So… what exactly can I do for ya, anyway? We’re just humble merchants here, see. We don’t do the kind of trade that attracts the wandering eyes of the authorities.”

A hulking man rubbed his hands together, his face twitching in a rhythmic, nervous spasm. Despite the room’s air conditioning being set to a crisp perfection, the man’s face was slick with a layer of sweat so thick it looked like he’d just finished a marathon in a sauna.

“I’m not here to put you in handcuffs or anything,” Taro replied, casually scanning the room. It was decorated with the kind of over-the-top luxury that practically screamed I make my money in ways my mother wouldn’t approve of. “I just had a few questions.”

They were currently in a small station tucked away in a dusty corner of the RS Alliance Territory. This office belonged to a company famous for its ‘vigorous’ business practices—which, according to Phantom and Alan’s intel, was a polite way of saying they were basically pirates who filed taxes.

“Let’s see… Human resources, transport, ‘Heating Equipment’… Wow, you really do list it that way. This ‘Heating Equipment’ of yours—it only warms the heart, right?”

Taro waved the business prospectus in the air. The man’s face twitched so hard it looked like his features were trying to migrate to his neck.

“Well, uh, yeah… technically. But look, we’re in the legal transition period, aren’t we? It’s all perfectly legal until the clock runs out, right?”

The man shot a frantic, sideways glance at the woman standing beside him—some high-priced legal shark, no doubt—waiting for a lifeline.

“Of course, of course. Like I said, I’m not here to bust you. Well, unless the conversation takes a turn for the worse, then all bets are off.”

Taro muttered the threat under his breath while scrolling through the list, then signaled to the figure behind him. “Koume, copy this.”

Koume, now sporting her sleek, humanoid Android Body, gave a stiff, formal bow. She froze, her eyes fluttering shut as she interfaced with the BISHOP system.

“Alright, let’s go for a stroll. Lead the way, Mr. CEO.”

Taro stood up and started for the door without waiting for an invitation. 

“Wait! Hey! Just a minute!” the man cried out, scrambling to follow, only to have his arm caught in the iron grip of Phantom.

“Just talking to myself here,” Phantom whispered, leaning in close to the man’s ear. He said it was a monologue, but he spoke loud enough for every soul in the room to hear. “But you really ought to play nice. Our boss has a deal for you that’s actually profitable. Whether you’re smart enough to take it, well… that’s on you.”

Phantom’s voice was dripping with a terrifying, oily friendliness. The man stood paralyzed for a heartbeat, processing the threat.

“This ain’t… a setup, is it? I’m recording this entire interaction, you know!”

The man looked suspicious, but when Taro gave a nonchalant “Be my guest,” he sucked in his gut and started leading the way.

The station’s interior couldn't be called ‘clean’ even by the most generous of liars, but Taro was surprised by how much it was buzzing. The streets were packed with people haggling, shouting, and generally going about the chaotic business of living.

Bella was right on the money, Taro thought. It’s hard to tell what’s actually ‘good’ for the locals.

Before heading into this den of thieves, Taro had sought Bella’s counsel. Currently leading the Rising Sun Main Fleet to keep the peace in RS Territory, she’d warned him not to let a "silly sense of justice" cloud his judgment. “Justice and evil are just different flavors of economic activity,” she’d said. Taro couldn't help but agree.

As long as there was some form of order and the money was flowing, people weren't starving. You could see the miserable alternative in the neighboring White Dingo territory, or the general prosperity of this station. The worst-case scenario wasn’t a crooked businessman; it was total, lawless disorder.

“The stations we stopped at previously were in a truly wretched state,” Koume remarked, walking gracefully at his side.

She was right. Every station they’d hit before this one had been a nightmare of famine and poverty, much like the Old Wyoming Star System. These places had once been the heart of the early Empire, but now they were just rotting husks. They’re basically space-faring Marginal Villages, Taro thought.

Taro nodded at Koume and pointed toward a group of kids. “Bella said a good indicator of a decent place is whether the kids can play out in the open.”

A pack of five or six children were currently engaged in a high-stakes game of war using toy Ray Guns. Phantom looked annoyed at the miniature combatants, but the rest of the thirty-odd Rising Sun employees following them were all grins.

“Over here is… well, it’s the human resources area for folks who are feeling a bit lonely. We’ve been buying a mountain of your company’s tech, by the way,” the man said, gesturing toward a section of the station that smelled suspiciously like cheap perfume and desperation.

Neon lights bathed the wide corridor, and the ceiling was a digital projection of a starry sky. Both sides were lined with countless ‘beauties’ in skimpy outfits. They were mostly holograms, throwing suggestive winks and sultry glances at any bored passerby.

“We appreciate the business,” Taro said with a straight face. “So, since it’s ‘staffing,’ do you mostly do house calls?”

“Pretty much. Nobody around here has the Credits to go hopping between stars just for a good time. So, we bring the fun to them. We run it on a schedule, which makes the escorting easy. We use our own ships for that… but hey, you’re not gonna try to ban prostitution, are you? I heard some Alliance or other passed a law against it.”

“Please. Why would I want to strangle my own economy? You guys are one of our biggest trading sectors. As long as you’re running regular health checks, we’re good.”

“Of course! Trust is our number one product!” The man let out a greasy chuckle. “Heh, glad to hear it. That intel is gonna sell for a pretty penny to my colleagues.”

The man smirked, already calculating how much he could charge for the tip-off.

“Anyway, down that way is the manufacturing zone for the Heating Equipment. Though I guess it’ll all be junk in six months.” He pointed a sarcastic finger at a bulbous structure jutting out from the station’s side.

“Well, we aren’t banning it entirely,” Taro corrected. “We’re just regulating the potency and slapping a tax on it so high it’ll make your eyes bleed.”

“Which is a ban in everything but name! You’re killing my margins!”

“Look, we can’t have drugs that turn people into vegetables. Plus, the Empire is complaining about us exporting criminals.”

“Whoa, hold up! We don’t smuggle to the Empire. We’re not that crazy!”

“I know you don’t. But a lot of people buy your Heating Equipment and sneak it across the border themselves. Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”

Taro leveled a flat stare at the man, who simply snorted.

“What people do with the product after I’ve got their money isn’t my problem.”

“Fair enough… I build weapons for a living, so I guess I don’t have much room to talk.”

“Hmph. At least you’re honest. So, what do you want with the Heating Equipment? I ain't giving you the recipes. The guild would lynch me.”

“Relax, I’m not here for your trade secrets. The Alliance would fall apart if we started seizing IP like that. We’re all corporations here, after all.”

“Then what? You want to buy some?” The man raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“Well, here’s the thing,” Taro said, slowing his pace. “For a product that’s going to be illegal in six months, your factory sure is working overtime. Since possession is going to be a crime, I can’t imagine there’s a lot of ‘last-minute demand’ from casual users.”

The man stopped dead in his tracks.

“……You want the customer list?”

“Glad we’re on the same page,” Taro chirped.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me!” the man roared. “Customer info is the lifeblood of this company! Legal or not, there’s no way I’m handing that over. I’d rather wipe the servers and burn the place down than give you that list!”

It was the expected reaction. Giving up a client list was suicide; your reputation would be trashed, and your rivals would swoop in like vultures. But Taro had already prepared the hook.

“How would you like to join the Alliance?”

The man’s jaw dropped. The jump from a "subject company" to a "governing member" was massive.

“That’s… a hell of an offer. But the other member companies would never allow it. Let’s be real—my business is gray at best and jet-black at worst.”

“They don’t get a vote. It’s just a matter of Rising Sun transferring a portion of our own Alliance Decision-making Power Allocation. Nobody can say a word.”

“The Allocation? You’re selling me a seat? You’ve lost your damn mind. Do you have any idea what that’s worth?”

“At a low-ball estimate? A few hundred million Credits? Maybe ten times that in this market. So yeah, you definitely can’t afford it.”

“Damn right I can’t! If I had that kind of cash, do you think I’d be living in this dump?!”

“Easy, easy… calm down. Now, correct me if I’m wrong, but you also dabble in a bit of piracy, right? ‘Protection’ fees, toll booths, overpriced escorts for ships that don’t want them?”

“……I don’t know what you’re talking about. And even if I did, sue me. See if I care.”

“What if we legalized it?”

“……Come again?”

Taro ignored the man’s stunned silence and pulled up a map of the RS Alliance Territory on his terminal.

“Our territory is right on the edge of Outer Space. We’re spread too thin, and we can’t keep an eye on the fringes. So, the plan is to deputize reliable local security forces. Between the Pirates and WIND, things are getting messy, so we’re going to grant certain organizations special privileges.”

“……Keep talking.”

“You’ve got a fleet. And since you’re basically pirates anyway, you know exactly how they operate. Plus, you’re already rooted here. My fleet is built for war, not for chasing tiny pirate ships through asteroid belts. It’s a waste of my resources.”

“…………” The man crossed his arms, his brain clearly whirring at high speed.

“Think of it this way: your fleet would be invincible against anyone of a similar size. Especially if they happened to be ‘bad guys resisting the local security authority.’”

Taro let that sink in, watching the man’s eyes light up with a newfound, villainous understanding.

“I see… You’re consolidating the scattered fringe elements into manageable blocks. And if we join, we get the backing of your main fleet against our competitors… You’re a real piece of work, aren’t you? Our rivals are going to be screaming bloody murder.”

“I’ve learned that you can’t save lives with just justice and pretty words. It’s a dirty reality, but it’s the one we live in. Though, I do plan on being very picky about which companies get the badge.”

“Hmph…… But you can’t just give away a seat for free. That’s a massive bribe. If we don’t have the cash, we’re still just sitting in a system with no Drive Particles. It’s a nice dream, but it’s not—wait.”

The man stopped, his eyes wide as a realization hit him.

“You said ‘organization.’ You’re going to lump all the fringe companies together into one giant guild, aren’t you? And the guild will buy the seat. You aren’t just making us manageable—you’re unifying the entire sector under one banner.”

“Bingo. And I’m going to call this organization ‘The Police.’”

“That is absolutely terrifying… This ‘Police’ thing is going to become a monster. You aren’t worried about it coming for your throat one day?”

The man’s expression was a mix of awe and utter exhaustion. He let out a long, sharp click of his tongue.

“……Fine. You want the list of major Heating Equipment buyers? Will that get the ball rolling?”

Taro flashed him a brilliant, shark-like smile.

You’re quite the wicked one, aren’t you?


  
    Episode 189: The Red-Ink Raiders
    

  
  Episode 189: The Red-Ink Raiders

“That’s one hell of a pile of data... It looks like the pirate situation is way more out of control than we ever imagined. Seriously, the economic damage here is no joke. At this rate, they’re giving WIND a run for their money.”

Alan stared at his terminal, his face twisted into a knot of frustration.

The heavy hitters of the Rising Sun leadership had gathered in the conference room of the Battleship Plum. They were all huddled around a circular table, glowing screens reflecting off their grim faces. The data displayed was a collection of intel from various regional armed groups, most of it funneled in by companies eager to sign up for the newly minted Frontier Police Union (PU).

“It’s not just the pirates,” Marl added with a heavy, soul-weary sigh. “The statistics, the economic scale—everything we had on file was a total fantasy compared to this. Sigh. We really didn’t have a clue what was going on in the boonies, did we?”

Lize shrugged helplessly. “Well, we couldn’t exactly go on a galaxy-wide sightseeing tour to check everyone’s books. We had to trust their reports to some extent. Hopefully, the Police Union will make things slightly less of a dumpster fire.”

The formation of the PU was already a done deal. Part of its mandate was to keep an eye on local administrations, which everyone hoped would provide some semblance of order. However...

“Don’t get your hopes up on the ‘slightly’ part,” Bella interjected, chomping on an unlit cigar as if she were trying to bite it in half. “Relying on them completely is a one-way ticket to a headache. Whether it’s the PU or the government, there’s always someone willing to fudge the numbers for the price of a cheap lunch.”

“The source of the lies is just moving from the bureaucrats to the space-cops,” Taro added, leaning back so far in his chair it was a miracle he didn’t flip over. He clasped his hands behind his head. “I guess we just have to set them up to watch each other and pray for the best?”

“True,” Marl said, poking at her terminal. “We’ll probably need a specialized internal affairs agency eventually, but for now, 'vague' is the best we can do. At least this data is solid. It’s raw stuff from before the corruption rot had a chance to set in.”

The group nodded in unison and went back to scrolling.

“I still can't believe how deep the drug trade goes,” Alan said, his eyebrow twitching in disbelief. “Even big-shot corporate execs are on the buyer list.”

Taro tapped his screen, bringing up the list of customers for "Heating Equipment"—the galaxy's least subtle euphemism for narcotics. 

We swapped out the rulers, the economy is booming, and we’re pumping out new ways to have fun. Honestly, if the timing wasn't perfect, there’s no way we could’ve made a ban stick.

He remembered the absolute chaos when the drug laws were first proposed. The Alliance was crawling with angry corporations, and some stations had seen protests that looked more like riots. The only reason the laws passed wasn't because of some sudden burst of morality; it was because there was more money to be made elsewhere.

“The drug rehab centers are already packed to the rafters,” Marl groaned. “And since the Alliance is footing the bill, it’s going to be a buffet for embezzlers. Seriously, I’m starting to think we can’t even mock the Imperial Military anymore. We’re just as messy.”

Taro gave a sympathetic nod. “We just have to play the game—look the other way on the small stuff, make an example out of a few big fish, and keep the ship steady. On the bright side—though I don't know if it's related—pre-orders for the Uncensored Erotic Holographic Chips are through the roof. We’re going to need a dedicated heavy freighter just to haul the porn.”

Between selling micro-armor plating and raking in tax revenue, the Alliance’s balance sheet was changing. Everyone expected the old mainstays like the Transportation Department and the Adult Goods division to shrink, but the opposite had happened.

The exploding economy and the constant threat of pirates and WIND meant everyone wanted a piece of the "Alliance Top" brand—the gold standard for "this ship won't get blown up." They made up for their small fleet size by hauling high-value electronics and chips, and they’d basically secured a monopoly on adult toys by slapping massive tariffs on imports. Under the old Enzio isolationist regime, the "spice of life" industry had been stunted. Now, nothing from the Empire could touch Taro's quality. Plus, the new gear was so extreme that it made implementing age restrictions via mental scans surprisingly easy.

“I really thought we’d finally graduate from being an 'adult goods company'...” Marl lamented. “I guess men are just perverts in every corner of the galaxy.”

“Hey, it’s a biological imperative! It’s the engine of human progress!” Taro defended. “Besides, I’ve heard women are actually the bigger perverts.”

“Look at you, talking like an expert,” Marl teased. “Even though you’re a total virgin.”

“Wh—That’s a lie! I am not! I've totally... had the... things happen!”

“Didn’t you say you were the Grand Poobah of the All-Galaxy Virgin Union?”

“That is a secret society that officially does not exist!” Taro shouted. “The first rule of the Union is to publicly deny the Union! Don't talk about it! Anyway—Phantom, did you find anything useful in the 'Heating Equipment' list?”

Alan threw the lifeline to Phantom, who had been silently dissecting the data. The man let out a soft hum, then finally spoke.

“A few things are glaringly obvious. First, there’s a massive overlap with Non-Alliance Corporations—specifically ones with reputations that smell like a week-old corpse. I’d bet my life that these companies are buying in bulk specifically for smuggling.”

Phantom tapped his terminal, and four names out of a list of ten thousand turned bright red on Taro’s screen.

“...Well, that’s going to be a pain in my ass,” Taro muttered. “Those are in Dingo’s backyard.”

All four companies were based in White Dingo Territory. They couldn't investigate them, and asking Dingo to do it was like asking a fox to audit a henhouse. While the Alliance and the White Dingo were currently "work friends" because they both hated the EAP, they were still rival predators sharing a fence.

“Even if these companies are the ones funding those suicide pirates, they’ll be on their best behavior at home,” Phantom explained clinically. “To Dingo, they’re just productive citizens who pay their taxes and bring in foreign currency. Unless we have a smoking gun, he’ll protect them.”

The room collective groaned.

“The guy built his empire by recruitment from the galactic gutter,” Taro said. “If we tell him his citizens might be criminals, he’ll probably ask if they’re hiring.”

“Exactly. He’ll send a polite note saying he checked and found nothing,” Phantom said. “So... what’s the plan? You want me to go for a little stroll and investigate in person?”

He asked it like he was offering to go buy groceries. Taro gave a wry smile but shook his head.

“I know you’re a ghost, Phantom, but if you get caught in Dingo’s territory, it’s a diplomatic nightmare. Let’s hold off. Surprisingly, Dingo’s been keeping his own spies out of our hair lately, so let’s not poke the bear.”

Spy games were a constant of life, but White Dingo’s intelligence activity was weirdly low. The EAP, on the other hand, was crawling all over them, which just made Taro shake his head.

“So what? We just sit here and twiddle our thumbs?” Alan asked, crossing his arms. “Maybe we should lobby the Alliance Council to shift more of the budget into the military.”

Taro mirrored the pose, letting out a long, low groan. “I mean, yeah, we need more ships to handle things on the ground, but...”

“But you’re hesitating,” Alan noted. “What’s on your mind?”

“I’m looking at our neighbors,” Taro said, leaning his elbows on the table.

The EAP and Dingo were suffering from pirates too. Dingo’s iron-fisted rule kept his losses low, but the EAP was getting hammered. Taro’s regular chats with Rin in Little Tokyo confirmed that things were getting spicy over there—and not in the fun way.

“The EAP is stuck in an arms race with the pirates. Rin says the military is getting so bloated and arrogant that the civilian government can’t even look at them sideways. It’s gotten so bad that Sakura is planning to move her whole staff over here soon. It’s basically a corporate defection.”

“Sakura? From Takasaki?” Alan blinked. “Why would a shipbuilder flee an arms race? That should be a gold mine for them.”

“You’d think so, but the military is buying their toys from someone else. Takasaki is too close to Little Tokyo for the generals' liking.”

“Is the military really that powerful over there now?”

“That, and the Enzio Campaign made the public sour on Little Tokyo’s 'economy first' policies. They lost their mojo,” Taro explained.

“People cheer for you during the war, then treat you like a disease once the bill comes due,” Alan sighed. “Standard corporate logic, I guess, but it leaves a bad taste.”

“Exactly. That’s why I want to avoid a massive military buildup here. Most of the companies around us are already bigger than we are. The whole point of the Police Union was to stop our own corporations from turning into mini-militaries.”

“I see... Reckless expansion is just another way to lose control,” Alan mused.

Marl leaned in, staring Taro down. “Okay, but what’s the actual plan? The PU is going to take months to get up to speed. If we do nothing, these companies will start arming themselves anyway.”

Taro stared at the ceiling, thinking. Well, if we can't do it officially...

“Alright... let’s ask the one guy who doesn't give a damn about borders or rules.”

Taro looked at Lize, a mischievous grin spreading across his face as he pictured her older brother.

“If you keep asking him for favors, he’s going to demand something terrifying in return,” Marl warned. “Even you—... Wait.”

Marl froze, her eyes widening. She ignored everyone and closed her eyes, her fingers twitching as she interfaced with the BISHOP system.

“What? What’s with that look?” Taro asked. “You’re making me nervous.”

“Shut up for a second... Hmm. This is wrong. How did I not see this?”

Marl’s hands became a blur on her terminal. A moment later, a new set of data pinged onto everyone’s screens.

“This is the data on the pirate attacks involving suicide ships,” Marl said, her voice dropping an octave. “I mapped out the estimated cost of the ships they’re blowing up against the value of the cargo they’re actually stealing. Look at the balance sheet.”

Taro looked at the list. He blinked once. Then twice. The math was simple, and the conclusion was absurd.

“Wait,” Taro said, his voice flat. “Why the hell are these guys running a deficit to be pirates?”
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"Stop screwing around, you moron! What the hell are you thinking!?"

A roar blasted through the communicator. Taro winced, frantically tapping his BISHOP interface.

[SOUND TUNING FUNCTION ACTIVATED]

He gave his ringing head a sharp shake as the volume leveled out. "Hey, hey, don't get your panties in a twist, Dingo. Things have been... complicated on this end."

Taro let out a friendly, "Aha-ha!" laugh, even though he knew it wouldn’t do a damn thing to soothe the man.

"Complicated, my ass, you prick! There is nothing in this dumpster fire of a galaxy I hate more than the Imperial Military. What is this? Harassment? If you’re looking for a fight, I’ll take you on anytime, anywhere!"

"No, no, that’s not it at all. Based on that charming tone, I take it Dean-san reached out to you?"

"Yeah, he did! That bastard who stood by and did nothing while we were getting shot at! Dammit, the deal was that you guys would keep the Empire on a leash. Why the hell did you pull a stunt like this?"

Man, Dean-san works fast, Taro thought. "Why? Because if I asked you nicely, you’d never give up the info. You’d just dodge the question and leave me hanging."

"Of course I would! I don't owe you a damn thing!"

"Look, I wanted to consult with you about something, but... why are you so keyed up? Did Dean-san do something to piss you off? I don't know the guy well, but this doesn't seem like your usual brand of crazy."

The Dingo Taro knew was certainly short-tempered, but he was usually able to flip a switch and make cold, calculated decisions when the situation demanded it. Hurling abuse was standard procedure, but the current Dingo felt... agitated. Persistently so.

"…No," Dingo growled. "He just requested that I hand over data on a few crap-tier corporations to you."

"Well, there you go. So why are you so prickly?"

"Shut up! More importantly, you better send some info my way that’s actually worth something. This isn't a fair trade if it’s all one-way traffic."

"Yeah, yeah, I hear you. A fair exchange. Let’s see..."

Taro thought for a moment and tossed over a few nuggets of information he deemed safe to leak. Most of it concerned the goings-on around the EAP. Dingo seemed to know the broad strokes, but his reaction suggested a few of the finer details were news to him.

"I’d heard reports about their military expansion, but this... this is way beyond what I expected," Dingo muttered.

His voice had done a complete 180, dropping into a low, focused calm. He fell silent for a long stretch before finally speaking again.

"Taro. Have you looked into the other side yet?"

"The other side? No, that’s why I’m asking you for the hookup."

"Not that. I’m talking about the various contractors currently playing footsie with the EAP military. There’s no way Takasaki was the only one they cut loose. As for the info on my end... fine. I’ll send everything I’ve got. If necessary, I’ll even dismantle them with my own hands."

"Dismantle them? Wow, you’re being way too cooperative. It’s actually making me a little nauseous. You know something, don't you?"

"…I’ve got a hunch, but nothing concrete. Just listen to me: investigate every single contractor supplying the EAP Military. Dig until you hit bedrock. Ignore everything else. This is top priority."

"Wait, wait... what? Is it really that bad?"

"Who knows? I won’t know for sure until we start digging."

Dingo was being annoyingly vague. Taro felt a bead of cold sweat roll down his neck. Something big was moving in the dark—he could feel it. Dingo wasn't just annoyed; he was genuinely on guard.

"…Got it. You want me to pass whatever I find over to you?"

"It’s your call, but I’d prefer it if you did. I’ll start prepping things on this end."

"Right. Let’s do that. Catch you later."

Taro cut the connection and crossed his arms, staring into space.

Dismantle them? Those four companies are huge players... Is the situation really that dire? Dammit, this is going to keep me up at night.

Muttering to himself, Taro scrambled to open an Emergency Line to the rest of the Rising Sun leadership. He quickly briefed them on the conversation and issued orders to divert every available resource toward digging up dirt on the EAP Military.



On the bridge of a warship that was a masterpiece of cold, functional military beauty, a woman sat listening to her Adjutant’s report. She was dressed in a spacesuit that was a functional disaster—excessively revealing and designed solely to flaunt her femininity. To some, it was vulgar; to her, it was a throne.

"—And that is the current status. They seem to be performing quite well, Miss Etta."

The Adjutant offered a smirk. Etta merely snorted, giving a bored, "I see."

"The results are slightly higher than the baseline, but we expect even better efficacy after the next round of refinements. Of course, the waste disposal rate is expected to climb proportionally."

"I don't care. We can always grab more... Let’s bump production another ten percent by next month. You can handle that, right?"

"Sir! Understood. However, due to that particular problem, further production increases might hit a wall."

"Mmm, how annoying. The Drug Restriction Act, was it? Is there no alternative source?"

"Not yet. We’re rushing supplies through a different Route, but it’s not yielding much. We’ll likely need to scout a new Refining Factory and a fresh Smuggling Route."

"We can’t exactly use junk from other sectors... Coleman dying when he did was a real kick in the teeth."

Thinking of Coleman’s death, Etta sighed at the sheer economic tragedy of it. She didn't give a damn about Coleman the person, but Coleman the brain—the man who was supposed to generate mountains of credits—was a different story.

"I don't care if we run in the red for a while. Use predatory pricing, use whatever you have to, but I want a market for Coleman-style Drugs established in every other sector immediately."

Etta ground her teeth as she thought about her supply lines in the Enzio Region Space.

The Drug Restriction Act recently passed by the RS Alliance was already starting to choke her supply chain. It wouldn't bankrupt her company, but it threatened to derail one of her most ambitious projects. That project required a specific type of Endorphin Booster—a proprietary Coleman design that, unfortunately, was only produced in the Alpha Region Space where the man had operated.

"Understood. I’ll put the pressure on. Also, Miss Yotta just intercepted a transmission between the heads of White Dingo and the Rising Sun."

"Oh? And what did our friends have to say?"

"Unfortunately, the contents are unknown. The transmission used heavy Cipher Processing. It’s likely they’re using a very sophisticated Cipher Machine; analysis is proving difficult."

"Really? Our Intelligence Department is getting lazy... Hehe, I wonder if Yotta would cry if I told her that."

Etta smirked, picturing Yotta’s face contorted in frustrated rage. If the fantasy was this good, the reality would be divine.

"Miss Etta, we are currently very dependent on supplies from White Dingo. If that relationship sours, we’re in trouble."

"Are you suggesting the Rising Sun realized what we’re doing and is whispering in Dingo’s ear? Impossible. I doubt they’ve even noticed us."

"That may be true, but..."

"Hehe. Besides, there’s no way White Dingo would ever ban drugs. It’s a sanctuary for the worst outlaws in the galaxy. Even if they banned them on paper, someone would be cooking them in the basement five minutes later. That’s just the nature of the beast."

"If you say so. But the RS did it..."

"You worry too much. The only reason the RS pulled it off was a perfect storm of timing—admittedly, the worst possible timing for us. But Dingo’s company is neck-deep in the trade himself. Who’s stupid enough to set fire to their own bank account?"

Etta leaned back, a thin, predatory smile playing on her lips.

"Besides, the man is driven purely by profit. I 'read' him during our last deal; there’s no mistake. I’ve heard dogs are very easy to train if you have the right treats. It’ll be fine."

She waved a hand, dismissing the topic before she burst out laughing.

"Regardless, we have enough stock to squeeze the Alpha Region Space dry for now. Just make sure the work gets done."

She stood up and sauntered toward the exit, her body swaying with the practiced grace of a runway model. She could feel the Adjutant’s lecherous gaze burning into her back, and the sensation gave her a delicious, shivering thrill.

It wasn't that she cared about the Adjutant. She just really, really loved herself.
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[SYSTEM: DOCKING APPROACH REQUESTED – BLOCK B, SIZE 2]

[SYSTEM: BULKHEAD DEPLOYMENT – BLOCK B, SECTIONS 3 & 4]

Under Taro’s direction, the outer hull of the Battleship Plum groaned as it split open like a giant, metal maw. Once the opening was wide enough to swallow a small moon, a boxy Block Module Container detached from a nearby transport ship. The relative velocities had been crunched to the decimal point; the module drifted into the Plum’s gut as smoothly as a lozenge down a throat.

[SYSTEM: DOCKING COMPLETE – BLOCK B]

Up on the Bridge, Taro finished wrestling with the BISHOP interface. He confirmed the module was locked in, yanked off his headset, and decided to check out the new addition to the residential block. As he turned to leave, he caught a glimpse of a vibrant, crimson Warship cruising alongside them through the reinforced glass.

"Talk about an eyesore," Taro muttered. "I heard that paint job wasn't even a choice."

"Flashy, isn't it?" Marl’s voice drifted from behind him. She was staring out the window, too. 

"Is it some kind of 'look at me, I'm important' thing?" Taro asked.

"Not exactly." Marl made a face as she searched her memory. "I think it’s called T22 Coating. It’s a new Polarized Paint Takasaki developed."

"Polarized Paint? Like the stuff on Stealth Ships?"

"Basically. But while most of those are for dodging radar, Takasaki’s version is for Beam polarization. They claim it diffuses five percent of incoming Beams when it's fresh, and two percent even when it's beat to hell. If those numbers are real, it’s a game-changer."

Taro’s eyes went wide. "No way. Maybe I should get the Plum a coat."

"The maintenance costs are astronomical. Also, the Plum would be bright red."

Great, a giant flying tomato that costs a fortune to buff. "Never mind the color—I hate high costs. This ship already bleeds money, and it’s not exactly built for freight."

The pair exited the Bridge, swept up Alan as he emerged from the secondary Bridge, and marched toward the residential block. They stepped onto the High-speed Moving Lane, whistling through thick bulkheads until they reached the massive circular salon. The walls were lined with doors at regular intervals, including the entrances to their own private quarters.

"Ah, Son-in-law! Long time no see! You’re looking as sturdy as a mountain! Marvelous!"

Sakura, who had been lounging on a salon sofa like she owned the place, sprang to her feet. She shot a sharp look at the six starchy suits surrounding her—presumably the big wigs from the Takasaki RS Branch—and they immediately dropped into synchronized, elegant bows.

"Uh, yeah. Thanks for the... formal welcome. You’re looking energetic as ever, Sakura."

Taro took her hand and gave it a firm shake. Following her lead, he moved down the line, shaking hands with the six executives who looked like they’d been carved out of granite.

"Sakura, are you still doing the 'Son-in-law' bit?" Marl marched up, looking annoyed. "That’s nothing but a deluded fanta—"

"Oh! A pleasure to meet you!" one of the executives barked, cutting Marl off with a blinding smile. "The legendary Marl! Your reputation precedes you! We are but humble novices in your presence!"

Marl froze, her rant dying in her throat as the executives swarmed her with flowery praise. Taro watched out of the corner of his eye, suppressing a smirk as Marl struggled to process the sudden ego-stroking.

"Anyway," Taro said, turning back to the new room. "I approved the docking request because you asked, but what kind of module is this actually?"

He gestured toward one of the newly installed doors, its security override light blinking green. 

"Oh, that?" Sakura said with a dismissive wave. "That’s my bedroom. I figured I’d be crashing here for a while."

"Ah, right. Sakura’s bedroom... wait, like hell you are!" Taro swung his hand in a perfect slapstick arc, popping Sakura on the shoulder. 

Sakura just let out a booming, "Hahahaha!"

"You really are a riot, Son-in-law! That was a classic straight-man routine, wasn't it? See? I’ve been studying! I watched a ton of Video Chips back in the Yuwashock Star System."

Yuwashock? Is that the star system where the sky falls because of 'love' or something? "That’s not... wait, what kind of studying are you even doing? Are you actually moving in? Why?! What’s the point?"

"The point? We’re betrothed! It would be weirder if we weren't close by. No need to be shy."

"No, no, no! Absolutely not! No!" Taro waved his hands frantically, his face twitching. 

Sakura watched him with a mischievous smirk for a few seconds, then her expression went flat. She leaned in close, her voice dropping to a whisper. 

"Look, just treat this as a performance for the public. We’ll have a proper business meeting later to hash out the details. Trust me, you’re going to like the terms."

She flashed him a brilliant, predatory smile. Taro gave her a look that screamed I don't believe you for a second, then shrugged and went to rescue Marl, who looked like she was about to drown in a sea of corporate compliments.



"I don't trust this. Not one bit." Marl had her arms crossed, her cheeks puffed out as they walked down the hall. Behind them, Sakura was poking at everything she saw with wide-eyed curiosity while Koume patiently explained the ship's functions.

"She did say we don't actually have to get married," Taro pointed out, trying to stay optimistic. "Wasn't that in the contract?"

Taro ran through the points of the agreement they’d just signed between Rising Sun and the Takasaki RS Branch. Pretty sure it was just a PR stunt.

"Please," Marl huffed. "She’s absolutely looking for an opening to claim you. Did you see her makeup? It was 'war paint' levels of effort. And that dress! Who wears a formal gown to a meeting on a Warship? Usually, it’s a flight suit or nothing. She’s gunning for you, Taro."

"I... I guess? I don't really notice that stuff. But hey, having our debt wiped clean is a massive win."

"Sure, but it’s not like we couldn't pay it back eventually. Now that we actually have a path to solvency, she’s just playing her card before its value hits zero."

"Ah, that makes sense... Wait, yeah, that’s totally what she’s doing."

Back during the Enzio Campaign, Taro had dug himself into a mountain of debt with the EAP and Little Tokyo. He’d cleared those by taking a massive loan from Takasaki, but he hadn't even started chipping away at the principal. Between that and the war reparations he’d inherited along with the Alliance, they’d been one bad day away from total bankruptcy.

But then came Planet Nuke. The sheer amount of wealth pouring out of that rock had flipped the script. Rising Sun’s cash flow was finally looking healthy, and the Takasaki repayment schedule was just about to kick in.

"Securing credit through a fake engagement..." Taro groaned, looking at the ceiling. "What is this, the Middle Ages?"

The deal Takasaki had pitched was simple: they wanted Rising Sun to back the Takasaki RS Branch’s entry into the RS Alliance Assembly. In exchange, Takasaki would tear up the debt notes they held against Taro’s company. The "engagement" was just the flashy PR wrapper to justify why the Alliance Top was suddenly playing favorites with a newcomer.

Normally, a company would spend months on market research before a move like this, but Takasaki was in a hurry. They needed a foothold now, and they’d decided that bribing the boss was the fastest way in. Taro’s debt was a huge sum, but as Marl noted, it was better for Takasaki to use it as a political lever than to just wait for the cash.

"I don't know when your 'Middle Ages' were," Marl said, "but political marriages and family-run cartels are still the bread and butter of modern society. The Empire has its nobles, and Gigantech Corp Group is basically one giant, over-budget family reunion."

"Joy," Taro sighed. "Think the Assembly is going to kick up a fuss about Takasaki joining?"

"Hard to say. The Takasaki name carries weight; the market will love the stability. The Assembly will probably split—companies that don't do shipbuilding will hate it because it dilutes their voting power."

"Of course it will. Which means I’m going to have to spend the next month sucking up to people and greasing wheels. I hate owing favors... God, this is how the web gets you, isn't it?"

Taro stared into the middle distance, already exhausted by the thought of how many people he was going to have to bow to in the coming weeks.

The group reached the common room to finalize the living arrangements. If Sakura was going to be a permanent fixture on the Plum, she needed to know the rules. This was a combat vessel, not a cruise ship, and she was technically an outsider.

"I’m sure I’ll be a handful, but I’m looking forward to it!" Sakura beamed, chest puffed out with pride. She spotted Etta nearby, scooped the girl up with both hands, and started spinning her around in circles. "I’ve always loved kids!"

Sakura probably thought she was being playful, but Etta was currently a whirlwind of confusion and motion sickness, throwing desperate Save Me looks at Taro. 

Taro could only manage a weak, dry laugh. "Haha... yeah."

"Oh, that reminds me, Son-in-law! Let me prove I’m not just a pretty face and a pile of debt-relief forms."

Sakura set the dizzy Etta down on the sofa and fished something out of her bag. She dropped a handful of data chips into Taro’s palm.

"That’s detailed intel from inside the EAP. It wasn't exactly 'legal' to get, but let's just call it a bit of light espionage. I’ve scrubbed anything relating to Takasaki or our subsidiaries, obviously... but I believe you have a need for this?"

Sakura smirked. Taro stared at the chips, stunned by Takasaki’s Intelligence reach. How did she even know I was looking into this? 

Regardless of the "how," he closed his hand around the chips, a surge of genuine gratitude washing over him. "Thanks, Sakura. This is exactly what I needed."


  
    Chapter 192
    

  
  Chapter 192

“The Morris Star System, the Adela Star System, the E442 Star System... Hey, look at this! There’s even a listing for the La Gala Star System. That’s on the literal opposite side of the galaxy!”

They were gathered in the Plum’s Information Management Room, a space packed with rows of cutting-edge computers and storage drives. The air was kept at a biting chill to prevent the processors from melting under their own heat. Alan pointed a finger at one of the built-in monitors, his face lit by the glow of data.

“The opposite side?” Taro asked, his skepticism reaching terminal velocity. “Can people even run a business from that far away? That’s one hell of a commute.”

“Affirmative, and negative,” Koume chirped in her usual prim tone.

“Theoretically, it is possible. However, in terms of common sense, it should be considered impossible, Mr. Teiro. At that distance, the overhead costs would limit all interactions to purely electronic means. It would be a different story if their livelihood were digital data or license management, but that does not apply to this specific case.”

Koume picked up a teacup from the table, closing her eyes as she performed an elaborate gesture of savoring the aroma. Taro had no clue what the point of an AI pretending to smell tea was, but she looked like she was having the time of her life, so he decided to let it slide. Despite the freezing room, the kotatsu they were huddled around felt like a little slice of heaven.

“So, in short, it’s all a bunch of nonsense,” Marl said, leaning toward the monitor with a look of grim determination. “Is there a chance the information is just wrong?”

Ryza tilted her head, looking thoughtful. “That’s difficult to imagine, isn’t it? Our source is the illustrious Takasaki, after all. We have to assume they’ve verified the credibility to some extent. Would they really hand over fake data to the very people they’re trying to build a bridge with?”

The group collectively grunted. “Good point,” they muttered in unison.

The data Taro and his crew were currently dissecting concerned the EAP Military—specifically, a list of new shipbuilding-related business partners that Sakura had flagged as high priority. These were the very companies Dingo had warned them about, the ones swooping in to fill the vacuum left when Takasaki was unceremoniously booted from the contract.

“Man, they really trimmed this list down,” Taro sighed, squinting at the screen. “If it were up to me, I would’ve seen a list this long and thrown the whole monitor out a window.”

Even saying the word “shipbuilding” was an understatement. It covered a staggering range of companies providing every nut, bolt, sensor, and service required to keep a hunk of metal flying through the void. A single small frigate was made of tens of millions of parts, and every single one had a manufacturer. The original list had likely featured thousands of companies; vetting them all individually was a nightmare no sane person would sign up for.

“Well, that’s what we get paid for,” Alan said. “Granted, I haven't slept in three days because of it, but hey, maybe now people will stop whispering that I’m a useless mouth to feed.”

The Intelligence Department was a thankless, behind-the-scenes gig. Because they didn't kick down doors or blow things up, it was hard for the rest of the crew to grasp what they actually did—and yet, they inhaled a massive chunk of the budget, which made them an easy target for jealousy. The Security Department, who actually put their lives on the line, usually looked at them like they were pampered aristocrats. Inter-departmental brawls were practically a scheduled event.

“You know, from a management perspective, there’s no department more vital than Intelligence,” Taro mused. “I really need to get you guys to mingle more. Maybe we should hold another Kabaddi Tournament? We could even invite the folks from the subsidiary companies.”

“Don’t you dare,” Marl snapped. “Back when it was just a handful of us, it was fine. But if you did that now, tens of thousands of people would show up. Do you have any idea how much that would cost? This isn't an Olympic qualifying round!”

“Olympic? What’s that again? I feel like I’ve heard that word before...”

“It’s the All-Galaxy Sports Tournament held every four years,” Marl explained. “I think the next one is... next year?”

“You two are getting sidetracked,” Ryza interrupted, her fingers dancing across the terminal. A new list of companies appeared on the monitor. “I reached out to my brother and had him flag the companies he found suspicious. Specifically, those with major past legal violations and those that appear to be hollow shells with no actual substance. As you can see, the vast majority fall into the latter category.”

Ryza’s finger, tipped with a sharp coat of blue nail polish, flicked across the screen. The list began to scroll at a blistering speed, and it kept going... and going... and going.

“...That’s a lot of shells,” Alan groaned.

Taro nodded, crossing his arms as a deep wrinkle formed between his brows. “Wait a second. Why are these sketchy-ass companies even allowed to bid? If they’re legitimately taking orders from the EAP Military, why not just do it out in the open? It’s not like selling ships is a crime.”

“Actually, it’s pretty common for arms dealers, insurance firms, and even companies that make products like ours to hide behind a Paper Company,” Alan explained. “This business earns you a lot of enemies.”

“Ah, I get it. The 'I don't want to ruin my corporate image but I really want that blood money' strategy,” Taro said. “Man, screw them. We started this journey as an Adult Goods Transport Company and we wore that badge with pride! We went in swinging! And look at us now—everyone loves us!”

“Haha, true enough...” Alan’s smile faded. “But I don't think that’s why these guys are hiding.”

“Oof. Care to enlighten us?”

“Because no matter how deep I dig, I can’t find the root. I hit a company that looks like the end of the line, but it doesn't feel like the start. Usually, products like spacecraft are sold in sets held together by tight lateral connections. Take Takasaki: they might outsource the small parts, but the 'Shipbuilding Takasaki' entity acts as the single window for the whole project. Plus, most of their funding comes from Takasaki-linked firms. But these new guys? Nothing. They’re completely fragmented.”

“I see... So they’re being too thorough about hiding,” Taro muttered. “Your average consumer isn't going to look this deep. It’s overkill for a simple PR strategy.”

Taro went quiet, his mind racing. There was no doubt that an opposing faction within the EAP was trying to sabotage Little Tokyo and its ally, Takasaki. This faction—the rising military brass—had successfully cornered Little Tokyo.

But even with the military’s growing ego, they shouldn't have been able to just delete Takasaki—the EAP’s biggest supplier—overnight. The EAP Assembly was relatively democratic; they wouldn't just dump a titan like Takasaki based on a few bad vibes. It didn't make sense.

Unless... the new guys are putting up insane numbers. Either they were offering god-tier performance, or they were selling for dirt cheap. Or both. Given that the EAP was now fielding Electronic Warfare Craft, both were likely.

“...Is it Dumping?” Taro whispered.

Unfair Low-Price Selling. The classic, cutthroat tactic of selling at a massive loss just to starve out the competition and seize the market. It was highly illegal in most civilized systems, and more importantly—

“Are you saying some mystery company is launching an all-out economic war against Takasaki and every single one of its affiliates?” Marl asked, echoing Taro’s thoughts. “Even if they won, how many decades would it take to earn that money back? And if they lose, it’s not just a bad quarter—it’s total annihilation. Who would be crazy enough to take a gamble that lopsided?”

“That’s the thing,” Taro said, leaning back. “In a market as massive as starships, it would be a thousand times more profitable to just play by the rules. And they’re selling Electronic Warfare Craft? You don’t use those against some random Pirate or a WIND splinter cell. Who are they planning to fight? We’ve got Etta on our side, for crying out loud!”

Taro stretched out his legs and gave a playful nudge to the lump in the kotatsu that was Etta. A muffled, sleepy groan of protest came from beneath the blanket. The girl currently napping for the twelfth hour straight possessed the power to completely nullify the stealth capabilities that made Electronic Warfare Craft so terrifying.

“Dingo is basically our BFF now, and the EAP isn't stupid enough to pick a fight with the Empire. So, if what Rin and Sakura said is true... but how... something is stuck in my head like a piece of popcorn...”

Taro sank into the murky depths of his own consciousness. When he went deep enough, his thoughts splintered into a thousand versions of himself, all debating at once.

No, that’s not it... that wouldn’t work... that’s wrong too... no... wait...

“No, that’s... wait...” he mumbled aloud. A scrap of memory, buried in a dusty corner of his brain, was screaming at him to dig it up.

“Taro? You okay?” Marl asked, her voice laced with worry. Taro heard her, but he didn't answer. He couldn't. He needed to focus.

He sat there, muttering to himself for a solid five minutes, until the stream of nonsense stopped dead.

“...Override.”

The word was a mere whisper. Taro immediately reached for the long-distance comms, noticing only then that his hands were shaking. He needed to talk to Dingo and Rin. Right now.

“...Uh, hello? Rin? It’s me... yeah, I’m fine. Listen, I need to ask you something.”

Ignoring the bewildered stares of his crew, Taro rattled off a series of rapid-fire questions. Once he had what he needed, he hung up and stared at the wall.

“...Dammit. They’ll really do anything for a buck, won’t they?”

He ground his teeth with an audible creak, took a shaky breath, and called Dingo. With every answer Dingo gave, Taro’s face grew darker, shifting from confusion to a cold, simmering rage. By the time he ended the call, he looked ready to punch a hole through the hull.

“Everyone... I need you to look into something for me.”

Taro leaned forward, slamming his palms onto the table. His mind was a whirlwind of organized fury. He began delegating tasks, giving each member a specific thread to pull. Finally, he voiced the hypothesis he had constructed from the fragments of their data.

The room fell into a silence so heavy it felt like a vacuum. The theory was, quite frankly, horrifying.

“Mmm... is it morning?”

Etta, apparently disturbed by the sudden lack of noise, crawled out from the kotatsu with a massive yawn.

Nobody laughed. The room remained deathly silent.
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"Right... got it. I’ll handle things on this end based on what we just talked about."

Dingo cut the comms, exhaled a sigh heavy enough to sink a battleship, and flopped back into his seat. The intel Taro had dumped on him confirmed his worst fears. The situation wasn’t just bad; it was a total dumpster fire.

"Exactly as I thought. For once, I really wish I’d been the idiot."

He scratched his head like he was trying to dig for gold, then slammed his hands onto the table, eyes squeezed shut as he tried to force his brain into gear.

Dingo had first smelled a rat when Pirate Ships started blowing themselves up for no reason. 

"If you want cash, you sell the ship, you morons. These guys have a goal, and they’ve clearly got some shadowy organization backing them. Use your damn heads for once!" 

He’d barked that at a subordinate who’d dismissed the attackers as just a bunch of crazies. To Dingo, a pirate operating at a loss was an oxymoron—it was as impossible as a universe that refused to expand. In short, they didn't exist in the natural order of greed.

"I don't care what it takes, find them. I’m going to make them pay the tax for acting like they own my turf."

With that, he’d thrown everything into hunting down those unidentified ships. Usually, Dingo treated piracy as just another branch of the local economy and did the bare minimum to keep it in check. But that was for his pirates. Foreigners coming into his territory to exploit his resources? That was a declaration of war. He didn't mind if they exploited people in another territory, but they sure as hell weren't going to do it to his.

Within a record-breaking timeframe, he’d managed to scrub the "irregular" pirate presence almost entirely. In a place like Dingo Territory, where outsiders rarely dared to tread, spotting an anomaly was as easy as finding a neon sign in a coal mine.

The problem was, he still couldn't find the man behind the curtain.

Dingo had tried everything—boarding actions, surrender demands, polite requests to stop being annoying. Every single time, the ships ended up as a fireball. Even the salvage teams came up empty-handed. All they knew was that the ships ran on BISHOP, which meant a human had to be at the stick. An AI couldn't handle BISHOP for beans, and the maneuvers these ships pulled were far too complex for a computer anyway.

"What's the end game? What’s the point of all this?"

Dingo had spiraled through every possibility, from the logical to the utterly insane. He’d been about to toss the whole file into the "Too Weird to Handle" bin when Taro’s call had changed everything.

The EAP’s military buildup. Takasaki’s sudden defeat.

Taro’s intel turned his "utterly insane" theories into a grim reality. Dingo knew the EAP’s situation inside and out, and the pattern was starting to look disturbingly familiar.

And now, this latest tip from Taro.

"Well, that settles it. But I’m not letting these clowns dance on my grave."

Dingo peeled himself out of his seat. It was time to move. Whatever way the chips fell, he was going to make sure he was the one holding the house's winnings.



The Industrial District of the Roma Star System’s First Station was currently a fortress. The area surrounding the former Coleman Research Institute was locked down tighter than a drum by the Rising Sun’s Security Department. Heavily armed guards stood at the main building's entrance, looking like they were itching for someone to breathe in the wrong direction.

"Good work, boys. Have a snack."

Taro shoved a handful of candy—which he’d bought at the Commercial District and hated because it tasted like chalk—into the hands of the bewildered guards. Before they could even process the "gift," he and Koume had already vanished inside the facility. The halls were a hive of activity, researchers scurrying everywhere. Taro just waved them off with a "Don't mind me, keep working" as he marched toward the inner sanctum.

[PASSCODE CONFIRMED: ROOT AUTHORITY]

They bypassed a series of newly installed bulkheads and entered the high-security zone. This was Coleman’s old playground, now cluttered with enough analytical gear and cables to trip a giant. Taro cut through the mess with surgical precision, found his target, and told the nearby researchers to scram.

"Is this the one, Mr. Teiro?" Koume asked, staring at the device with her usual blank expression.

"Yeah," Taro grunted. He hovered his hand over the machine he knew better than his own pockets. I mean, technically I’ve never seen this physical unit before, but thanks to my 'Ghost Ship sense,' I could probably take it apart blindfolded.

[SECURITY RELEASE: PASSCODE... REJECTED]

[PASSCODE RE-SPECIFICATION: ARCHETYPE]

[SECURITY RELEASE: PASSCODE RECOGNIZED. ACCESS GRANTED.]

Taro dove into the system via BISHOP, shredding the security layers in seconds. Koume tilted her head, watching him work with a mix of curiosity and her standard "I am a robot" deadpan.

"Endor Corp, Type VIII Cold Sleep System," Taro recited, his voice taking on a lecture-hall drone. "Equipped with a Land Interface System and a TETF Method integrated core. It’s based on the Type V architecture, which makes it perfect for retrofitting an Override System. It was originally designed to overwrite memories by exploiting the brain-dead state during cryo-stasis, but that didn't exactly go as planned."

“……”

[SYSTEM FREEZE: ACCEPTED]

[HARDWARE RELEASE: ACCEPTED]

The Capsule section of the machine hissed and slid upward, revealing the guts of the base unit.

"The reason it failed was because it had a 'minor' flaw," Taro continued, reaching into the machinery. "Turns out, you can’t read activity regions very well from a brain that’s, you know, not active. Even though everyone has a 'language center,' the actual coordinates vary from person to person. They ended up with a lot of 'accidents'—like accidentally overwriting someone’s language center with visual data. Imagine trying to say 'hello' and seeing a picture of a cat instead. Messy stuff."

Taro grabbed one of the exposed circuit boards and yanked it out.

"That’s why they barely made any of these. The Type IX fixed the issues and hit the market. But they didn't just throw the Type VIII units away. Oh no. You don't just dump a convenient Override Device that bypasses brain rejection. Instead, they found a new niche for it—as a Brainwashing Device."

Taro squinted at the board. He’d never held this specific piece of hardware, yet he knew every trace and solder joint. It was that weird, phantom knowledge that had been rattling around his head since he woke up on that Ghost Ship.

"The secret sauce is a specific neuro-narcotic. I’d bet my ship that the stuff produced by the local Heating Equipment around here is the key ingredient. It lets you shove in basic pilot training and simple commands. Like, say, 'blow yourself up when X happens.' Easy as pie. Why anyone would want a bunch of suicidal puppets is a different question entirely."

Taro found the specific chip responsible for the drug-interface and popped it out. Analyzing the whole machine would be a weekend project, but just cracking this chip would be a breeze.

"Fun fact: the developer of this Type VIII was a guy named Dal Enfo Coleman. Sound familiar? He’s the guy who owned this place. I’m guessing it’s the same dude, though the fact that this tech is thousands of years old is a bit of a head-scratcher."

Taro handed the board to Koume and held up a finger, striking a teacher-like pose.

"Okay, pop quiz. Normal pirates run away when the big scary navy shows up. But if a swarm of crazy pirates who fight to the death suddenly appears, what does the military have to do?"

Koume didn't miss a beat. "Regardless of quality, they would be required to match the quantity. They would be forced into a massive expansion of their forces."

"Correct! Next question. What happens if the entire economy is geared for war, and then suddenly, all the pirates disappear for no reason at all?"

"...If the politicians are feeling nice, the budget gets slashed," Koume replied. "If not, the military has to find a new target to shoot at. A military that large cannot simply exist without a purpose; it would collapse under its own weight."

"And finally: have we seen this movie before?"

"The prolonged war in the old Enzio, followed by the declaration of war against the EAP. And, if I may add, the current state of the EAP follows this exact trajectory."

"Gold star for Koume!" Taro turned on his heel and headed for the exit. "According to Dingo, there was a massive spike in pirate activity right before the Alliances in Enzio started tearing each other’s throats out."

He looked back over his shoulder, his eyes cold.

"I don't know who’s pulling the strings, but someone is trying to build a Second Enzio."
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"Teiro, catch. This is the list of the former Enzio Military’s primary business partners."

Alan flicked a black chip toward him. Taro caught it with a casual "Senkyu" and jammed it into his terminal for an immediate download.

"Ooh, finally arrived, has it? My thanks to the Intelligence Department for the hustle... Ugh, that’s a hell of a lot of data... Sending it over to you guys too."

Marl and Koume were lounging in the Plum’s common room, taking a breather. Taro gave them a wave. The chip’s contents were a massive directory of the former Enzio Military's main suppliers. Both women pulled out their mobile terminals and started scanning the wall of text.

"I’m impressed this even exists," Marl murmured, sounding genuinely surprised. "I assumed the old government had scrubbed the archives clean."

Alan sank onto the sofa with a weary, bitter smile. "Believe me, I went through hell and back to dig that up."

"It’s not the complete picture, unfortunately, but I managed to scrape together about eighty percent," Alan continued. "Turns out a few rats in the former military made off with the data, thinking it might be worth a payday down the road. I can't exactly praise their loyalty, but they certainly did us a favor. It cost me about three million Credits total, but I assume that’s fine?"

Alan dropped the figure like it was pocket change. Marl’s brow furrowed and she looked ready to protest, but she ultimately bit her tongue.

"Hell yeah, it’s fine," Taro chimed in. "If we got the intel for that... actually, wait. Is it just me, or is my sense of money totally broken? That’s about three hundred million Yen, right? Wait... is that not actually that expensive?"

"It’s plenty expensive for paying off a bunch of looters," Marl snapped. "Koume, run the cross-reference."

"Understood, Miss Marl. Processing... Complete. Transmitting now."

Following Marl's lead, Koume closed her eyes for a heartbeat before giving a sharp nod. Instantly, Taro’s terminal blinked with the results. It was a side-by-side comparison of the partner list provided by Takasaki and this new data.

"...Wait, a big fat zero?" Taro frowned.

The result was "No Matches." Not a single overlapping company between the two lists.

"So, the Enzio conspiracy and this current one are being run by different corporations?" Marl asked. "Is this just some kind of copycat move?"

Taro let out a long, low groan. "I mean, maybe. But would there really be multiple organizations out there pulling this exact same flavor of bullshit?"

Alan looked equally pensive. "It’s a long shot, but I wouldn't rule it out entirely. Besides, at this stage, the idea that someone is pulling the strings is still just an educated guess."

A heavy, frustrating silence descended on the room. Everyone looked like they’d just swallowed a lemon. Suddenly, Koume broke the quiet.

"Excuse me, Mr. Alan, but this isn't the entire list, is it?"

Alan shot her a confused look. "What? No, that’s everything... Oh, you mean the uncurated list?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Alan. All the business partners on this specific list appear to have very recent transaction dates."

"Right, I see where you’re going. Hold on... Here."

Alan rummaged through the inner pocket of his jacket and brandished a second chip.

"This should have every partner going back thirty years. Fair warning: it’s an absolute mess. Probably for counter-intel purposes, but nothing is indexed, the entries are randomized, and the formatting is a nightmare."

"No need to worry, Mr. Alan," Koume said with a sweet smile. "Isn't that right, Mr. Teiro?"

"You bet. Leave it to me. This kind of digital archaeology is my bread and butter."

Taro took the chip, fueled by Koume’s vote of confidence. He initiated the download and started hacking through the forest of disorganized data.

"Right, I keep forgetting the Boss has a cheat code for this kind of thing," Alan muttered. "Well? Anything?"

"Hang on... and presto. All cleaned up and sorted for your viewing pleasure."

"Dammit," Alan cursed. "My team spent days on manual extraction, and you just made us look like absolute amateurs."

"Hey, don't feel bad. I can't verify if the data is actually real," Taro said, waving it off. "I can't track corporate lineages or hidden ties either. You guys still have to do the boring legwork."

"Maybe so, but it’s still a blow to my ego. Next time, I’m just bringing the raw data straight to you... Wait. Hold the phone. Did we just hit the jackpot?"

Alan’s eyes sharpened as he stared at his terminal. Taro met his gaze and gave a slow, grim nod.

"522 matches. All of them did business with Enzio right before the war kicked off."

"And every single one is a shell company," Marl added. "So, they were just fronts?"

"Looks like it... No, I'm certain," Taro said. "Every one of these companies 'withdrew' from the market a few years later, citing lack of profit. Well, duh. They were just sacrificial lamb corporations used for Dumping."

"Which means," Marl leaned in, "the companies that moved in to replace them are the real targets. Which ones are they?"

"Give me a sec... There. Sent the list to your devices. Whoa... these guys were doing business with every single Alliance in the pack."

It was exactly as Marl suspected. The group of corporations on the list had been conducting trades with every single faction that eventually formed the Enzio Alliance.

"They didn't care who won or lost," Alan spat. "Worse, they probably tweaked the scales to keep the fight balanced. Selling high-tech gear to whoever was losing... These are genuine Merchants of Death."

Taro sat in silence for a moment, letting the reality of it sink in. 

"Look, we deal in weapons too," Taro started. "I don't think there's anything inherently evil about making a buck by selling guns to both sides. But—"

He slammed his fist onto the table, his knuckles white.

"—intentionally fanning the flames of war just to pad your pockets? That I can't stand. Enzio ended up targeting civilians because of this, and this whole mess is eventually going to knock on our front door. I’m not gonna pretend I’m some moral saint, but this? This pisses me off."

He glared at the table, his mouth set in a hard line. "I’m with you," Marl said softly. They all exchanged looks of grim determination.

"The war is one thing, but those brainwashed Pirates are unforgivable," Marl continued. "If your theory is right, this is monstrous. I won't let it slide."

"Agreed," Alan nodded. "I know outer space is usually an 'anything goes' kind of playground, but there are lines you don't cross. This crosses all of them."

"Koume concurs as well, Mr. Teiro. While I may not fully grasp the complexities of human ethics, I was not programmed to stand idly by while harm is inflicted upon those I hold dear. I have my pride as an AI."

Taro looked around at his crew and gave a firm nod. 

"Alright. Then it’s settled. Let’s show these pieces of shit what happens when you toy with people for a profit. Koume, give us a summary of the situation."

"Understood, Mr. Teiro," Koume said, standing tall.

"The hostile organization—let us refer to them as the Enemy Company, or EC—likely deployed a massive wave of bellicose Pirates into the three territories of the Old Enzio Territory. These pirates were brainwashed using neuro-narcotics and Override Devices. This was the First Phase."

Koume placed her terminal on the table, projecting a holographic map of the Old Enzio Territory.

"Since the WIND mass-outbreak hadn't occurred yet, the impact was significant. Each Alliance was forced into a massive military buildup for self-defense, reaching a point of no return. However, they became entirely dependent on the low-cost Warships provided by the newly-arrived 'bargain' corporations. This was the Second Phase."

On the holograph, countless ships labeled [SPECIAL PRICE] appeared, their numbers multiplying rapidly.

"Then, timing it perfectly, they stopped the pirate attacks. This left the Alliances with an economy tilted entirely toward military spending, forcing them to find a new outlet for that consumption. With three neighbors in the exact same predicament, a military conflict was the natural—and likely intended—outcome."

The holographic ships began to clash, their numbers thinning. Once they reached a certain threshold, the [SPECIAL PRICE] tags vanished.

"The discount shipbuilders withdraw, and the real players move in to harvest the profits. To ensure no one switches suppliers, the initial discount ships were likely equipped with specific, proprietary systems. A military in the middle of a war doesn't have the luxury of retraining or switching to inferior tech. Consequently, EC's high-end ships sweep the market. This is the Third Phase."

The ships on the map were now labeled [EC].

"So that's how Enzio got those high-spec Electronic Warfare Craft," Alan mused. "They were totally disproportionate to their tech level. They didn't buy them because they wanted to; they bought them because they had to."

Koume nodded. "It is the most logical conclusion. Once this stage is reached, they simply maintain the balance of power. They prop up the losers and suppress the winners, dragging the war out indefinitely to maximize exploitation. Enzio was eventually bled so dry they had no choice but to join forces just to survive. Their only option then was to find a new target to project their military might—which led to the recent war."

The holographic fleet turned as one, moving toward the territory marked [EAP].

"The one thing EC cannot allow in this war is for the EAP to resolve the situation through non-military means. For example, a quick peace treaty involving reparations, or a total Enzio victory that unifies the region."

Marl stood up so fast her chair nearly tipped. "That's why they hit the civilian stations! They wanted to make sure the EAP would be too pissed off to ever negotiate for peace!"

Koume nodded slowly. "And the Alpha Star System was likely targeted for the same reason. The EAP couldn't possibly ignore that. If Alpha falls, the EAP’s only access to the Imperial market is via the Zayed Route. However, since EC doesn't actually want the EAP to lose, they were likely aiming for a quagmire... but then, they hit a snag."

Koume’s gaze locked onto Taro. He smiled and finished the thought.

"Us. And Dingo. We cornered Enzio and actually won. The EAP still has gas in the tank, and Enzio is basically collapsing from the inside out... Thanks, Koume."

Koume pinched the hem of her skirt and gave a graceful bow.

"Everyone on the same page? EC is trying to pull the same trick on the EAP right now. The problem is identifying who 'EC' actually is and finding a way to prove it... Alan, any ideas?"

Alan had been staring silently at his terminal for a while. After a long beat, he gave a slow nod.

"I had a few suspects, but there’s only one corporation with the muscle to pull off a stunt this big. They’re directly linked to the companies that replaced the Boss’s shell corporations."

Alan sighed, looking uncharacteristically small.

"Mercenaries Corporation. They’ve got over 1.2 million employees, and their subsidiaries are too many to count. They do everything from shipbuilding to private security—a textbook military-industrial complex. They’re a 'Mega-Corp' headquartered in the Imperial core, and their public image is actually pretty clean."

Alan looked up, a rare look of hesitation on his face.

"Compared to them, the EAP and Dingo are just dust in the wind. What's the plan, Boss? We didn't just hook a big fish. We accidentally harpooned a goddamn megalodon."
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Etta sat alone in her private quarters aboard the Battleship Plum, curled into a tight ball in the corner of the room. Though the room boasted a plush, comfortable bed, she only ever used it for the actual act of sleeping. Every morning, without fail, she woke up to find she had migrated back to the floor. The habits of the facility were not easily broken.

"…………"

Her mind, still foggy with sleep, drifted back to the old days.

She remembered a facility that was sterile, spotless, and utterly devoid of joy. There had been at least a hundred others there in the same situation as her. She’d never actually counted them, of course, but that was the number she’d estimated when they were all herded into one place for something called an "evacuation drill." That was the only time she had ever experienced a crowd. Normally, gathering in groups of three or more was strictly forbidden. The rules were enforced by the clothing they wore; stay too close to another person for too long, and a localized electrical current would surge through the fabric. Even when sharing the same floor, no one ever dared to approach another.

There were countless other rules, and Etta had been shocked more times than she could remember. Several burn scars still marred her skin, and the memory of the pain remained vivid. Her entire body would go into spasms, her throat seizing so tightly she couldn't even scream. These "disciplines" usually followed a failure during "Work"—a task Etta loathed with every fiber of her being. But as terrible as the Work was, refusal invited punishments that were far, far worse.

"The white coats are gone. It’s safe here," Etta whispered quietly, as if the words themselves were a protective charm.

She hugged her trembling arms and took several deep breaths. A quick glance at her BISHOP showed it was five minutes before her scheduled wake-up time. Back at the facility, this would have been the moment she was marched off to Work.

Her Work had primarily consisted of finding things that weren't there. It started with simple games—guessing the contents of a sealed box—and escalated to tracking hidden ships across the vast reaches of space. She had been forced to intercept and decode encrypted communication waves drifting through the void and read the data-streams of BISHOP units used by others. Occasionally, they made her compete against the other children. She always won, which only made her hate the Work more. Her "competitors" almost always disappeared from the facility shortly after their defeat. She didn't know where they went, and she didn't care to imagine the possibilities.

"……Noisy."

With a flick of a thought, Etta silenced the BISHOP alarm that was ringing directly into her brain. She stood up and gave a long, slow stretch. A wave of lightheadedness washed over her, and her vision shifted, opening into that unique, shimmering spectrum that allowed her to perceive electromagnetic waves.

"Good morning, Sister Yotta. I woke up early again today."

She ran a hand through her long hair, and a section of her vision flared with a soft, iridescent glow. Her hair was home to a massive colony of nanomachines that constantly reshaped the strands into a form optimized to function as an electromagnetic receptor.

"You look beautiful today, Sister."

Picking up the wooden comb Marl had bought for her, she began to brush with gentle, rhythmic strokes. The smooth teeth felt worlds apart from the cold metal tools she’d known before. This was her most precious treasure—the hair transplanted from the woman she had loved like a sister.

"It’s almost time for work. I have to go."

Once her hair was perfectly groomed, she tucked the comb into a small box reserved for her most valued possessions. The box was a chaotic hoard of stuffed animals, makeup kits, and picture books. Each item was a trophy of her new life aboard the Plum, and seeing the collection grow day by day brought her a quiet, intense joy. Despite earning a respectable salary for her contributions to the ship, she didn't just put anything in the box.

Entry into the Treasure Box required passing a rigorous set of standards. Etta frequently held "Screening Committees" for new acquisitions. As the Committee Chairperson, Etta would inspect the item, weigh its merits, and deliver a final verdict. The three stuffed animals on the board of directors usually shared her opinions.

Items that failed to meet her discerning gaze were relegated to a rugged, utilitarian iron container. A recent casualty was a pair of pink underwear gifted to her by Manager Alan. The Committee Chairperson had determined that, as a mature adult, the design was "insulting to her maturity." Also, it was just a little bit creepy.



"Good morning, Teiro. Good morning, Alan. What are you two doing?"

Etta had been on her way to the bridge when she spotted the two men huddled together, whispering conspiratorially. At the sound of her voice, they jerked apart, their hands flying up in a frantic, guilty wave.

"O-Oh, good morning, Etta! Great weather today! Why don’t you head up to the bridge? I’m sure Koume is already there!" Taro stammered.

"Is that Etta? Scared the life out of me, I thought it was the Boss-lady… Hey, Teiro, look! Here she comes!" Alan hissed, ignoring Etta and frantically tapping Taro’s shoulder while staring down the hallway.

Etta followed their gaze. A woman was walking toward them—the helmsman from the second bridge, if Etta recalled correctly.

"Good morning, President Teiro, Manager Alan. I look forward to another productive day!" the woman said, offering a bright smile and a crisp salute.

Taro and Alan straightened up, adopting their most "official" and "dignified" expressions. "Umu," they grunted in unison, returning the salute with practiced gravitas. As soon as the woman passed them and headed up the stairs, their "professional" masks disintegrated.

"…………What are you doing?" Etta asked, watching them stare intently at the woman’s retreating figure.

Without looking back, their heads tilted upward in perfect sync, they answered.

"Well… if you have to ask… let’s just say it’s a battle between men," Taro muttered. "Wait… is that blue?!"

"No, hold on, Teiro. It looks violet to me. Did you factor in the refraction from the ambient lighting?" Alan countered.

The two were vibrating with a bizarre, scholarly excitement. Given their low-angle perspective, it was obvious they were trying to guess the color of the woman's underwear.

"It’s red," Etta informed them, wondering why they were making it so complicated. "The lights are blue. The colors are mixing to look purple."

Since she could literally see the electromagnetic waves passing through fabric, translating them into visible light colors was trivial.

"I see. Miss Eileen wears red… how unexpected," Taro mused, his eyes widening. "Is she secretly the passionate type?"

"Hehehe… a lady by day, but in the bedroom, she brings out the battle-gear—GWAUGH?!"

A black blur streaked across the corridor as Taro let out a strangled shriek.

"What is wrong with you two this early in the morning?! Honestly, you’re both idiots!"

The blur resolved into Marl. She had just connected a flying knee directly into Taro’s face, and he was currently rolling on the floor, clutching his nose. Without missing a beat, Marl twisted mid-landing and delivered a localized "justice strike" via a kick to Alan’s groin. Alan collapsed in a heap, a look of profound, silent sorrow etched onto his face.

"Let’s go, Etta. Ignore these losers."

Marl turned on her heel and marched up the stairs. Etta paused for a second to pat Taro’s head sympathetically before following Marl to the bridge.

"Good morning, Miss Marl, Miss Etta. How are we today?" Koume greeted them as they stepped onto the primary bridge.

"Terrible," Marl snapped.

"I’m okay," Etta replied.

"Today’s patrol mission is estimated to take three hours. Following that, we have two hours of classroom study scheduled. Please prepare yourself accordingly," Koume said with a polite bow.

Etta nodded and hopped into her specialized seat. Three hours of patrol was easy, and she actually didn't mind the lessons Koume gave. She knew she wasn't the smartest person on the ship, and half the time the concepts went right over her head, but she enjoyed the process regardless.



"Well now, if it isn't the little one. What brings you to my neck of the woods?"

After her shift and studies, Etta had headed to Bella's quarters. Bella was usually busy leading the Main Fleet on maneuvers and was rarely seen on the Plum, but today she was in her private office, buried in paperwork.

"Cleaning. I always do this room," Etta said, proudly hoisting her vacuum-like cleaning device.

Bella chuckled. "That’s right, you do. You’re a lifesaver, kid. I’ve never been much for tidying up… Hey! Don't just stand there with your thumb up your nose! Get the usual ready!"

Bella barked the order at a subordinate standing nearby. The man snapped to attention with a sharp "Ma'am!" and vanished into the adjacent room.

"…………It’s already clean," Etta noted, blinking at the spotless room. Bella was always surrounded by underlings; they must have beaten her to it.

"Oh? Is that so? Well… maybe the side room is a disaster. I’ve got some real butterfingers on my staff, you see," Bella said, casting a pointed look at the door the man had just walked through.

Suddenly, the sound of things crashing and scattering echoed from the other room.

"Oh! Oh no! What a disaster!" the man’s voice wailed from inside. "I’ve gone and spilled the Boss’s incredibly important data chips everywhere! Woe is me!"

Etta hurried into the side room to find hundreds of black chips carpeting the floor. Without a word, she knelt down and began carefully picking them up, one by one, alongside the "clumsy" subordinate.

"Phew! You’re a hero, Miss Etta. I’d have been here all night if you hadn't helped. As a token of my undying gratitude, please, have some of this!"

The man produced a cart laden with cakes and juice. Under Bella's watchful, satisfied gaze, Etta happily devoured the treats before deciding it was time to head to her next stop.

"See you around, little one," Bella called out as Etta left.

Her next destination was the High-speed Moving Lane. Her peaceful routine was briefly interrupted when Sakura appeared and Etta had to flee for her life—she still didn't know how to handle Sakura’s "aggressive" brand of affection—but otherwise, her workday ended without incident. She ate dinner, bathed, and crawled into bed. It was the same routine, day after day.

"Now then, which story would you like tonight? How about 'The Adventures of Cida'?"

Liza, dressed in a silk nightgown, offered a warm smile as she held up a data chip. Etta, already tucked in beside her, shook her head.

"Then let's try 'Julietta and the Mysterious Star System.' It’s a new one, but I think you'll find it charming… Once upon a time, back when the Empire was very, very small…"

Liza’s voice was a gentle, melodic caress. Etta was already drifting off, the actual plot of the story lost to the encroaching fog of sleep. But that didn't matter. If she didn't remember it, she could enjoy it all over again tomorrow.

"In that star system………… Julietta found…………"

The lullaby of Liza’s voice grew distant. Etta knew she would likely wake up in the middle of the night from a nightmare and retreat to her corner on the floor, but for now, she surrendered to the softness of the bed and the warmth of the woman beside her.

In the final, fleeting moment before her consciousness slipped away, a single, powerful thought took hold.

I am happy right now.

The others didn't talk about it in front of her, but she wasn't blind. She knew something big was coming. It was rare for the entire upper management of the Rising Sun to be gathered in one place like this. 

Whatever happens, I’ll do anything to protect this.
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"Hey, Dingo. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?"

A chummy voice rang out through the air. A man strolled toward Dingo, who was currently buried under a pile of beauties on a sofa in a high-end club.

"You... Hmph. Was your name Sykes last time? Real convenient, isn't it?"

Dingo waved the women away with a dismissive gesture. The newcomer ignored the smoldering look one of the departing ladies threw him and sat down directly across from Dingo.

"A face for every occasion. It makes 'Work' much easier. Can I get a drink?"

"You can't even get buzzed. Do those internal-tuning Nanomachines of yours really let alcohol slide?"

"It’s a matter of vibes. I can get drunk if I put my mind to it."

"Hmph. Fine... So, what’s the play? Aren't you busy babysitting some brat, Mr. Phantom?"

Dingo poured a glass of high-end Imperial booze. Phantom took it, savoring the rich, mellow aroma produced by the exquisite blending of a legendary old brewery.

"He doesn't need a sitter anymore. He’s growing at a terrifying rate. Truly."

"The kid who was crying over a few dead mooks? Don't make me laugh."

"He's likely a Boosted Man."

Dingo’s cheek twitched. "One of the old man's?"

"No," Phantom replied. "He likely predates Coleman by a long shot. He's not Imperial Military. He might actually be from the Lost Age."

"Whoa, whoa. One of the Old Eden Group? I thought those guys were a myth."

"Just a theory. I heard the word 'Eden' recently... Anyway, what shall we toast to? To the reunion of old friends?"

"Piss off. I only spotted you recently, but you've been stalking me for ages. You’ve poked around in half a dozen different faces lately, haven't you?"

"I believe in separating the professional from the private."

"Bullshit. And I don't remember being your friend."

They both shared a small, cynical chuckle and downed their drinks in one go.

"Mmm, good vintage. The Plum has a decent cocktail list, but their wine and coffee selection is pathetic."

"Tell that to your boss. Now get to the point. I'm not exactly sitting around with nothing to do."

"Hmm... Hey, Dingo. Do you remember a woman named Etta who was back in New Eden?"

"Etta? What about that Boosted Man on your crew?"

"No, not the girl. A woman from our generation. She was always on very 'intimate' terms with the white-coat crowd."

"That was twenty years ago. We were kids. I don't know who—ah, wait. I remember her. That whore... Her treatment was way different from the rest of us. She was the one opening her legs for every officer in the building."

"I’d embrace any woman for the sake of the job or survival. Regardless, I want to know what kind of enhancement procedure that Etta underwent. Any idea?"

"Who knows. I’m certain it wasn't biology; she wasn't in my unit. Wasn't she one of yours?"

"No, she wasn't a Cyborg either. That leaves brain-remodeling... Hmm. I wonder what her specialty was."

"Beats me. There were tons of similar types there. Though, come to think of it, she had a twin sister. Yotta, I think her name was."

"Yotta? I believe our Etta mentioned that name as well..."

"So what’s the deal with the whore?"

"Well, that Etta is currently sitting at the top of the Mercenaries Corp. You’ve heard of them, right?"

"She climbed that high on her own? Or was that your doing?"

"Neither. It was Teiro."

"Hmph. A brat is a brat, but that one's got some nerve."

"Hehe, I’ll take that as a compliment. I should be going. If you remember anything else, give me a shout."

"Yeah, whatever. You send over any new intel the second you get it. And just to be sure—you're positive the head of the Mercenaries is that same woman?"

"Absolutely. Now, what’s the payment for this little tip?"

"Hmph. I’ve got a lead on their hunting grounds. I'll send it over later."

"Well, now... I’m starting to look forward to this. Good info."

Phantom let out a smirk. He stood up with a casual wave. "I’ll see myself out." Then, just as he had arrived, he vanished into the ceiling duct. Dingo watched him go and made a mental note to tell the bastard to use the front door like a normal person next time.



Far from the heart of the Galactic Empire, past the Alpha Star System checkpoint and through a series of Stargates, lies the Roma Star System—a massive hub in the Alpha Region Space. Once the territory of the Enzio Alliance and now governed by the RS, a straight shot through this region leads eventually to the Frontier, where the Wyoming Star System and Planet Nuke reside. A journey that used to take ages can now be completed in less than half the time, thanks to the cutting-edge Stargates provided by the Empire.

Days further into the void lies the Zayed Route, a desolate cluster of star systems. It is a web-like trail carved by Drive Particle fluctuations, consisting of systems that were picked clean of resources during the Ancient Galactic Empire’s expansion and left to rot. While a meager trade route exists between the Empire and the EAP here, it isn't for profit; it’s maintained strictly as insurance for whenever the Alpha Star System Route is blocked.

"I wonder who actually owns this place. The EAP?"

Taro, sprawled out upside-down on a lounge sofa, muttered the question to the ceiling. Koume, holding a teacup nearby, picked up the thread.

"An excellent question, Mr. Teiro. While the EAP is technically the closest recognized power, they show zero interest in maintaining it. I suspect it is a neutral zone at best."

"Neutral, huh? Well, that kills Plan A... Wait, does that mean we can just call dibs?"

"If you are capable of maintaining it, then yes."

"Yeah... not gonna happen. Next."

The research fleet, centered on the Battleship Plum, had already spent five full days reaching the Zayed Route. It was hardly a distance they could cover quickly in an emergency.

"If there were a Stargate facing this way, it might be a different story. But even then... I don't see the value."

"I agree, Mr. Teiro. Bigger isn't always better when it comes to territory. Unlike the Alpha Star System, there’s no bottleneck gate here. There’s no tactical necessity to own it."

"Yeah, seems that way. I was hoping for something more like a narrow Corridor."

"Reality is rarely so convenient. By the way, Mr. Teiro, I have a question."

"Shoot, Koume-san. Is there something I haven't fully expressed? Me, the 'hardboilder' whose very back tells a story?"

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. You have been in that position for quite some time. Is there a reason? While there are creatures on Planet Tazatora in the Kerla Dela Star System whose heads are located at the bottom of their bodies, you are, unfortunately, human. Won't the blood rush to your head?"

Taro remained draped over the sofa, his head nearly touching the carpet. Koume looked down at him with cold, clinical eyes.

"Koume-san, please stop looking at me like I'm organic waste. Though I'm sure that look is a real hit with a certain subset of enthusiasts."

"Request denied, Mr. Teiro. I assume your reasons are entirely devoid of merit. Furthermore, from that angle, it would be impossible to see up the skirts of any female employees unless they were to stand directly on your face."

"Dammit! Someone call the manager! I’m wasting all this effort for nothing! Some 'hardboiled' hero I am!"

"There is no one in charge of this ship but you. However, if you are truly intent on peeking, I suggest the stairs near the Second Bridge. Mr. Alan has been acting remarkably suspicious in that vicinity lately."

"No, Marl shut that down. She had the handrails replaced with solid floor-to-ceiling panels..."

"Ah, but it seems he has discovered a new vantage point."

"Seriously?! Son of a... that bastard's holding out on me! And I thought we were friends!"

"I strongly believe that any friendship that cracks over the monopoly of a single peeking spot deserves to be ground into dust."

"............Yeah, thinking about it calmly, you're right."

"As an AI, I simply cannot comprehend this obsession with a mere scrap of fabric. Personally, I find the contents inside to be much more—oh?"

Koume’s cold gaze shifted from Taro to the empty air in front of her.

"It seems Miss Etta has found something, Mr. Teiro. Please review the scan data on BISHOP."

Koume gestured for him to hurry. Found it already? Taro thought, surprised. He quickly pulled up the interface.

[BISHOP: ACCESSING SCAN DATA... STATUS: UPDATED]

"............Wait, this doesn't look like a ship. What is it? A giant piece of space junk?"

The data indicated a massive structure drifting in the distance. While their main goal was finding ships, Taro didn't dismiss it—if Etta was the one reporting it, there was a reason.

"If Etta went out of her way to flag this, it means there's Electromagnetic Wave or Drive Particle activity, right? Is it an EAP military outpost?"

"Unknown, Mr. Teiro. However, I fail to see any tactical significance in this sector. A military facility seems unlikely."

"True. It's not a major route, and it's way too far from the EAP... Don't tell me it's another WIND factory."

"A distinct possibility. The frequency of WIND appearances in this area is significantly higher than average. We have already engaged in seven battles since our departure."

"The Enigma made those walkovers, though... Alright, let's go check it out. We might be stuck in this neighborhood for a while anyway."

Taro made the call and immediately broadcast the shift to high-alert status throughout the ship. Doors along the corridor flew open instantly as the crew scrambled to their stations.

"Wow, my crew is actually competent. Nice... Alright, let's move. Looks like Marl’s finally awake too."

Taro spotted Marl rubbing the sleep from her eyes. He grabbed her hand, explaining the situation as they hurried toward the Bridge.
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"This is CAT1, beginning approach."

The voice of Gon, one of the Kato Tribe, crackled through the Plum’s bridge. Taro stared at the radar screen, watching four points of light drift away from the Plum. He glared at the destination marker, which was currently helpfully labeled as [IDENTIFICATION UNKNOWN].

"Plum here, roger that," Marl said, her voice tight with tension as she adjusted her headset. "But watch your tails. We still haven't nailed down the exact distance."

Like Taro, Marl was geared up with an intercom, looking every bit the stressed-out operator. They knew the structure Etta’s radar had snagged was definitely there, but its exact shape and distance remained a total mystery. As for what it actually was? Not a clue.

[WIDE-AREA SCAN... COMPLETE. CELESTIAL BODY: STANDARD ROCKY PLANET]

[DETAILED SCAN... COMPLETE. CELESTIAL BODY: SMALL ASTEROID]

The scan results from the Plum flickered across Taro’s BISHOP interface. He let out a long, weary sigh. "Same crap as before, huh?"

"Celestial camouflage and stealth tech," he muttered. "Is there even a point to going this hard in the middle of nowhere?"

They were way off the usual EAP flight paths. Even if the place was blasting high-intensity beacons like a disco ball, Taro doubted anyone would notice. Koume pivoted her head toward him, her expression as unreadable as ever.

"In point of fact, we have encountered it, and we are currently quite confused, Mr. Teiro," she said in her usual "I’m-smarter-than-you" tone.

"Fair point," Taro grunted with a wry smile. 

He tweaked the orientation of the secondary beam turrets, aligning them with the fresh coordinate data sent from the Cats' patrol ships. If the target was stationary, he didn't need a perfect range—he just had to aim for the center and blast away.

"This is CAT3. We’ve got a visual... It’s smaller than I thought," Cha’s voice chirped over the comms. "About half the size of the Katsushika."

A video feed flickered to life. Taro grabbed the noisy, static-filled data and ran it through his parallel processing, scrubbing it until the image was crystal clear.

"...It’s a ball," Taro said.

"...It’s a very round ball," Marl added.

The screen showed a spherical structure painted entirely in matte black. Taro spotted several small, boxy units floating around the perimeter—likely the stealth projectors. They were positioned perfectly to exploit the linked radiation effects of drive particles.

"Plum to CAT2. Taiki-san, any luck with the hailing frequencies?"

"CAT2 here. If anyone was home, they’d have started screaming for their mamas by now," Taiki barked.

"Roger. No response at this range usually means they're hostile. Stay sharp."

"Hey, who do you think you’re talking to? We’re the Bombing Squadron! At this dist— Wait! Watch out! It’s moving!"

Taiki’s sharp yell sent the comms channel into a frenzy. The Cats began shouting over one another, calling out cover patterns as they banked hard. Taro leaned in close to the monitor, squinting at the feed as it bucked and rolled with the patrol ships' evasive maneuvers.

"Alan, prep the secondary guns. If things look hairy, you're clear to fire at will. Marl, tell the fleet to go to maximum alert and scatter! Koume, handle the jamming and shield control!"

Taro snapped out orders with practiced ease. Confirmations flooded back as everyone jumped to their posts.

"Looks like a docking gate, but it’s tiny... Is it a WIND structure?"

A section of the sphere slid open like double doors, spilling a sliver of light into the void.

"Something's coming out! Permission to blow it up yet?!" Yuki shouted, sounding frantic.

Taro reached for the fire-control permissions, bumping the threat level up a notch. Self-defense mode engaged.

"Wait, it has windows... It’s not a WIND. All hands, do NOT fire first! Wait for them to make a move!"

The fleet was already training its massive guns on the structure, but Taro held them back. He watched the camera feed, eyes wide, as a small vessel emerged. It was tiny—smaller than a frigate, looking more like a standard commuter shuttle.

"Wait... is that a Susboat?" Marl muttered, rubbing her chin.

"Is that some kind of famous brand?" Taro asked, his eyes glued to the screen.

"I mean, if you take Engineering 101, you have to study it. It’s the SUS4-type. It was the first ship to use a modular design for all its parts—revolutionary stuff. It’s the great-grandfather of every modern spaceship... but..."

Marl frowned, her eyebrows knitting together.

"I’ve never seen a real one actually moving. It’s a thousand-year-old antique. It belongs in a museum, not out here in the black."



On most large vessels, certain areas are kept strictly independent—self-contained bubbles with their own air, food, medicine, and even light weaponry. It’s a safety thing for when the rest of the ship goes to hell. Usually, this means the escape pods or the bridge.

But sometimes, you keep a room isolated for the opposite reason: to keep the rest of the ship safe from whatever’s inside it. The Gate Cargo module was exactly that—a glorified airlock disconnected from the main systems to ensure that if a salvage haul turned out to be radioactive, toxic, or explosive, the whole ship wouldn't go up in smoke.

"You can come in, Teiro. He's unarmed."

Alan’s voice rumbled from the other side of the heavy bulkhead. Taro let out a breath and manually tripped the lock.

"He doesn't seem like a bad guy, right? Is all this security really necessary?"

Taro tried to scratch his neck, only to remember he was encased in a suit of high-tech metal. The biggest flaw of an Armed Suit, he thought bitterly, is that you can’t scratch an itch.

"Don't be an idiot," Alan said, looking utterly done with the world as he stepped through the opening. "Phantom isn't here. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't even let you in the same room as this guy."

"Easy now," Taro said, reaching out to give Alan a friendly pat on the shoulder. Alan dodged the hand with the grace of a caffeinated ninja.

"Hey! I hope your power boost is off. If you hit me in that suit while I’m just wearing skin, I’ll die. Like, 'splat' die."

"......Of course it's off. Totally. Anyway, let's go. Our guest is waiting."

"I’m going to ignore that suspicious silence of yours for now," Alan sighed. "Just listen while we walk."

They headed toward the Gate Cargo area. 

"The target's name is Santol. No family name. He’s about seventy years old. Seems healthy enough, but here’s the kicker: he’s carrying infectious pathogens. We’re going to have to bleach the entire cargo bay once he leaves."

"Pathogens? Like, a biohazard? I am not dying in a space-plague, Alan."

"Koume says the fatality rate is basically zero, but it’s creepy. Apparently, it causes 'fever' and 'spontaneous coughing.' We'll probably all catch it if we're not careful, though the old man seems fine."

"......Wait. Have you 'future people' seriously never had a common cold?"

"A cold? You mean an epidemic influenza? Our personal systems usually delete those before we even notice. Is that what happens if you let them run wild? Coughing?"

Man, the future is weird, Taro thought. Humans haven't changed that much, but their tech has turned them into biological snowflakes. "Anyway, what about the kids?"

Alan patted the back of Taro’s suit. "Miss Eileen is hovering over them. They’re fine. They probably don’t even realize what’s happening... which is for the best."

They passed through the final bulkhead and reached the Gate Cargo. Through the observation window, Taro saw the "Susboat." It looked like a hunk of junk—battered, weary, and held together by prayers and patches.

"It’s got a certain... rustic charm," Alan said, pointing at the ship. "I wouldn't set foot on it, obviously. The station it came from has a population of 4,226. That stealth jamming gear they’re using? Apparently provided by an 'outside source.' They’ve got six fixed guns for defense against the WIND, but the tech level is all over the place."

Taro nodded. An ancient rust-bucket paired with stealth tech that could fool the Plum’s sensors? It was a weird mix.

"Well, they don't look like they’re going to try and board us, at least."

Taro stopped at the door to the cargo bay. He toggled the transparent mode on his suit’s faceplate, revealing his face to the world, and looked at Alan.

"Alright, let's go meet the human trafficker. If I lose my temper and start swinging, try to stop me."

Taro slid the door open and marched in. Alan watched the back of the armored suit for a second and whispered, "How exactly am I supposed to do that?"
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“I’ll give you some kids if you give us some stuff.”

That was the gist of the proposal. A subordinate had relayed the message from the representative of the stealthed station, and when Taro first heard it, he’d been so incensed he actually forgot how to use his vocal cords. He was only standing here now, meeting the man face-to-face, because he’d decided he wouldn't be able to sleep tonight unless he personally screamed his lungs out at the guy. 

But then he saw him.

“............Well, that’s... certainly something,” Taro muttered, scratching his chin as he stared at the remarkably unremarkable old man. 

The urge to scream had evaporated, replaced by a massive, throbbing wave of bewilderment. He’d been listening to the old man’s story for a few minutes now, and it was becoming clear that this wasn’t just a simple case of back-alley human trafficking. It was much weirder.

“So, uh... you’re telling me that these kids you ‘entrusted’ to these people are all doing great at some other station?” 

Taro barely caught himself before he used the word “sold.” The old man, Santol, beamed at him with a smile so gentle it was practically saintly.

“Oh, absolutely! The brokers are quite reliable. They keep every promise. Why, we even get emails for the families every now and then! It seems they’re all flourishing over there. Of course, since space is so vast, the messages are usually a few months old by the time they reach us, but still!”

The man’s tone was slow, calm, and utterly sincere. He wasn't sweating; he wasn't shifty. He clearly believed every word of it. Taro nodded along with a polite “I see,” while his brain screamed LIES in neon letters. Not about the emails existing—those were real enough—but about the horseshit that was undoubtedly written in them.

[“HE CLAIMS IT’S JUST ‘PROVIDING LABOR FOR SUPPLIES.’ ON THE SURFACE, IT SOUNDS LIKE A SEMI-REASONABLE TRADE, BUT WE ALL KNOW THE REALITY IS REEKING. BELLA, WHAT’S YOUR TAKE?”] Taro asked via BISHOP, transmitting his thoughts to the next room.

[“REASONABLE? KID, THIS MAKES YOUR AVERAGE SLAVE TRADER LOOK LIKE A SOUP KITCHEN VOLUNTEER. IT’S REVOLTING,”] Bella’s voice crackled back, dripping with pure vitriol.

Taro gave a mental nod of total agreement and tried to piece together the insanity he’d just stepped into. 

First, the station: Garuda Station. It was a literal antique from the Early Imperial Expansion Era. They’d had zero contact with the outside world except for one specific group of people. They were barely scraping by, living on the edge of total collapse. They were a Marginal Village in space. They mined a nearby asteroid for rocks, but they didn't have the tech or the brains left to process them into anything useful. 

Then there were the "brokers." These guys showed up every few years in beat-up little ships, acting like galactic philanthropists. They’d "graciously" take the station's children off their hands in exchange for life-saving equipment. The residents of Garuda Station actually thought these people were heroes. Even weirder, the station leaders seemed to think they were doing the kids a favor.

In fact, the old man was currently trying to shove about thirty young men and women onto Taro. It wasn't even about the supplies anymore; he just wanted the kids to get out while they could. At least they’ll have a better life than they would in this dump, seemed to be the reigning logic.

“............And the Stealth Device outside? Did you get that from the brokers, too?” Taro asked, his voice strained as he tried to keep his inner "Are you kidding me?" from leaking out.

“Why, yes!” the old man chirped.

Taro bit his tongue to keep from howling. A Stealth Device that can hide an entire station costs a fortune! You can't buy that with the "labor" of thirty teenagers!

[“A STEALTH DEVICE CAPABLE OF CLOAKING A STATION WOULD COST MORE THAN A MID-RANGE FRIGATE,”] Bella’s voice rang in his ear. [“YOU COULD PROBABLY BUY A DESTROYER-CLASS WARSHIP FOR THAT PRICE.”]

[“YEAH, NO KIDDING,”] Taro replied. He turned back to the old man.

“I get that you guys aren't exactly independent out here. It’s a rough neighborhood. But I have to ask... if things are this bad, why don't you just leave?”

It was the obvious question. If the house is on fire, you walk out the door. But the old man just looked confused.

“How? We don't have any ships capable of interstellar travel.”

It was so simple it hurt. Taro immediately moved the "brokers" to the very top of his People Who Need to Die Violently list. He saw the old man looking around the room with an expectant, hopeful expression, and Taro knew exactly what the next question was going to be.

“Let me think about it,” Taro said, standing up abruptly.

Technically, the Plum could fit every single person on that station. But whether he should do it was a question Taro wasn't ready to answer.



“This place is... it’s basically... DAMMIT!”

Taro stomped into the observation room where Bella and Alan were waiting. He punctuated his sentence by punching the wall, his strength amplified by his Armed Suit. The metal groaned.

“It’s a Human Ranch,” Bella said, exhaling a thick cloud of cigar smoke. Alan waved it away, looking annoyed. “I’ve dealt with some real bottom-feeders in my time, but this? This is professional-grade evil. These guys are monsters.”

“I’m with her,” Alan added. “Those brokers have been feeding them a steaming pile of lies for centuries. If they actually wanted to save those people, they could have bought a transport ship with the pocket change they spent on that Stealth Device.”

Alan walked over and rapped his knuckles against the mask of Taro’s Armed Suit. 

“I know, I know!” Taro barked. He hissed as he unlatched his helmet and threw it across the room. “The people on Garuda think the Empire fell a thousand years ago. No—they were made to believe it. Did you hear why they were so slow to respond when we showed up? It’s hilarious! They thought we were aliens!”

Taro collapsed into a chair and buried his face in his hands. He didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

“For them, time stopped millennia ago,” Alan said, sliding into the seat next to Taro. He gestured toward Bella, who reluctantly handed him a cigar. “Back then, a modern destroyer would have been considered a Battleship. They’ve been told humanity is a dying race scraping by in the dirt. Then a high-tech mobile fleet warps in? Yeah, I’d think you were a little green man too.”

“The brokers are definitely a single organization,” Bella said, crushing her cigar into an ashtray with unnecessary force. “They have to keep the story straight. They probably pretend to be different groups just to make the lies more believable. If three different people tell you the Empire is dead, you start to believe it.”

She immediately lit another one, her hands trembling with irritation.

“What kind of sickos keep a prank like that going for hundreds of years?” Alan sighed, blowing a smoke ring. 

Taro let out a dry, hollow laugh. “The kind of sickos who run a Human Ranch. God, what am I supposed to do here!?”

Alan blinked at him. “What do you mean? We just take them to Alliance Territory. The Plum has plenty of room.”

Bella snorted. “Are you stupid, Alan?”

“Excuse me?”

“We can take them back, sure. But then they find out the truth. Every parent on that station will realize they didn't send their kids to a better life—they sold them to a butcher shop. And they’ve been doing it for generations. You think they can handle that? You think you could?”

Bella loomed over Alan, who slowly deflated. He went quiet, crossing his arms over his chest.

“That’s the problem,” Taro muttered. “I can't just drop the truth on them like a bomb. I don't want that kind of blood on my hands. They’ve seen our ships, so some of them probably suspect something is up... but we have to let their leader make the call.”

“That’s the only way,” Bella agreed, stubbing out her second cigar after only two puffs. She looked at Taro, her eyes sharp. “Take the old man and a few reps with us. Let them see the galaxy. After that, whether they tell the rest of the station or let the lie live on... that’s their burden to carry.”

She pointed a finger at Taro’s chest.

“But what you do to those brokers? That’s on you. You just happened to pass by this mess. If you walk away right now, nobody is going to blame you. We don't even know who the brokers are yet. It might be impossible to find them. Just... don't do anything you’re going to regret later.”

Bella smirked, a predatory glint in her eyes. Taro pouted at her.

“You already know what I’m going to do, don't you?”
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"Alrighty then, I'll swing by again on the return trip. Keep things tight for me, yeah?"

Taro gave a casual wave toward the monitor, where the elderly Garuda Station Representative was currently bowing. 

"Yes, of course. Traders hardly ever set foot in the station, so we should be quite safe. Truly, I cannot thank you enough."

The old man offered a serene, grandfatherly smile and lowered his head. Taro gave a satisfied nod and cut the video feed.

"……Right, we’re pulling out," Marl muttered. 

She looked a bit like a deflated balloon as she shoved the Plum’s engine output up. She’d already been briefed on the situation—the whole 'human ranch' horror show—and the shock had clearly knocked the wind out of her sails.

I’m a little worried about leaving them, but we’ve got a job to do.

The objective. The whole reason he’d dragged a fleet all the way out to the middle-of-nowhere Zayed Route. Right now, that had to take priority over everything else. Helping people was all well and good, but you had to be standing on your own two feet before you could pull someone else up. First on the to-do list: crushing the Mercenaries’ conspiracy.

"Since we are leaving the new unit behind, there is really no need for your usual fussing, Mr. Teiro," Koume chimed in, her voice as level and polite as ever. "We are well aware of their capabilities. Despite the... vocal dissatisfaction coming from the other ships."

She was talking about the Electronic Warfare Craft Unit they’d stood up recently. The pilots were all former members of the Sunflower Squad from Enzio. When the unit was formed, the internal pushback had been nasty—plenty of people in the fleet had friends or family who’d been killed by those very pilots. Lately, though, things had simmered down. They’d been acting as a support wing for Bella’s Main Fleet, and their hard work was slowly chipping away at the resentment. They were competent, sure, but more importantly, they were desperate to claw back even a shred of their lost honor.

Because of their high stealth specs, they’d been tapped for the 'wait-and-ambush' role to catch the traders. It was a dangerous gig, with orders to capture the target if possible. Of course, since the traders only showed up once every few years, the odds of them actually appearing were pretty slim.

I need them to bust their humps when the real fight starts, so they’d better earn some trust while they can. If they can’t coordinate with the rest of us, I’ll have no choice but to use them as disposable guerilla fodder.

Taro hadn't exactly forgiven them himself. He still remembered the time their electronic attacks nearly wiped out his entire fleet. But with the company and their society growing at such a breakneck pace, he couldn’t afford to let skilled former military personnel go to waste. He drew the line at using actual war criminals, but he’d reached out to just about everyone else. He didn't want a brain drain of talent to his enemies, after all.

"Anyway, my real worry is that the traders will sniff us out," Taro said, shaking his head. "The guys we’re dealing with are absolute scum. They wouldn’t think twice about nuking the station just to hide the evidence of their side-hustle."

"That should also be fine," Koume said with a slow, reassuring nod. "As Mr. Santol mentioned, those traders stay out of the station’s internal affairs entirely. I have personally scrubbed the surveillance footage; the secret is safe. Besides, I doubt they would risk sabotaging a potential deal with a group possessing such a 'Main Fleet.'"

Koume put a playful, mocking emphasis on 'Main Fleet.' 

"Yeah, 'Main Fleet,'" Taro replied with a wry grin. 

By his standards, this was a 'decent-sized fleet' at best. The bulk of his forces were still back in Alliance Territory; this was supposed to be a simple scouting mission.

"I told him, 'We have various fatal reasons for keeping our existence a secret from other traders. If even a tiny trace is found, the deal is off.' ...Man, I’m such a liar. I even greased his palms with a bribe." Taro laughed self-deprecatingly as he recalled the speech he’d given Santol.

"No, Mr. Teiro. That was a lie for their benefit. It is not the same thing," Koume asserted flatly. "There are times when the truth is nothing but a poison, and Koume believes this is one of those cases. Honestly, I do not believe for a second that simply being 'truthful' is the same thing as 'justice.'"

"And calling it a bribe is a bit much, don't you think?" Marl cut in. "You just hooked them up with the supplies they needed. Koume’s right—you’re being way too negative. Though... yeah, I get why you feel that way."

Marl shrugged. Taro gave a small, forced laugh and took a deep breath.

Whatever. I live in a world where everyone’s stabbing everyone else in the back anyway. Bit late to start worrying about my moral compass now.

With that, Taro flipped the switch in his head and focused back on the mission.

"……Man, I’m bored, though. 'Mapping the stars' sounds cool, but it’s mostly just flying in a straight line."

Taro glanced over at the mountain of data being updated on his screens. The Plum was constantly suckering in scan data from every ship in the fleet, and Taro was processing the whole lot as a side-task.

"Excuse me? It’s a ton of work!" Marl snapped. "Analyzing, collating, checking for errors... It’s only easy because Etta is a genius and you... well, you’re a freak."

"Hey! You didn't have to change 'excellent' to 'freak.' Can't we just be two excellent people?"

"Zip it! Try being the one who has to design 'peaky' hardware to keep up with your nonsense processing speed and ridiculous demands! I can't even use old data—I have to build this stuff from scratch!"

"Ahahaha! You're a lifesaver, Marl-tan! I mean, we couldn't even do this survey without that weird device you whipped up."

"It’s not a 'weird device!' And seriously, asking for an [OBSERVATION PROCESSING DEVICE] with two hundred times the standard precision is insane! People usually ask for a five percent boost! Maybe double or triple if they’re feeling spicy! Two hundred? Even Sophia’s little brother wouldn’t have the gall to ask for that!"

"A-Ahaha……"

"The only reason it even works is the Plum’s [BISHOP PROCESSING MECHANISM], but even I’m impressed I pulled it off. Honestly, if I teamed up with a half-decent inventor, I’d be a billionaire by now…… Wait. That’s actually a great idea. Did I pick the wrong partner?"

"Huh?! No, no, no, wait! Please! Don’t dump me! I’ll die of loneliness! Taro-chan is too young to be a solo act!"

Taro threw himself at Marl’s feet, clinging to her with zero dignity or shame. She looked annoyed, but there was a distinct twitch of a smile on her face as she tried to kick him off. Koume watched them with the indulgent eyes of a parent. The heavy atmosphere was gone, replaced by the usual chaotic, cozy vibe of the first bridge. The only outlier was Etta, who stood perfectly still and silent.



After twenty-three and a half long days of surveying, the Plum and the fleet finally began their trek back toward the Alliance.

The WIND—the biggest headache of the trip—had shown up with terrifying frequency, just as they’d feared. However, they’d managed to swat them aside thanks to the [ANTI-WIND ACTION PREDICTION DEVICE: ENIGMA] units Taro had luxuriously crammed into every single ship. They’d lost one destroyer and two frigates, but miraculously, there were zero casualties. The escape systems had been overhauled based on the lessons learned from Marl’s time as a castaway, and they’d performed beautifully.

Sadly, the Garuda traders hadn't shown their faces, but no one had really expected them to. Taro’s main concern now was the five representatives from Garuda Station currently hitched a ride on one of his ships. He’d tried to explain the reality of the Empire and the traffickers to them—choosing his words like he was defusing a bomb—but they’d still gone into a total meltdown. He was half-worried they’d try to off themselves once they saw the Alliance and realized he wasn't joking. Santol had stayed behind, of course; if the traders showed up and he wasn't there to greet them, they’d smell a rat.

"I wish we could've gone inside," Marl said as they cruised past the Garuda Star System. "It sounds insensitive, but a 'living museum' is a once-in-a-lifetime sight."

Because the station’s tech was basically held together by spit and prayers, Taro hadn't let any of the core crew board for safety reasons. But the reports from the survey teams still on-site suggested the place was a goldmine of ancient relics.

"The situation is a reckless, hopeless mess, but at least we’ve got a strategic foothold now," Taro said, trying to sound optimistic. "Once we’re back, we’re gonna be slammed preparing to give those Mercenaries a nice, big reality check."

Managing a company via Faster-Than-Light Communication wasn't exactly 'real-time' at this distance. Wells (the newly minted Director of the Production Department) and General Manager Clark were currently running the show on the ground, which gave Taro’s group some breathing room.

They’d spent that time obsessing over the Anti-Mercenaries plan. Taro drafted the basics, Alan polished the edges, and Bella ran the tactical simulations. Marl handled the gear procurement list, while Liza crunched the numbers on how much the war would tank their stock price. Etta handled the long-range sensor net, Koume pointed out the 'human' errors in their logic, and Sakura predicted how the EAP would react. Even the regular intel drops from Phantom had been a godsend.

The enemy was a titan, but no one was backing down. Losing wasn't even on the table. Every person in that room was absolutely convinced of their victory.

"I’m gonna make them cry uncle so hard... Oh, Jump’s starting."

Marl, practically vibrating with determination, checked her monitor and gave Taro the heads-up. 

"Copy that." Taro secured his drink to his seat, bracing for the transition.

"……Wait!"

Etta’s voice cut through the air—sharp, urgent, and totally uncharacteristic. Taro immediately signaled Marl to abort the jump.

"What’s up?"

"The haze…… the drive particles are shimmering. They’re spreading... rippling out in a massive circle. Someone performed a jump right there. Only a few hours ago."

Etta pointed toward the bridge wall. 

"Can you tell the scale, Miss Etta?" Koume asked.

"It’s tiny," Etta whispered.

Taro’s face twisted into a dark, jagged grin. "If our luck keeps being this good, I’m gonna start worrying about a piano falling on my head later. That’s gotta be the traders. Let’s go plug the exit."

Taro hammered out a formation plan to cover every possible Overdrive lane out of the Garuda system and blasted it to the fleet. The high-speed frigates pulled 180-degree turns instantly, streaking away like blue arrows.

"Alright, let's go have a little heart-to-heart with these scumbags."

Taro gave the order to Overdrive toward Garuda Station. The massive ship slowly pivoted, its hull stretching toward a distant pinprick of starlight. 

Taro was already imagining the kind of personified evil he was about to face.

But the person waiting for them was someone he never could have expected.
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"Crap! That ship is way too fast. Our destroyers can't even touch it!"

"Stop trying to chase it! It’s just a Small High-speed Ship. Send the frigates into a flanking maneuver via Micro Overdrive!"

"He’s breached the RS-44 perimeter! No mere businessman pulls moves like that!"

The chaotic chatter of the fleet's internal comms blared through the bridge. Taro sat there, glaring at the Radar Screen, his brain working in tandem with BISHOP to assist with Coordinate Calculations and a dozen other variables. When it came to a short-range sprint, his massive, lumbering Battleships were at a distinct disadvantage.

"Hey, hey, what is this? My guys are getting played like a cheap fiddle. The only ones actually cornering him are Bella’s squad..."

A bead of cold sweat rolled down Taro’s neck. They hadn't taken any actual damage, and it was hard to imagine what a single tiny ship could do against an entire fleet. But the fact that the pilot was this good meant they were dealing with a seriously veteran organization.

"Hmm. This is most precarious, Mr. Teiro."

Koume waved her hand across the large screen. A point arrow flickered into existence, pointing toward a sector of space incredibly far from Star Garuda.

"If this continues, they will escape into the interstellar void. If that vessel possesses even a basic Stealth Function, finding them again will be like looking for a needle in a dark room."

If they’re running, they’ve definitely got stealth, Taro thought. "Even with Etta on the job, we’re screwed?"

"It would move from 'difficult' to 'technically not impossible,'" Koume replied. "If they kill the engines entirely, there’s almost no radiation to track. And that thing is microscopic compared to the scale we're searching."

"You’ve got to be kidding me. If they’d just jump, the perimeter squads would snag them, but... they won't. They know a jump is an instant 'Gotcha' moment."

Taro clicked his tongue in irritation, his mind racing for a solution. 

Now that the target knew they were there, he couldn't just let them walk away. But he also couldn't spend weeks playing hide-and-seek until the guy ran out of snacks and oxygen. He had a schedule to keep; the Alliance couldn't stay empty forever.

"Hey, why don't we just ask them to surrender?" Marl suggested. "They obviously know they’re up to no good. They probably think we’re going to execute them the second we catch them."

"Fair point," Taro muttered. He opened a channel and sent a formal communication request. If they didn't answer, he was just going to spam them with one-sided threats.

"Not that I expect a guy like this to pick up the phone, but—"

Taro’s thought was cut short as the connection light blinked green. It had connected instantly.

"Wait, it worked? Uh... Ahem. Attention, tiny ship! You’re completely surrounded, so quit with the pointless heroics! If you give up now, we might actually be able to negotiate?"

Taro fumbled through the demand, his voice trailing off into a question. Marl poked him in the ribs from the side. "Why did you say that like you weren't sure?!" she hissed.

"Stop your engines right now and—hey, are you even listening?"

「"......Yeah, I’m listening. But I’ve gotta say, I’m surprised. Is that you, Teiro?"」

"Don't you 'Teiro' me! If you don't—wait, WHAAAAA!?"

Taro let out a sound that was less 'commander' and more 'startled poodle.' He recognized that voice. He scrambled to fire off an Identification Signal, and a familiar return ping came back a split second later.

"Ph-Phantom?! What the hell are you doing out here?!"

「"That’s my line. This wasn't exactly on your itinerary. Anyway, I’m heading your way."」

The signal representing the small ship pulled a sharp 180 and began casually cruising back toward the fleet. Taro looked around at his bridge crew, but everyone looked just as baffled as he was.



"Man, I’m glad I didn't try to run toward Bella’s fleet. That coordination was like watching a single, giant predator. I don't think I could've broken through that."

Phantom strolled into the Plum’s lobby, laughing as if he hadn't just been playing tag with a dozen warships. He gave the group a casual salute and sank into a sofa, looking a little worse for wear.

"My Gift is Collective Control, remember?" Bella replied, puffing on a cigar. "It’s not 'like' a single organism—it basically is one."

I really need to install a heavy-duty ventilation system in here, Taro thought, waving away the smoke. "Forget that! What the hell is going on? This place is the backwater of backwaters. It’s not even on the map! Why are you here?"

Phantom shrugged. "I got a tip about some potentially useful info and came to verify it. Can't exactly trust everything you hear these days. But man... I guess I outran the mail transmission. This era is so inconvenient."

He leaned back and gave a massive stretch.

"I think I get the gist of why you’re here," Taro said, thumbing toward the hangar where the Small High-speed Ship was now parked. "But did we even have a ship like that in the fleet?"

"That’s my personal ride," Phantom clarified. "But enough about me. I came here with a mission. What about you? Please don't tell me this was 'coincidence.'"

"Total coincidence. We were just passing by when Etta spotted something, and one thing led to another."

「"............"」

Phantom just sat there, jaw dropped. Taro enjoyed the rare sight of the cool-headed Phantom looking utterly stunned for a moment before launching into the full explanation of their detour.

"—And, well, that’s the long and short of it. You okay?"

Taro looked concerned. Phantom was currently rubbing the bridge of his nose like he was nursing a massive migraine. He eventually waved a hand dismissively, a defeated, wry smile on his face.

"I’m just realizing the God of Probability that dwells in this galaxy must have a massive crush on you. I’d love to tell you exactly how much effort and time it took me to pinpoint this location, but I don't think my heart can take it."

"Ah... hahaha..."

"Anyway, whatever. Regarding that contractor you found... don't bother investigating. I already know who they are."

The lobby went silent. Everyone leaned in.

"The contractor belongs to the Imperial Land Survey Institute. Originally, they just did celestial observations within Imperial Territory, but lately, they’ve been poking their noses everywhere. I’m sure they show up in RS territory for 'surveys' every now and then, right?"

Phantom looked at Koume. She gave a crisp nod. "Confirmed. They send an observation request once every three months. Since they are technically an arm of the Imperial Military, we can’t refuse, though they never actually set foot on our stations."

"Why not?" Taro asked.

"Because my old man already did the work for them, kid," Bella answered. "The Professor accumulated incredibly precise data while he was hunting for Earth. We just send those guys his old files—the 'sanitized' versions, of course. We scrub the locations of important bases and fudge the precision a bit."

Bella mimicked the Professor’s iconic messy hair with her hands. Taro went to ask another question, but Alan beat him to the punch.

"It’s a win-win, Boss. They don't actually care about being accurate. They just need paper proof that they did their jobs. They’ll schedule twenty days for a survey, we hand them the 'completed' data on day one, and they spend the next nineteen days on a paid vacation. We keep our secrets, they get a tan. Everyone’s happy."

Alan said it like it was the most natural thing in the world. Marl groaned, "Corruption as far as the eye can see," and Taro couldn't help but agree.

"But wait... if they’re Military, aren't we screwed? Can we even fight back?"

Phantom shook his head. "Like Koume said, they’re 'Military,' but they’re an external agency. The Military just rents them the name for a fee. It’s convenient for the contractors to throw around an Imperial rank when they need to enter private space, but in reality, it’s a private company with external capital."

Phantom leaned forward, his shadow stretching across the table.

"The money comes from a paper company, but if you follow the trail, it leads straight back to a firm we all know. They needed people who were completely anonymous—people whose deaths or arrests for capital crimes wouldn't raise a single eyebrow. People who could never be traced back to the source."

His voice was laced with a quiet, sharp anger. The air in the room turned heavy.

"Whether you’re in Outer Space or a slum, everyone has a connection to someone. If you trace the threads, they always lead somewhere, usually further than you’d think. But the people here? They have nothing. No records. No connections. No one to miss them."

Phantom looked down. Bella broke the silence. "The Imperial Citizens..."

"The average Citizen thinks that whatever happens to an Outer Spacer is their own damn fault," Bella said. "They don't care if we kill each other. But that’s only as long as it’s happening 'over there.' If you asked a Citizen to personally murder an Outer Spacer for a little extra profit, they’d say no. They’ve still got ethics; they don't necessarily devalue life."

Marl nodded. "Everyone's just ignorant of what’s happening on the fringes. Almost everyone here is an Imperial Citizen except for Etta and Koume, and none of us treat life like it's cheap. Our employees are the same. So—"

Marl's face twisted with frustration. "The Mercenaries operating in the Center are terrified of being linked to anything dirty. They’re a massive corporation; they live and die by public opinion."

Marl turned her gaze toward Taro. He met her eyes and gave a firm, resolute nod.

"Change of plans," Taro announced. "The people of Garuda might be a 'weapon' for these guys, but they’re also a massive, fatal weakness. If we hit them where it hurts, we can do more than just defend the Alliance. We can actually do something about this."

Taro slammed his palm onto the desk, looking at his crew.

"Let's show these suits what’s what. Let's show them exactly why you don't underestimate an Outer Spacer."



Author's Note: Somehow, we've hit 200 episodes. I'm working hard. Yeah, I'm really working hard.
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For a company that boasted a headcount of 1.2 million, the boardroom was pathetic—a cramped, tiny box of a room that felt overcrowded with barely ten people in it. Etta, the woman at the top of the Mercenaries Corporation food chain, was currently trying to massage her brain back into place through her forehead, her eyes squeezed shut against a migraine of cosmic proportions.

"I don't believe it. Actually, I refuse to believe it," Etta snapped, making no effort to mask the venom in her voice as she exhaled a sharp, jagged breath. In a room so insulated from the outside world it felt like a vacuum, the sound of someone shifting in their seat echoed like a gunshot.

"We should probably rule out 'coincidence.' Statistically speaking, the odds are basically zero," the man said. Aside from Etta and her sister Yotta, he was the most powerful player in Mercenaries. He tried to slide a data terminal toward Etta to show her the proof, but she just jerked her head away, refusing to even look at it.

"I don't need a calculator to tell me that. It’s obvious."

She was referring to the Human Resource Acquisition Stations, codenamed G3. Even within the upper echelons of Mercenaries, only a handful of people knew they existed. There were twenty-eight of them currently in operation, all tucked away in utterly pointless corners of space. The inhabitants of these stations didn't have the means to colonize planets, nor did they need to. Because they didn't actually do anything, the corporation didn't have to worry about logistics or efficiency; they could dump the stations wherever they wanted. They only kept them near stars so the "harvesting" ships could find them without a map. That was the only reason they weren't hidden in the dead void of Interstellar Space, which would have been much safer.

"Those stations are in the middle of nowhere. We specifically excluded every conceivable flight path used by living humans. This wasn't a random encounter. Those people headed out there with the express, clear intent of finding us."

The source of Etta’s headache was a panicked report from the lower ranks: G3 had likely been compromised by a third party. She hadn't screamed or thrown a tantrum when she heard the news, but she did feel like someone had poured molten lead into her stomach. If the existence of G3 went public, it wouldn't just be a scandal—it would be an extinction-level event for the company. Etta knew that while a calm hand could usually fix any mess, there was always that one-in-a-million chance that the universe decided to ruin you.

"The real question," Etta said, her voice dropping an octave, "is how they found out G3 existed in the first place."

The man held up three fingers. "Three possibilities."

"One: we have a rat. Two: someone at the bottom leaked it. Three: they have a Sonarman who is actually good at his job. It’s one of the three. I’ve run the numbers on every other scenario, and they’re all nonsense."

The man crossed his arms with an air of finality. Etta glared at him. "A Sonarman?"

"Why not?" the man replied with a shrug. "If people have been living in the same spot for hundreds of years, the Electromagnetic Waves leaking from the station would have radiated across a radius of hundreds of light-years. If a Sonarman picked that up, he’d obviously wonder why there’s a signal coming from a supposedly empty void."

Etta snorted. "Those stations are moved on a schedule, and we’ve been slapping high-grade stealth coating on them for years. The EM leakage is a joke. I doubt anyone could tell it apart from background cosmic radiation... well, except for you, obviously."

Etta caught the gaze of her younger sister and offered a tight, artificial smile.

"Of course I could, Elder Sister," Yotta chirped. Then she turned a predatory look toward the man. "But why a Sonarman? Why not just a high-precision scanner?"

The man tilted his chin up, looking down his nose at Yotta. He flicked his terminal across the table like a playing card. "Read the report for once."

"I’ve already grilled every manufacturer of large-scale precision scanners. Not a single order for that kind of kit has been placed in years. Besides, no company in the Alpha Region Space is even capable of building one. Furthermore, at the end of the Enzio Project, twelve Boosted Men went AWOL from the facility. We caught eight, but the rest are still out there. It’s highly probable they’re all Sonarmen."

The man sounded like he was explaining basic math to a toddler. Yotta skimmed the data on the terminal with a look of pure boredom. "I guess," she sighed. "A Sonarman who can’t slip past a picket line is basically garbage anyway. Coleman wouldn't have let them live if they weren't useful."

Yotta shoved the terminal back at the man with enough force to make him fumble. He caught it, clicking his tongue in annoyance.

"Knock it off. Save the bickering for later," Etta said, rubbing her temples again. Yotta looked away with a pout, and the man let out a long-suffering sigh before continuing.

"Leaking this info wouldn't exactly make the traitor a hero—the fallout is too heavy. The 'rat' theory is weak. Personally, I'm betting on an information leak from below. Check this out."

The man waved a hand, and a monitor rose from the table. It showed grainy surveillance footage of two men huddled together, looking at a handheld device.

"This is from the Land Survey Institute Headquarters about twelve days ago. One is the head of G3 'Preparation,' and the other is a ship parts supplier. On the surface, it’s just two regulars doing their usual business. Routine prep for the next phase."

In the G3 Plan, "Preparation" was the euphemism for the part where they used Pirates and manufactured threats to scare people into the "safety" of the stations. Etta recognized both faces instantly.

"I’m not in the mood for a story," Etta growled. "Get to the point. What’s wrong with the video?"

The man pointed at the floor near the supplier’s feet. "The report says it 'warped too much.'"

He paused for dramatic effect. When Etta and Yotta just stared at him blankly, he elaborated. "The floor. By analyzing the micro-shifts in the light reflection on the floor’s finish, they could calculate exactly how much the floorboards flexed. Once they accounted for the material strength and the conditions of the room, they could determine the exact weight being applied. It’s the same principle as eavesdropping on a conversation by measuring the vibrations on a window pane."

He tapped a few keys and sent a file labeled From: Investigation and Tracking Research Institute to Etta's terminal.

"So by 'warped too much,' you mean the person was way heavier than they looked?" Etta asked. She sighed, feeling the weight of the situation. They were being hunted by someone far more thorough than she’d imagined. "A Cyborg... well, it’s gotta be Phantom. He’s a pain in the ass. Get detection systems into every G3 facility immediately. I refuse to get caught with my pants down."

Etta barked orders at a subordinate, then commanded the rest of the room to run a total system diagnostic. They scrambled out of their seats and bolted for the door to manage their respective departments.

"Even if they’ve caught the scent, so what?" the man said once the room had cleared out, leaving only him and the sisters. "There’s no hard evidence left."

"Of course there isn't," Etta snapped, her voice dripping with irritation. "Even so... I didn't expect the RS side to be this aggressive. It’s a total deviation from the formula."

She muttered the last part to herself. According to the Social Action Prediction Formula—the mathematical model Coleman left behind to predict how society would react to specific stimuli—the Rising Sun’s moves were completely off the charts.

"The formula says RS should be launching an offensive against EAP right now," Yotta noted, tilting her head. "Dingo too. EAP’s internal collapse should be exactly what they want."

"Exactly," Etta agreed, racking her brain for a reason. "The fall of EAP means more land and more power for RS and Dingo. They’re already shooting at each other in the streets, so it’s not like they’re shy about pulling the trigger. Then again... I think the heads of RS and EAP were actually friends. Teiro from RS is supposed to be an emotional wreck. Maybe that’s it?"

The man scoffed. "So what? No one runs a galaxy-spanning organization based on something as stupid as friendship."

Etta let out a dry, mocking laugh. "Fufu. I never thought I’d hear you say a word like that. But no, that’s not it. I’m wondering if there’s a secret pact between Rising Sun and Little Tokyo. Think about it—Takasaki, who is supposed to be Little Tokyo’s top enforcer, just moved a massive chunk of his operation to RS. What if the deal is: RS helps maintain the status quo for Little Tokyo, and in exchange, RS gets to hold Takasaki's leash? That’s a hell of a lot more valuable than a few extra planets."

The man grunted, considering it. "It’s possible. It would explain why Dingo is being so quiet if RS is keeping them in check. But wait—even if they had a pact, they couldn't have known we were the ones behind this. Once they realized they were picking a fight with a giant like us, why would they stick to the deal? And the moderates in EAP aren't doing anything. To me, it looks like RS is just flying solo."

"You have a point," Etta admitted, shrugging her shoulders in a rare moment of defeat. "I honestly don't get it. Sure, they probably see us as a future threat, but picking a fight now is suicidal. It just speeds up their own collapse. If they really knew what we were up to, they should be trying to get on our good side. They could just wait for EAP to rot and then swallow the remains. This should be their big break. There is absolutely no logical reason to be our enemy."

Etta clicked her tongue, fuming. To her, the only natural way to live was to pick the winning side and eat the losers.

"Maybe the emotional answer is the right one," the man said with a cynical, twisted grin. "Maybe they just feel sorry for all the 'poor little manipulated victims.'"

Etta and Yotta stared at him in stunned silence for a heartbeat. Then, they both burst into fits of hysterical laughter, doubled over until tears started streaming down their faces.
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Sorry to keep you waiting. 

My pace has been a bit of a train wreck lately, but we’re officially back in business.



The first move Mercenaries made was a total textbook play.

Using their obscene wealth and high-level connections, they began a systematic economic nut-punch directed squarely at Rising Sun. They reached out to every possible company they could lean on, focusing their weight on the military-industrial complex where their influence was strongest. Naturally, their subsidiaries and business partners weren’t thrilled about being told to cut ties without a proper explanation, but in the end, they all bent the knee. It was the same old corporate song and dance; these small-to-medium-sized fish had zero hope of winning a staring contest with a galactic leviathan.

The RS Alliance, suddenly cut off from the trade of ship parts and military hardware, didn't quite descend into a headless-chicken panic—thanks mostly to a heads-up from their leader—but they were definitely having a bad time. The sheer gravitational pull of a mega-corp’s influence was terrifying. Under normal circumstances, a company the size of Rising Sun would have been face-down in a gutter and declaring bankruptcy within the hour.

"All this just from ships and ammo?" Taro muttered, a cold shiver racing down his spine as he remembered the titans they’d nearly picked a fight with before. If they pulled this crap with basic resources, we’d be 100% dead.

If even one of the "50 Materials" companies decided to slap economic sanctions on Alpha Region Space, the local economy would evaporate instantly. Alpha would be less of a star sector and more of a mass grave for tens of millions of people who’d starved to death over a spreadsheet error.

"The impact on trade and transport firms is massive, sir," a report stated. "We’ve already got a graveyard of bankrupt companies, and my inbox is overflowing with people screaming at us to do something. Also, our own Transportation Department is about to take a massive hit to the chin."

"Supply lines for military consumables have been severed. Fleet maintenance is down to 91%. If this keeps up, our combat readiness is projected to bottom out at 75%."

"Multiple clients have publicly announced they're ghosting us. It’s a clear breach of contract, so we can probably sue them for every penny of the penalty fees, but what’s the call, Boss?"

"The smaller firms are already eyeing the exits, talking about leaving the Alliance. Seat prices are cratering. The core companies are holding steady for now, but if one big player bails, the whole thing is going to come down like a localized avalanche. We need to watch these guys like hawks."

The bad news hit Taro’s desk like a series of wet thuds. The economy, which had been on a rocket-ride upward since the Alliance formed, finally hit a brick wall. The line graphs on his screen stopped their graceful climb and started vibrating like a caffeinated squirrel. Without firing a single shot, the fleet had lost a quarter of its power. Rising Sun’s transport ships, previously booked solid for six months, were actually sitting idle in the docks. Employees and residents were starting to get the "we're doomed" jitters, and a few were already packing their bags for other sectors. The top brass scrambled to put out the fires, but the damage was undeniable. Rising Sun was learning a hard lesson: never underestimate the power of a giant, angry corporation.

However, over at Mercenaries HQ, things weren't going exactly to plan.

They had fully expected these sanctions to trigger the total, messy implosion of the RS Alliance. The galactic economy lived and died by its shipping lanes; if you choked off the supplies needed to keep those ships moving, most companies folded like a cheap lawn chair. It had worked every time before. They figured this time would be no different.

But the RS Alliance refused to die. Reports of the sanctions’ "success" trickled into Mercenaries Headquarters, but none of them delivered the killing blow. Contrary to every mathematical model, the companies under the RS banner were being annoyingly stubborn. [COLEMAN’S FORMULA] had predicted the total disintegration of the Alliance and the rise of a new power vacuum, but reality was currently flipping the formula the bird. The Mercenaries executives, who had spent their careers worshiping at the altar of the Formula, were starting to sweat.

One reason for this defiance was a delicious bit of irony. The Former Enzio era had been locked in a bitter feud with the EAP, meaning their foreign trade had been non-existent for years. Their entire economy had been forced to become self-sufficient. The RS Alliance Territory had inherited that "prepper" mentality. While the sanctions definitely killed the vibe of their growing foreign trade, they didn't actually stop people from eating.

The second reason? The inconvenient little thing called democracy that Rising Sun championed. Taro had spent most of the morning cursing democracy for making it impossible to run a tight, state-controlled economy during a crisis, but in reality, democracy was the only thing keeping the lights on.

Specifically, it had birthed a concept almost entirely extinct in the Imperial Center: Spite.

—As if we’re gonna let some corporate suits from out-of-town push us around!!—

That was the vibe, in a nutshell.

The Galactic Imperial Core was a soul-sucking paradise of standardized [BLOCK MODULES]. You could move to a different star system for the price of a sandwich. Everything was so perfectly automated and modular that "moving" usually just meant the view from your window changed while you stayed in the same pod, participating in the economy without ever putting on pants. 

But out here in Outer Space? Not so much. You didn't just hop borders whenever you felt like it. "Going to work" often meant actually traveling to a physical location. Every star system had its own weird culture and history. Where you were born actually mattered.

In 99.9% of the galaxy, people were just subjects living under someone else’s thumb. But here? They were the ones in charge. Every company, every employee, and every citizen with a vote felt like they owned the place.

Taro’s political meddling had accidentally mixed with the rugged weirdness of Outer Space to create a potent strain of nationalism. The fact that so many civilians had been vaporized during the Enzio Campaign only added fuel to the fire. This wasn't just a corporate war anymore; it was personal. As a result, an astounding number of people—by Imperial standards—decided that instead of running away, they were going to stay and see just how hard they could bite back.

"I guess 'what goes around comes around' actually works... pays to be a nice guy once in a while," Taro said, clutching the latest analysis. He was fighting back a lump in his throat. If he didn't stay focused, he was going to start sobbing like a baby.

"Don’t get sappy. Those people are only doing it because they’ve got skin in the game, too. It’s a win-win," Alan said from the opposite sofa, a smirk playing on his lips. Taro nodded, looking around Plum’s lounge. The usual suspects all looked significantly less stressed.

"Don't get too comfortable. The enemy hasn't gone home yet," Phantom said softly, his hands busy polishing a firearm with a silk cloth.

"He’s right," Marl chimed in. "We're okay for now, but if this drags on forever, the math changes. I’ve heard rumors of companies being offered 'survival packages' if they agree to kick us out of the Alliance. It’s obviously a lie, but people get desperate."

Taro crossed his arms. "Yeah. If they even suspect we found those stations, they’re coming for our throats. Heck, they’d probably do it even if they only thought we might know something."

To Taro, it was obvious. This undeclared war was all about those secret harvesting stations. The timing was too perfect for it to be anything else, and Rising Sun and Mercenaries had basically zero history before this.

"The real question is," Alan mused, leaning his head on his hand, "how did they find out we found them? I’ve run the numbers, and I don't see a leak. We’ve got total gag orders in place, and the Alliance brass wouldn't even tell their own mothers about this."

Taro scratched his head aggressively. "The old Enzio bosses are all gone, and our merger with Johnny was a recent thing. It's hard to believe a Mercenaries spy managed to get deep enough to hear about the stations already. Don't those things take years to set up? Or can you just speed-run a deep-cover infiltration?"

He looked at Phantom. The cyborg gave a slow, deliberate nod.

"Creating a reliable asset—someone who will leak high-level info—is a grueling, time-consuming process. Ninety percent of an intelligence officer's life is just building those human [ASSETS]. Sneaking into a base to download files is for the movies. You can burn through an existing asset if you’re in a hurry, but if you don't have one on the ground, you're out of luck."

Phantom finished speaking and slid his gun back into its holster with a metallic click. Taro nodded, feeling a surge of gratitude for the legendary spy sitting in his lounge. The guy had assets all over the galaxy and was currently burning them like fuel to help them out. Wait, why DOES a bounty hunter have a galactic-scale spy network? Actually, better not ask.

"So, if it’s not a spy—"

Taro started to suggest other possibilities, but Phantom cut him off.

"However," the cyborg said, standing up. He turned his gaze toward the corner of the room where Etta was currently losing a card game to Koume. "There is an exception to every rule. And in this case, we have to consider that possibility."

Phantom’s voice was uncharacteristically heavy. Etta, realizing the entire room was suddenly staring at her, blinked her big, innocent eyes and tilted her head in confusion.



I’m grateful for the support, but man, I’m busy.
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"You can read minds?! You’ve gotta be joking!"

Taro’s voice echoed down the corridor of the Battleship Plum as he shouted at Phantom’s retreating back. He’d been dragged out of the lounge after Phantom hit him with the classic, "We need to talk."

"It’s not like I’m peering into your soul, nor is it a perfect science," Phantom said, glancing back over his shoulder. "Think of it as... highly educated guesswork."

Taro stood there, mouth agape, waiting for the punchline that didn't come.

"It’s basic Deciphering," Phantom continued. "If you know which signals appear with what frequency, you can deduce the words and their meanings. It’s even easier if you’ve got a few decoded snippets to act as a Rosetta Stone. You’re a prepper, Taro; surely you’re familiar with the concept?"

Phantom stopped and looked back toward the lounge they had just vacated. 

"The catch is that, unlike a radio signal, you can’t exactly 'intercept' a thought. Or can you? Indirectly, yes. Brainwaves are just electrical signals. If you can observe the flow, you can read the data. Simple, right?"

Phantom gave a playful shrug. Taro wasn't sure if he should be laughing or calling an exorcist. "I mean, Earth had EEGs, but those were for hospitals..." he managed, offering a weak, pained smile.

"I’d love to see one of those devices sometime. But here’s the thing: we currently live our lives surrounded by an infinite number of EEG sensors. We’re being measured in real-time right this second. Care to guess what’s doing it?"

Phantom pointed a finger at the ceiling. Taro looked up, his eyes widening as the realization hit him like a freight train.

"BISHOP?!"

"Bingo," Phantom said with a beaming smile. 

"But as you know, the Drive Particle Detection Element is a total black box to us. Peeking inside a BISHOP Control Device is basically impossible—it’s just as complex as the human brain. But what if you could 'see' the simplified functional communications being tossed back and forth between a brain and a BISHOP unit?"

Phantom emphasized the word "see" and then went dead silent, looming there as he waited for Taro to catch up. Taro’s brain whirred into overdrive. When the penny finally dropped, he audibly gasped.

"Etta... no, wait. Etta wouldn't do that. Plus, she’s always stuck on the Plum. But if there’s someone else out there who can do what she does..."

Taro trailed off into a frantic mumble. He realized Phantom had started walking again and scrambled to keep up.

"You don't lean in and whisper secrets into someone’s ear anymore, do you? No. Whenever you’re in public talking about something high-level, you use BISHOP-linked comms for the sake of counter-intelligence. Right?"

Phantom kept his eyes fixed forward as they walked.

"Well, yeah... I mean, we're brainstorming twenty-four-seven. We talk shop in the cafeteria, the hallways... Marl and I have discussed everything in front of—oh god. Everything? Every weird idea? Every private gripe? Is my entire life just one big open book to these people?"

Taro’s face went a sickly shade of blue. 

"Not quite," Phantom corrected. "I doubt there are many Sonarmen as gifted as Etta. The crew on the Plum is safe, but once you head back to the station... well, we might need to vet the office staff. I should have warned you sooner. My bad."

Phantom reached a door and waved his hand. The door hissed open at BISHOP's command, and Phantom gestured for Taro to enter.

"Wait, is this... Phantom-san, is this your room?"

The interior was a madness of wood. Taro felt like he’d stepped out of a spaceship and into a boutique antique shop. Wooden furniture—designs Taro recognized from home—was crammed into every available inch. Even the cold metal walls and ceiling had been meticulously covered in wallpaper. The contrast between the hyper-futuristic corridor and this cozy, old-world den was enough to give Taro whiplash.

"They let me go wild with the decor," Phantom said. "You drink coffee, right? I managed to score some decent beans. Let me brew a pot."

Phantom moved with practiced grace, beginning to grind the beans. He was using a hand-cranked coffee mill—an ancient relic by Taro's standards—and Taro watched the process with genuine curiosity.

"It’s an Antique I picked up from a noble in the Odo-e-B9 Star System," Phantom explained. "I could tell from the residue that it was for grinding beans, but the base was missing. I had to improvise the stand myself. Did I get it right?"

Phantom held up the mill. Taro squinted at the glass base, digging through his hazy memories of Earth.

"Actually, the bottom part was usually wood, not glass. It had a little drawer-style tray where the grounds would pile up. Usually, there’d be a metal brand name plate on the front, too. Though... maybe some of them used glass?"

Taro mimed the drawer action with his hands. Phantom nodded thoughtfully. "A drawer, you say? Interesting. I’ll have to whip up a prototype."

"Mmm, smells incredible. You just can't beat that aroma." Taro’s face finally relaxed as the rich, toasted scent of coffee filled the room. Coffee wasn't exactly a staple in the Galactic Empire, and Taro offered a silent prayer of thanks that the culture had survived at all as he took a cup from Phantom.

"There’s that famous Edemia drink, of course," Phantom spat, leaning against the kitchenette. "The flavor profile is similar to coffee, and it’s dirt cheap. If you ask me, it tastes like scented mud water, but the Empire treats it like liquid gold. That’s probably why real coffee hasn’t caught on."

"Edemia... Oh, Alan drinks that stuff constantly."

"Oops. My apologies to his palate. Keep that 'mud water' comment under your hat, will you?"

"Eh, he’s a self-proclaimed 'taste-deaf' idiot anyway. He says the military trained the sense of taste right out of him or something."

"Ho? So he’s Special Branch? Land Combat is usually the bottom of the barrel, but the Special Branch guys are the cream of the crop. I hate to be rude, but that’s surprising... though, given how he handled the Nuke Defense Battle, I suppose it tracks."

"No, it’s definitely surprising. I still think he’s lying," Taro scoffed. "Usually, the military elite are MMK. Why the hell is he still a virgin?"

"MMK?"

"Short for Mote-mote de komacchau—'So popular it’s a problem.' I think it was an old Earth military acronym."

"Good heavens... Earth’s military sounds remarkably frank."

The two shared a laugh, the atmosphere turning uncharacteristically peaceful. They chatted about nothing for a few minutes until, without any warning, Phantom’s tone shifted.

"There are more than twenty stations like the one we found. And I’m fairly certain Etta and I were born in one of them."

Taro froze, his coffee cup halfway to his lips.

"The humans raised there are almost all candidates for Enhanced Humans. Talent for being Gifted or a Boosted Man is largely hereditary, so a closed environment is perfect for breeding. 'Thick' bloodlines lead to errors, sure, but they also produce freakish genius. You’d think they’d just use genetic engineering, but... there must be a reason they prefer the old-fashioned way."

Phantom looked genuinely puzzled. Taro shifted in his seat, his skin crawling.

"The Empire... no, let’s be specific. Coleman was obsessed with the idea of artificial human evolution. He churned out Boosted Men like a factory line. There were nearly three thousand kids in my cohort at The Facility, but I’d guess only a handful of us are still breathing."

Phantom tucked his cup away into a shelf. The muffled hum of an automated cleaner vibrated through the room.

"The Facility... was it like a school? Did you know Etta back then?" Taro asked.

Phantom gave a sharp, ironic smile. "No. Our enhancement categories didn't overlap. And calling it a 'school' is a bit of a stretch. I don’t recall being treated like a human being, and the 'curriculum' was purely focused on lethality. To Coleman, it was a farm and a laboratory. We just called it The Facility, but his official name for it was New Eden. 'Paradise'... what a joke."

"A farm... wait. When you say Coleman, you mean the Coleman, right?"

"I honestly don't know which Coleman I mean. And no, I'm not being cryptic. I’m being literal."

Taro scowled, thinking he was being messed with, but Phantom just shook his head.

"The predecessor to New Eden was the Imperial Military Applied Physico-Chemical Research Institute Facility B. The founding director was none other than Dan Coleman. The details are on this chip. Have a look."

Phantom handed over a data chip. Taro hesitated for a second, then pressed it to his terminal interface. As the data scrolled through his mind, his face contorted.

"What... what is this?"

"Bizarre, right?" Phantom shrugged.

"That research facility was founded roughly two thousand years ago. The military records are crystal clear on that. Luckily, the director was a registered citizen, so his DNA Information was still in the Data Bank. And here’s the kicker..."

Phantom leaned in close, his expression vanishing into a cold, empty mask.

"The DNA is a one-hundred-percent match for the Coleman who died right in front of us. Not just that—if you dig deep enough, you’ll find Coleman’s footprints scattered across every era of the galaxy’s history. So, Taro... do you think they’re all the same man?"

Phantom’s voice sounded like a ghost story whispered in a graveyard. All Taro could do was sit there, trapped between shock and total, crushing confusion.
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"Scattered across the galaxy throughout every era... sounds like some bargain-bin urban legend to me. We had superstitions like that back on Earth, too. Some immortal Count or whatever."

Teiro figured Phantom probably wasn’t joking, but he couldn't help the look of pure "you’ve got to be kidding me" plastered across his face. In response, Phantom silently offered him a silver, palm-sized card.

"What’s this? Some kind of super-rare metal?"

The card was as blank as a fresh slab of tofu, but it shimmered with a weirdly oily, beautiful sheen when the light caught it.

"No, the metal itself is trash," Phantom said dismissively. "The paint is the special part. It reacts when you do... this."

Phantom peeled off the black glove he always wore and pinched the card between his thumb and index finger.

"Whoa, look at the text pop up! Is this like an ID card? Also, what the hell is 'Naraza'?"

The holographic name Naraza flickered into existence on the card’s surface. The moment Phantom let go, the letters vanished into the void.

"Naraza is the name of a mutual aid organization for Outsiders. Formally, it's the Naraza Association. It’s officially registered with the Galactic Empire, so literally anyone could look it up. We’ve got about eighty million members scattered across the stars. I think we’re celebrating our thousandth anniversary this year? We mostly just swap info, though we occasionally do volunteer work or run non-profits. Think of it as a support group for people society would rather pretend don't exist."

Phantom reached into a drawer and pulled out a handful of data chips. Teiro took them and quickly confirmed that the Naraza Association was, for all intents and purposes, just another ubiquitous, boring non-governmental organization.

"It looks... suspiciously normal," Teiro grumbled to himself. "But I guess that’s the point. This is your secret source of intel, isn't it?"

With eighty million spies—er, 'members'—scattered across the galaxy, Teiro realized you could probably find out anything from the best brand of space-coffee to the Emperor's favorite socks.

"Heh, effectively. Though members are strictly forbidden from doing anything that puts their own necks on the line. The worst-case scenario is the Association being branded a public enemy, after all. Obviously, I haven't leaked any Rising Sun secrets, nor do I plan to. I’d appreciate it if you believed me on that... though I might have mentioned a few general impressions that anyone with eyes could have figured out."

"I mean, sure, I believe you, but is info gathered that casually even worth anything?"

"Of course it is. For example, if you look at me as a source, anything regarding the RS Alliance or Rising Sun is a total no-go. Off-limits. But what if I had dirt on, say, EAP?"

"I get it. Corporate espionage within the 'safe' zone where it doesn't hurt us." Teiro crossed his arms, his brain gears finally turning. "But wait, that only works if the members are high-ranking enough to actually know things. Are you telling me eighty million people are all secret agents? I thought most of them were just Outsiders."

Phantom let out a soft chuckle.

"Hardly. Most are just your average salarymen. As for their positions... well, if you want access to sensitive info, you just work hard and get promoted, don't you? Use the legitimate channels to climb the ladder. Though, as you noted, that’s a bit of a tall order for your average Outsider. Most are too busy just trying not to starve."

"Right. But that’s a ridiculously long-term play... Ah, wait—"

Teiro waved a hand dismissively and slumped back into the sofa, the realization hitting him with a satisfying thud.

Wait, the guy who actually pulled that off is standing right in front of me.

"So that’s why you’ve been 'cooperating' with me. But there’s an exception to that 'only info that doesn't affect me' rule, isn't there?"

Teiro shot him a knowing look. Phantom closed his eyes and gave a small nod.

"If the information could negatively impact Outsiders as a whole, the gloves come off. As long as I don't compromise the organization, I’m allowed to go rogue."

Teiro pointed a triumphant finger at the ceiling. "So, in other words, you’ve been babysitting me?"

His tone was half-accusatory, half-probing. Phantom actually looked a little embarrassed for once.

"I didn't approach you only for that, but it was certainly on the list. Most Outsiders live in outer space, you know. For self-defense, we have to keep a very close watch on any rising powers."

Teiro nodded, satisfied. "Well, I guess I passed the test then? My head is still attached to my shoulders, at least."

Phantom shrugged, spreading his hands in a 'what can you do?' gesture.

"Give me a break. I knew the moment we met that you weren't on our assassination list. To be honest, I wasn't just watching you—I wanted to place a bet on your potential."

Teiro blinked. "Potential?"

"Exactly. You might not realize it, but a CEO who chases things like righteous indignation, justice, camaraderie, and philanthropy without looking at the bottom line is a rare specimen. Rarer still is one who doesn't treat Outsiders like dirt. The modern network is designed to ruthlessly accelerate natural selection; companies that talk about 'naivety' usually go extinct."

Phantom paused, then added, "Though things might be different now."

Teiro thought about the collapse of the Old Neural Network and the chaotic era of diversity that was surely coming.

"I don't think I'm that special... Back on Earth, my way of thinking was pretty much the standard. Probably."

"Oh? Well, that makes me even more excited for the future."

"Is that so? Wait... are you actually expecting something from Earth?"

"Of course. Based on your stories, every single person on Earth is an Outsider, right? A society built entirely by Outsiders. It sounds like a utopia to us. Even if they have to deal with BISHOP being OVERRIDDEN in the next generation, it’ll be a fascinating case study. Planet Nuke was... well, a bit of a half-baked attempt."

Phantom sounded genuinely disappointed. Teiro offered a wry smile and stuck out his hand. Phantom tilted his head, confused.

"I'm saying I look forward to working with you. That was a lot of bombshells, but it's not like Rising Sun is losing out. If anything, considering everything you've done for us, I think we're the ones in debt to Naraza."

Teiro waited, hand outstretched. Phantom stared at him blankly for a few seconds before finally cracking a smile and taking the hand.

"Good grief... you really are a 'good person.' I look forward to it too. However, it’s a bit early for handshakes."

Phantom used his free hand to pull his usual glove from his belt and started sliding it onto Teiro’s right hand. It was a heavy, high-tech mitten made of impact-reactive hardening material.

"What the heck is this for?" Teiro asked, squeezing the thick fabric.

"There is still one question you haven't asked," Phantom said flatly.

Teiro looked at him, then looked down at the floor.

"Yeah, I guess there is... Fine, I'll bite."

Teiro took a breath, wondering if he really wanted to pull this thread.

"Why did you have to tell me all this right now? I get the Coleman stuff, but the Naraza reveal makes no sense. It’s got a 'secret society' vibe—shouldn’t you have just kept it under your hat? You’ve been doing fine so far."

It was a simple question. Phantom didn't seem like the type to confess out of a guilty conscience, nor was he the type to waste time on small talk. There had to be a catch.

"...You should know, that glove is made of a material that hardens upon impact. Your hand might go a little numb, but you won't break your knuckles even if you punch a steel wall."

Phantom pointed at Teiro's hand. Teiro tilted his head, utterly lost, until Phantom spoke again.

"It’s to buy your sympathy, Master Teiro. And maybe a little threat for flavor. The Naraza Association wants to save that station, but a mutual aid group doesn't have that kind of muscle. We don't even own a single Warship... but you do."

Phantom narrowed his eyes. Teiro opened his mouth to tell him he’d already planned on doing it, so why the theatrics—

"Dr. Arzimof has calculated the approximate coordinates of Earth," Phantom interrupted.

Teiro froze.

"The data is highly credible. The research team concluded from the Nuke Ruins that the ships of that era couldn't use OVERDRIVE without extreme particle density. By cross-referencing the decay rate of DRIVE PARTICLES with the specs of the ship found on Nuke, they back-calculated a realistic flight path. All you have to do is follow the breadcrumbs."

Phantom shoved the table between them aside and stood up. "And one more thing."

"In a few moments, the Mercenaries are going to send a proposal. They’ll offer to lift the economic blockade and cancel the declaration of war if you agree to walk away from that station. They’re even willing to notarize the contract through the Imperial Military. It’s a legitimate deal. Realistically speaking, you should take it. You should abandon the station and focus entirely on finding Earth."

Phantom’s voice was a cold, emotionless void. Teiro processed this, stood up, and let out a long, weary sigh.

"I see. So if I take the deal, you’re screwed. That’s why you’re playing the 'villain' to get my sympathy and 'threaten' me into staying... Fine. Since you went to all the trouble of asking, I'll give you what you want. But don't expect a masterpiece; I haven't been in a real scrap in years."

Teiro wound up and punched Phantom right in the face. A sharp clink of hardening fabric meeting an iron chin echoed through the room. Phantom stumbled back a step. Teiro yanked the glove off his vibrating, numb hand and tossed it onto the sofa.

"I didn't need your little performance to know I’m not taking the Mercenaries' deal. Isn't a 'good person' someone who can't just ignore a mess like that?"

Teiro turned on his heel and stormed out, leaving Phantom to wipe a trickle of blood from his lip.

"Oh, Teiro! Are you done? You took forever... Wait, what happened?"

Marl was leaning against the wall with Koume, waiting for him. She took one look at his face and practically recoiled. "You look like you’ve swallowed a bag of nails!"

"I’m fine... just holding back a lot of crap," Teiro muttered, avoiding her eyes as he started walking. The girls scrambled to keep up. After a few paces of heavy silence, Teiro finally spoke.

"The Doctor found a lead on Earth. And the Mercenaries are about to offer us a peace deal if we ditch that station. Any sane person would take the deal, but Phantom practically begged me not to."

Teiro looked down, clutching his chest. Marl and Koume stayed quiet, sensing the storm.

"Like I wasn't going to do that anyway... But if we fight the Mercenaries, people are going to die. A lot of them. That idiot... he tried to make himself the bad guy so I could blame him for the guilt and responsibility I'm going to feel... Dammit, why is everyone around here so annoyingly kind?"

Teiro kicked the ground, furiously wiping his eyes with the back of his hand.
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"The other side shot down our peace feelers. Looks like the Formula isn't worth a damn anymore."

In the strategy briefing room of the Gemini—the Mercenaries’ pride and joy and a state-of-the-art battleship—the man running the company’s day-to-day operations tossed the report toward his two female superiors.

"The RS Alliance is just too weird," Etta snapped, her irritation palpable. "The Formula wasn’t built to handle a political circus as ridiculous as 'democracy.' It’s an anomaly, an outlier. There’s nothing wrong with the math; it’s the subjects that are broken."

The man didn't agree, but he knew better than to open his mouth. 

He was well aware that Etta harbored a borderline religious reverence for Coleman—and by extension, the Formula the man had calculated. In his eyes, her devotion had blinded her to reality, and he was certain it would blow up in their faces eventually. But for now? Not his problem. Whether the math was wrong or the universe was crazy didn't change the bottom line: the Formula was currently about as useful as a paperweight.

"There are too many discrepancies in the data points. Garbage in, garbage out," Etta continued, pacing. "Take their leader, Teiro. We underestimated him completely. That 'C-rating' on his Mind Test? Total fabrication. Given the industry he’s in, there’s no other reason to fake being that mediocre."

Etta directed a piercing glare at the holographic image of the Rising Sun representative. 

"Looks like it," the man agreed. He then shifted his gaze to the other woman in the room, the one with the exact same face as Etta. "You saw him in the flesh. Well?"

His tone was gruff. Yotta, the younger sister, let out a sharp snort.

"He’s no idiot. The 'lovable loser' act he puts on is a total sham. He acted like a bratty, grinning little punk the whole time, but his processing speed is terrifying. His data throughput with his BISHOP is easily five times the human norm. He’s definitely Gifted."

Yotta spoke with a distant look, as if replaying the memory. Etta perked up, a sharp smile tugging at her lips.

"How delightful. Is he an Accelerator?"

"No, Sister. He was processing multiple streams at once. It’s likely Multitask. We had a similar specimen back in New Eden."

"Hold on," the man interrupted. "I wasn't told about this. I thought the only Gifted was the girl, Marl?"

Yotta shot him a look that could wither high-grade steel. "And why would I bother telling you about a combat-specific Gift? It’s not like you’re ever going to be within a hundred light-years of the front lines, are you?"

"…Fair enough. I’m not stupid enough to lecture a specialist," the man muttered, waving a hand dismissively as he let out a quiet sigh of relief. He dealt with Boosted Men and the Gifted daily; he knew exactly how monstrous they could be. After all, two of them were staring him in the face right now. "Fine. Combat-specialized. I can live with that."

He tapped a button, bringing up an image of Marl on the main display. "Now, about this Marl girl. Try to capture her alive. I want her as part of the Post-war Reparations. She’ll be worth a hell of a lot more to this company than any amount of credits."

Etta let out a mocking giggle. "My, my. I didn't realize you were into children."

"Don't be a moron. Try actually reading the reports from the field for once. This girl is a certified freak of nature. Rising Sun is manufacturing high-end hardware, and over sixty percent of their Mother Machines are her original designs. That’s just counting the ones she actually bothered to patent; the real number is probably higher. She’s done all this in less than a year. Do you have any idea what that implies?"

In the world of manufacturing, a Mother Machine was the holy grail—the machine that makes the machines. It was almost impossible for a product to exceed the precision of the Mother Machine that birthed it.

Standard Mother Machines were usually just high-end 3D printers, but when you were building specialized, ultra-high-precision, or massive-scale hardware, the game changed. Designing those took entire R&D firms. It wasn't the kind of thing one person—let alone a child—was supposed to just invent on their lunch break.

"Hmm… So she’s better than our foundational development team?" Etta asked.

"It’s not even a contest. Look, if you two want Phantom and Sonarman, fine. But I’m taking this girl and Dr. Arjimov. Deal?"

"Whatever. Do what you want," Etta said, sounding bored again. "More importantly, I heard the prep for the declaration of war is hitting a snag. What’s the plan?"

The man felt a vein throb in his temple at her indifference, but he forced himself to stay professional.

"Unfortunately, we’re going to have to pull a justification out of our asses. It would’ve been nice if they’d actually released a statement condemning the G3 Plan, but they’ve stayed silent."

Unlike the Outlaw Corps roaming outer space, the Mercenaries were an Imperial-registered business. They needed a 'just cause' to start a war. Even if their opponent wasn't technically an Imperial peer, they couldn't just ignore the optics.

The plan had been simple: bait Rising Sun into criticizing the G3 Plan Station, call it 'slanderous lies,' and use that as the pretext for a 'defensive' invasion. Then, they’d destroy the station in the chaos or just haul it away once the sector was occupied.

"So they’ve got someone with a brain over there," Etta mused. "Capable of making political calls… Is it that Bella woman? The name sounds familiar."

"She’s the Master of the Alpha Star System. Former head of Guns and Rule. She’s a legendary Space Mafia boss who held the border without a fleet for years. She knows how to play the game. Hell, we used to sell her our HAD units."

"Oh, how tacky. Fighting a former client," Etta sighed.

"..." 

The man took a deep breath, ignoring her. "Which brings me to the next problem. Our affiliate companies aren't exactly lining up to help. Proactive cooperation is non-existent. We’re likely going to have to do this with our internal fleet alone."

"So? That was the plan anyway," Etta shrugged. "And with G3 involved, I’d rather keep the outsiders away from that sector."

"Wait, you actually plan to go in alone? Can we even win?" 

The man hadn't been briefed on the tactical simulations. Etta turned on him, her expression darkening. "Don't be ridiculous."

"Our force ratio is eight to one. Our total production output is ten times theirs. In the impossible event that we actually lose a fleet engagement—so what? We just build another fleet. We can do that; they can’t. Tell me, in what universe does that result in a loss?"

Etta stood up and headed for the door.

"You just focus on the paperwork," she called over her shoulder. "Just make sure the ships are ready on schedule… Oh, and one more thing." 

She paused at the door, tilting her head. "Just out of curiosity, why won't the affiliates help? What was their excuse?"

The man closed his eyes. 

"We’re asking them to support a formal declaration of war and military intervention against a Porno Goods Manufacturing Company. Every single CEO sent back the same reply: 'What kind of joke is this?'"



If you asked any Imperial Citizen to name the two most important places in the Galactic Imperial Core, they’d give you the same answer: Delta and Andor. One was the heart of the economy; the other was the soul of politics.

"Hm? What's the matter, Son-in-law? See something you like?"

Sakura looked back at Teiro, who was currently frozen in place.

"N-no, it's nothing," Teiro stammered, his face twitching as he stared at the massive structures surrounding them.

They were walking along a single aerial Corridor that ran through the heart of the ultra-large station. Branching paths led to buildings that didn't even touch the ground; they all hung from the station's ceiling like gargantuan, white stalactites.

The architecture was dizzying. Every surface was covered in intricate carvings, yet the color palette remained a restrained, sophisticated monochrome, punctuated only by the occasional natural brown of wood or stone. It was designed to humble the viewer. If I'm this floored after growing up on Earth, Teiro thought, how much terror must a regular Imperial Citizen feel standing here?

"Don't get your hopes up; we can't get into the Palace," Sakura said, looking toward the far end of the Corridor. "I'm sure they're holding the usual galas, but we don't have an invitation."

Teiro followed her gaze to the residence of His Majesty the Emperor. No matter how much they walked, the massive white palace didn't seem to get any closer. Its polished walls caught the artificial light of the station, shimmering like a mountain of pure crystal.

"N-no way, I don't want to go in there. I don't think I'll ever belong in a place like that… Have you actually been inside, Sakura?"

"Of course. My mother’s side comes from a line of Counts. I don't go much these days, but I used to get invited to the social mixers all the time. I've never met the Emperor personally, but I've heard him speak."

Sakura puffed out her chest with a boastful grin. 

"Whoa..." Teiro let out a breathy, pathetic sound. He was starting to realize what 'old money' actually meant in this galaxy. I remember being jealous of kids back home who lived in houses with actual yards, he thought, but compared to the literal god-tier upper class, that's just a bunch of ants arguing over which grain of sand is shinier.

"Alright, we're here. That's the one."

They had reached the end of Andor Station’s main street. Sakura stopped, and Teiro looked up at the building looming over them. It radiated an overwhelming sense of corporate power. Teiro glared at the massive letters on the sign.

"…Right. Well, it doesn't cost anything to try. Let's do this!"

Teiro hyped himself up and marched forward, passing under the giant sign that read:

GIGANTIC CORPORATION
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"The Yo-La-Zand Branch is pulling out? Well, that whole sector is practically WIND territory now, so I guess it was inevitable. Still, look at this. Every single headline is WIND, WIND, WIND. Doesn't anything else happen in this galaxy?"

Ortega Niven, a mid-level manager at Gigantech Corp—the undisputed heavyweight champion of galactic megacorporations—was currently doing what he did best: absolutely nothing. He was sprawled across a plush, ergonomic chair in his main office, lazily scrolling through the company’s internal news feed on his terminal.

"If you’re willing to lower your security clearance, Mr. Ortega, I can find you plenty of disasters," his secretary chimed in from behind him, her voice laced with a hint of a tease. "Shall I pull up the highlights for you?"

Ortega waved her off with a theatrical groan. "Pass. Leave that to the assistant managers and the boots on the ground. Besides, if a problem is Level 3 or lower, it’s beneath our direct intervention. As a famously benevolent soul, I simply can't bring myself to steal work from the smaller firms. It would be uncharitable."

He returned to his feed. Gigantech’s internal regulations ensured that only Level 4 threats or higher reached his desk, and currently, that meant a nonstop barrage of "WIND is going to eat us all" articles.

"How very noble of you," the secretary replied. "And yet, if I recall correctly, the meeting you have scheduled for today is only a Level 3 matter. Is there a particular reason you’re actually working for once?"

"Hmm? Oh, that. The visitor is a daughter of the Takasaki Family. Sure, the company itself is some tiny outfit in the Alpha Region Space, but you can’t just ignore the nobility. I don't need some Imperial bigwig breathing down my neck. She’s a Count, for heaven’s sake. A Count!"

"I see... although, correct me if I’m wrong, but didn't you reject a loan for a high-born executive just last month? And that software developer the week before? They were both from 'distinguished' lineages."

Ortega squinted at her. "Do you ever forget anything? Seriously, didn't you say you had an eidetic memory or something?"

"Hardly a rare trait in this line of work. Would you prefer a secretary who forgets where you hide your midday snacks?"

"Haha! God, no. I’d be lost."

Ortega chuckled at the jab and tossed her a data chip. "Here, look at this." He waited a beat for her to scan the contents before his lazy smirk sharpened into a professional mask. "The management team includes the younger sister of an Imperial Navy Colonel, and she’s a shareholder herself. Toss in the Takasaki bloodline and tell me: do I really need another reason?"

"No... that is certainly enough. Still, this company has a fascinating trajectory. Their expansion has been almost suspiciously smooth."

"Exactly! Anyone who looks at those numbers and doesn't smell a rat should sign their resignation papers today. We don't need that kind of incompetence in this office. Now, what’s the protocol here? If she’s a Count’s daughter, she’s treated as a Viscount, right? And as a manager here, I’m effectively a Baron?"

"Correct, according to the corporate-nobility equivalency charts. I assume the Colonel isn't joining us?"

"Nope. In fact, I politely told him to stay away. I can’t handle a Colonel. Field officers are treated as Counts, and as for the sister... ugh, this is why I hate dealing with the gentry. It’s too much math."

Ortega grimaced, scratching his head before rubbing the Electromagnetic Sheet on the back of his hand. The skin-mounted display flickered to life, showing that his guests had arrived.

"Alright, showtime. Let’s see what these kids want."

Standing up, Ortega checked the live security feed via BISHOP as he made his way to the conference room.



"I see. Well, that certainly is a predicament," Ortega said, leaning forward after listening to the summary provided by the representative of Rising Sun, Teiro, and his companion, Sakura.

"That's why we’re hoping to leverage Gigantech’s influence," Teiro said, looking appropriately humbled. "To be honest, we’re so far out of our depth that we didn't even know if this was a conversation worth having."

Ortega waved his hand dismissively, a bright, salesman-like smile plastered on his face. He pointed to a stack of physical documents on the table—actual paper, a luxury so archaic it was basically a flex.

"If what you’re telling me is true, it gives Gigantech more than enough pretext to authorize a 'stabilization' effort."

Teiro’s face lit up for a split second before falling into a mask of worry. Ortega noted the reaction with approval. The kid’s sharp, he thought. He knows a pretext isn't the same thing as a reason.

"Look, I know there’s no point in trying to play games with a company like yours," Teiro said, sliding a chip across the table. "So I’ll be blunt. This is the card we’re playing. Will you take a look?"

Ortega’s secretary moved to intercept the chip for a security scan, but Ortega held up a hand. He took the chip himself. He didn't sense any threat from these two—they were too desperate for an assassination attempt.

"...Ho. Now this is interesting. An Anti-WIND Tactical Device?"

Ortega scanned the specs. It claimed to predict WIND behavior patterns. On the surface, he acted impressed, letting out a low whistle. In reality, he’d seen a thousand "WIND-killers" come across his desk, and 999 of them were junk. But that one-in-a-thousand chance? That was how you made a career.

"It’s been field-tested against current WIND units with a 100% success rate," Teiro stated firmly. "We have the raw data to back it up in every format you require."

Ortega nodded. "I see, I see." Inside, he bumped his interest level up a notch. If the kid was this confident, there was probably some meat on the bone. "The Alpha Region Space is a literal playground for WIND. It’s a quiet suburb compared to the war zone at Yo-La-Zand, but it’s a perfect testing ground. Tell me, though... why haven't you mass-produced this? You’d be the richest man in the Empire. You could have bought yourself a private fleet by now. Why hold back?"

"Because..." Teiro hesitated, then sighed. "It’s like the relationship between a virus and an antibiotic."

"Ah, I see. Evolutionary pressure. A classic analogy," Ortega replied.

He was still skeptical, but it was a lead worth following. If the Imperial Military’s Intelligence Department was actually suppressing this and running limited production runs as Teiro claimed, this was a massive opportunity.

This might actually be the one, Ortega thought.

The logic held up: if they used the device indiscriminately, WIND would just adapt and spawn a new, immune strain. The fact that they’d brought it to Gigantech suggested they wanted a decisive strike. If an enemy is going to evolve, you just have to kill them faster than they can change. Teiro hadn't said it out loud, but Ortega knew the subtext: only a corporation with Gigantech’s industrial might could produce enough of these things to end the threat in a single, overwhelming wave.

"Splendid. I’ll be running a verification check with the Military later. I assume that won't be an issue?" Ortega raised an eyebrow.

"Not at all," Teiro answered instantly. "Though, since it’s the Intelligence Department, the red tape might be thick. Would you like me to facilitate an introduction?"

Ortega gave a cool, practiced laugh. "No need. There isn't a department in the Empire that Gigantech can't talk to. We’re very... 'friendly' with the Military."

Internally, Ortega was vibrating. The kid didn't blink at the mention of a background check. It was real. He re-read the specs via BISHOP, trying to keep his legs from shaking with excitement. Even if the performance was only 80% of what was claimed, this thing made every other tactical computer on the market look like a calculator from the stone age.

He’d been a manager for ten years. He’d hit the ceiling. But this? This was his ticket out of the middle-management doldrums. He didn't give a damn about a border skirmish in some backwater star system, but he cared very much about a promotion.

The words General Manager danced before his eyes. He cleared his throat to regain his composure.

"Ahem. Right. Well, you can consider Gigantech very interested. I give you my word as a Niven. However—"

He paused, letting the excitement settle.

"We need proof of the link between these Inhuman Facilities and the Mercenaries. If I’m going to mobilize our Security Department—our private army—I need an ironclad justification. If what you say is true, the Mercenaries won't stop for a check, no matter how much money we throw at them. We’d either have to secure the facilities or evacuate the residents. We could handle the entire population of the RS Alliance, I suppose. What is it, a few hundred million?"

"Ehh?! Oh, uh, yes," Teiro stammered, caught off guard by the scale of Gigantech’s logistics. "The population is around that, but we don't know the full count of the facilities yet. And for various reasons, we have to keep control of that space... the residents wouldn't take well to a forced relocation anyway."

"I see. Then how about a tactical retreat and a re-invasion? Sure, the evidence would be scrubbed, but with the profits from this device, you could build your own army and take it back yourself."

"Ah, that... no, that won't work. Geographically, if we lose the Alpha Star System and the Zayed Corridor, we’re finished. If we had to lead a Stargate Pioneer Group to rebuild the route from scratch, it would take decades. The doctor would be dead of old age before we got back."

"Hmm... then we have to move the Security Department. Which brings us back to the evidence. I’m not being difficult, mind you—any major corp would tell you the same. If the enemy wasn't a major firm from the Imperial Core, this would be a lot easier."

Ortega looked at the ceiling, pretending to be deep in thought while actually calculating his commission.

"Here’s what we’ll do: take a loan from us, using the device’s patents as collateral. That should be enough to outfit a full fleet of module-standard ships. In the meantime, tell me what you need to find that evidence. Don't hold back. We’ll provide all the support we can."

Ortega stood up and offered his hand. Teiro grabbed it with both hands, bowing deeply.

"Thank you! Thank you so much!"
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Since I don't usually do special anniversary stories, please think of this as a little "fan service" episode. In response to the requests in the comments section, here is a glimpse into the Giant Galactic Empire Bulletin Board.



1: Hello from the Delta Star System
Our Corp, Rising Sun, is in deep trouble. Discuss.

2: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Thanks for the weekly debris thread, OP.

3: Hello from the Underwall Star System
Easy 2get. >>3 should Overdrive into a quasar and go boom.

4: Anonymous @ Outer Space



3 
Have a nice trip.
Thanks for the thread, 1. So, what happened? New onaholes not selling?





5: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Who even follows the Rising Sun threads? They’re way too niche.

6: Anonymous @ Outer Space
What company are they again?

7: Anonymous @ Outer Space



6 
An adult goods company in the Alpha Sector. Google it, scrub.





8: Hello from the Delta Star System



4 
It looks like a military company is about to declare war on them. I heard it from an employee, so it’s basically confirmed. I don't know about the onaholes.





9: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I want to have a sticky nebula session with Teclafort-chan.

10: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Wrong thread, degenerate.

11: Anonymous @ Outer Space



8 Who’s the opponent?





12: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Declaring war on a company that makes vibrators? LOLOLOLOL.

13: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Hey, is my jerk-off material going to be okay?! My body is tuned to the point where I can't even get off without holo-videos anymore!!

14: Anonymous @ Outer Space
As a member of the 2D faction, I have no blind spots.

15: Anonymous @ Outer Space



14 
The great Master Turkasa lives in the Katsushika Star System, FYI.





16: Hello from the Delta Star System



11 
The Mercenaries. The PMC, not the restaurant chain.





17: Anonymous @ Outer Space
RIP Rising Sun.

18: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Wait, their opponent is a hardcore military corporation? LMAO. What the hell did they do? I’m rolling here.

19: Anonymous @ Outer Space



15 
For real? He’s the OG of the tentacle world.





20: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I want to see Koume-chan's ahegao double peace. Quite seriously.

21: Anonymous @ Outer Space



20 
Spotted the Ando. Gross.





22: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Actually, it’s harder to find someone in this thread who isn't an Ando.

23: Hello from the Alpha Star System
Pardon the interruption. What does the word "Ando" refer to?

24: Anonymous @ Outer Space



23 Go lurk for 40,000 light-years. It means an android fetishist.





25: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Imagine thinking light-years are a unit of time. Also, look at >>24 being a total tsundere and actually explaining it.

26: Hello from the Alpha Star System



24 
I see. Thank you, Mr. Anonymous.





27: Anonymous @ Outer Space
But isn't RS also a bunch of warmongers? They’re fighting wars all the time over there.

28: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Skirmishes in Outer Space are a joke compared to this. Mercenaries is a massive corp.

29: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Is their President still a virgin?

30: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I can feel it... the premonition... of war...!!

31: Anonymous @ Outer Space



29 
If the head of the All-Galaxy Virgin Union ever got laid, there would be riots in the streets.





32: Anonymous @ Outer Space



29 
He shows up in the homo threads often enough that it’s a sure thing.





33: Anonymous @ Outer Space
This thread is dead.

34: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Who cares anyway? Mercenaries doesn't have an administrative wing, right?

35: Anonymous @ Outer Space
And?

36: Anonymous @ Outer Space



35 
Meaning they can't manage what they occupy.





37: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Can't they just install a puppet government after they win?

38: Anonymous @ Outer Space



37 
Not worth the hassle if they have to deal with guerrillas. Besides, look at a map. RS Alliance Territory is huge.





39: Anonymous @ Outer Space
2get.

40: Hello from the Alpha Star System



32 
Is Mr. Teiro a "top"? Or is he a "bottom"?





41: Anonymous @ Outer Space



39 
At least try to time it right...





42: Anonymous @ Outer Space



40 
I was wondering who you were talking about, then I realized it's the RS President. Based on his vibes, he's a total bottom. Huge wimp energy.





43: Anonymous @ Outer Space



40 >>42 
Can you two take the BL talk to the homo threads?





44: Hello from the Delta Star System



38 
But Mercenaries' ultimatum apparently demands governing rights. Specifically around Zayed.





45: Anonymous @ Outer Space
What’s so special about Zayed?

46: Anonymous @ Outer Space
RS-made vibrators are top-tier. The ergonomics are insane. Worth every Credit.

47: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Ancient ruins... wait, no. Those are gone. Probably all eaten by now.

48: Anonymous @ Outer Space



45 
A metric crap-ton of WIND. That’s it. It’s a dead route, so maybe they want it as a weapons testing range?





49: Anonymous @ Outer Space



46 Normies, please explode.





50: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Who said I used it on someone else? Smug face.

51: Anonymous @ Outer Space
A master... a true master is among us!!

52: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Like I said, who cares. Let’s just play Online Tritt.

53: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Hey, hold up. If RS shuts down, the supply of adult videos imported from the Central Sector will drop by over 90%.

54: Anonymous @ Outer Space
!!!!!!?? ??

55: Anonymous @ Outer Space
No way. That can't be right.

56: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Do they really have that much market share?

57: Anonymous @ Outer Space



53 Nice bait.





58: Anonymous @ Outer Space
My station is in EAP Alliance Territory. Am I safe?

59: Anonymous @ Outer Space



58 
Nope. Everything going through the Alpha Route will be blocked by customs. There’s an agreement between EAP and Dingo about that. By the way, which girl do you guys support?





60: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I'm a Marl-tan man. Boobs are justice.

61: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Ugh. This thread is reaching peak degeneracy... Anyway, I’m for Liza-tan.

62: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Seriously though, what do we do? We can't go back to old-school flat videos now.

63: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Koume-tan lick-lick. Impossible. The birth-rate-destroying power of those holo-videos is too high.

64: Hello from the Alpha Star System
I must cast my vote for the Koume faction. I firmly declare that "Ando" is a word of justice.

65: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Holos are one thing, but if Ange Miku's videos stop coming, it’s a literal life-or-death situation for me.

66: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I want to be stepped on and verbally abused by Bella-tan.

67: Anonymous @ Outer Space
This thread is a bottomless pit of sin...

68: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Why are you guys so knowledgeable? lol. Also, one vote for Lady Liza.

69: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Marl.

70: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Is RS recruiting for their Volunteer Force or mercenaries?

71: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Marl-chan is cute. Hnggg.

72: Anonymous @ Outer Space



70 
They’re always recruiting for the Volunteer Force. Doesn't look like they’ve opened a special window for this conflict, though.





73: Anonymous @ Outer Space



70 
You... you aren't serious, are you?





74: Anonymous @ Outer Space



70 
A Guardian of Erotica has appeared!!





75: Anonymous @ Outer Space
No, this is a legitimate crisis. Erotica aside, the economic impact is huge. My company is basically a satellite of RS. If they go under, we’re toast.

76: Anonymous @ Outer Space
My corp just paid a fortune for a seat in their Alliance. Give me my money back!

77: Anonymous @ Outer Space



70 
Post your account info. I’ll donate enough for one beam shot.





78: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I don't want to go back to the Enzio era... No more paying taxes for nonsense reasons...

79: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I don't want to go back to the Enzio era... No more paying taxes for nonsense reasons...

80: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Sorry for the double post.

81: Anonymous @ Outer Space
You said it twice because it’s important. We get it.

82: Anonymous @ Outer Space
This is 70. I'm actually going to do it. What's the deal with the Eighth Fleet? What do they usually do?

83: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Post proof.

84: Anonymous @ Outer Space
You actually signed up? Legend. They usually only have up to the Sixth, so the Eighth must be a New Fleet.

85: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Six fleets is like 300 ships. RS doesn't have that much hardware, does it?

86: Anonymous @ Outer Space
2get.

87: Anonymous @ Outer Space



86 
Stop it. It’s not funny anymore.





88: Anonymous @ Outer Space



87 
Just ignore him. 
85 
That’s probably counting the entire Alliance's strength. If you join the Volunteer Force, they’ll probably ship you to the front immediately. Godspeed.





89: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Is this enough proof? I've unlocked my personal ID profile.

90: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Whoa, a "Good Man" (Uho!).

91: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I want to say "Handsome guys go home," but I can't diss our representative. I'm rooting for you. Also, use a tripcode.

92: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Wait, you can apply online? I thought that company was obsessed with face-to-face meetings.

93: Anonymous @ Outer Space



92 
Hint: It’s an emergency. Anyway, what possessed >>70 to go this far?





94: 70 @ Outer Space
Is this how you use a tripcode? Is it working? My reason? An adult video where you can't walk around to the back of the girl has no value.

95: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Erotica is truly the greatest motivator.

96: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Is there anything a shut-in can do to help?

97: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Putting your life on the line for adult holos? LMAO.

98: Anonymous @ Outer Space



96 Donate your NEET-bucks.





99: 70 @ Outer Space
Who the hell...?! Someone just wired 100,000 Credits to my account!! LOL.

100: Anonymous @ Outer Space
That was me. It comes with a "Mandatory Combat Participation" contract clause.

101: Anonymous @ Outer Space
There’s no backing out now.

102: Anonymous @ Outer Space



100 is glowing... A true hero...





103: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Can I join too? < Volunteer Force

104: 70 @ Outer Space
Wait, if I run away now, will I be arrested?

105: 70 @ Outer Space



103 
Come on down. You got any skills?





106: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Since it’s a legal contract, you can just return the money. If you don't, the Imperial Military's Landing Force will be knocking on your door.

107: Anonymous @ Outer Space
No way the actual military is coming. At most, it'll be some third-party Security Company.

108: Anonymous @ Outer Space
If >>70 has heavy weapons at home, the Landing Force will come!!

109: Anonymous @ Outer Space



70 
I have a large vessel license. Used to be a space-trucker. Currently a NEET.





110: Anonymous @ Outer Space
This looks fun, count me in. Does a Level 3 Space Vessel Repair Technician help?

111: Anonymous @ Outer Space



109 
A pilot! We have a pilot!





112: Anonymous @ Outer Space
If it’s a modular ship, Level 3 is plenty.

113: Anonymous @ Outer Space
If I join, can I talk to Koume-tan?

114: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Probably? I’ve talked to her before.

115: Anonymous @ Outer Space
...Wait.

116: Anonymous @ Outer Space



114 
Sauce. Now.





117: Anonymous @ Outer Space



116 
Arrrgh!! I joined the Volunteer Force during the Battle for Alpha! I’m ashamed to admit it, but my body was literally throbbing during Koume-chan's speech!!





118: Anonymous @ Outer Space
The Battle for Alpha? You mean against Dingo? You’re a freaking hero, man. What are you doing in a dump like this?

119: 70 @ Outer Space
Where the hell are you guys getting all this money? I have enough to buy a Destroyer now.

120: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I'll volunteer to polish the Beam Turret lenses.

121: Anonymous @ Outer Space



70 
Remember to buy a full module set. Keep the ship hull cost to about half the budget.





122: Anonymous @ Outer Space
What is a Destroyer without turrets even supposed to destroy?

123: Anonymous @ Outer Space



122 
The cycle of hatred.





124: Anonymous @ Outer Space



122 
The hopes of the donors.





125: Anonymous @ Outer Space



122 
Giants.





126: Anonymous @ Outer Space
When did this turn into a comedy roast? lol.

127: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Wait a second. Even if you buy a ship now, delivery takes like three months.

128: Anonymous @ Outer Space



122 
Normies.





129: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Modular ships are basically instant, aren't they?

130: Anonymous @ Outer Space
The waitlist is backed up because of the WIND Crisis. 



129 Even for a modular ship, you're looking at two months easy.





131: 70 @ Outer Space
Three months?! Are you serious? I might not make it in time.

132: Hello from the Delta Star System
This is 1. You definitely won't make it. Standard time from ultimatum to war is usually one month.

133: Anonymous @ Outer Space
If you're using a modular base, I’ll lend you my factory.

134: 70 @ Outer Space
Wait, for real? Sorry for getting everyone's hopes up...

135: Anonymous @ Outer Space
IT’S HERE!

136: Anonymous @ Outer Space



133 
Who the hell are you?





137: Anonymous @ Outer Space
A Gigantech subcontractor. We’re in a standby period right now, so I can keep the line running for about a month.

138: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Absolute king.

139: Anonymous @ Outer Space
There are like a trillion people connected to Gigantech. It’s not that rare. By the way, sir, are you looking to adopt a son?

140: Anonymous @ Outer Space
This thread is getting wild.

141: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Moving a ship is one thing, but you can't fight with just that. Anyone know someone in a Security Department?

142: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Came from VIP.

143: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Came from VIP.

144: Anonymous @ Outer Space
My old man is in a Security Department, but he’s never commanded anything bigger than a Frigate.

145: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Came from VIP. Heard there was a legendary mercenary in here.

146: Anonymous @ Outer Space
VIPPERs are so annoying.

147: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I’ll say it loud and proud! Koume-chan is supreme!!

148: Hello from the Alpha Star System



147 
Hard agree.





149: Anonymous @ Outer Space
What is >>148's deal? Has he been camping this thread the whole time?

150: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Came from VIP. Where do I send the money?

151: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I heard there was a war starting to protect our smut.

152: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Actually, if RS vanishes, isn't that a prime business opportunity?

153: Anonymous @ Outer Space



150 
Check >>70's profile. 
152 
Establishing a transport route is a nightmare. Plus, nobody lets you do shipping without a high Trust rating.





154: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Crap, I sent money without the combat clause.

155: Anonymous @ Outer Space
VIP.

156: 70 @ Outer Space



154 
I'll use it to buy a snack. Wait, it’s only 1 Credit?! I can only buy 5 Umai Bars with this! LOL.





157: Yaruo Riot @ Outer Space
A former Imperial soldier makes his dashing entrance! Also, 157get.

158: Yaranai-o Riot @ Outer Space
What’s the point of sniping that number? Think about it logically...

159: Anonymous @ Outer Space



157 >>158 
Fixed-handle fags, get out.





160: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Wait, aren't those the guys from the former Navy Accounting Department who are famous on VIP?

161: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I’ll try asking my grandpas. They were spacers back in the day.

162: Anonymous @ Outer Space
How many people we got now?

163: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Age for >>161. 



162 
We can hire rentals for the remaining slots.





164: Anonymous @ Outer Space
If Liza-tan asked me to fight in a tearful voice, I’d charge the front lines in a heartbeat. I’d die happy.

165: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I'd die too.

166: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I keep telling you, Koume-tan is supreme...

167: 70 @ Outer Space
Update: 14 people, approx. 10 million Credits. Still short on personnel. Who handles wartime staffing around here?

168: Anonymous @ Outer Space
The Mercenaries.

169: Anonymous @ Outer Space
THEY’RE THE ENEMY! LOL.

170: Anonymous @ Outer Space
10 million? Damn, you really can buy a Destroyer now.

171: Anonymous @ Outer Space
What happened to >>161? Did they die of old age?

172: Anonymous @ Outer Space
The last donation project on the Central VIP board hit tens of billions. WE. CAN. GO. HIGHER.

173: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Grandpas said OK. They said it depends on the pay, but with 10 million, we’re golden.

174: Anonymous @ Outer Space
What are your grandpas? Mercs?

175: Anonymous @ Outer Space
I heard they were big shots in the former Navy. One of them was a Cruiser captain during the Battle for the Gunma Star System.

176: Anonymous @ Outer Space
REAL MILITARY MEN HAVE ARRIVED!

177: 70 @ Outer Space



175 
Can I get your grandpas' IDs?





178: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Marl-tan is a virgin.

179: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Sent!

180: 70 @ Outer Space
Forty years of service, from Gunma to the Terze Suppression... Your grandpas are freaking legends...

181: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Wait, what do you mean "grandpas"? Plural?

182: Anonymous @ Outer Space



181 
They’re twins.





183: 70 @ Outer Space
The donation ticker is going crazy. What just happened?

184: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Probably caught the eye of a pervy whale.

185: Anonymous @ Outer Space
"Pervy" is just the default setting here. lol.

186: Anonymous @ Outer Space



183 
Someone made a summary...





187: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Sent too early... orz. 



183 
Someone posted the thread to a summary site and a news site.





188: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Stop bumping, you idiots. This thread is going to hit the limit and die.

189: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Commemorative post.

190: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Commemorative post. Rooting for you guys from my couch!!

191: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Commemorative post.

192: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Here from New Neural NEWS. Good luck!

193: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Is this finally our time to shine...?

194: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Commemorative papiko.

195: 70 @ Outer Space
This is insane. The Credit counter is glitching out. My hands are actually shaking.

196: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Commem.

197: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Commemorative post.

198: Anonymous @ Outer Space
At this rate, we’re going to hit Battleship levels of funding.

199: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Commemorative post.

200: Anonymous @ Outer Space
AIM FOR A BATTLESHIP!

201: 70 @ Outer Space
I can't hold this much cash in a personal account. I have to register a company.
Management Company Name Anchor: >>207

202: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Commemorative~

203: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Sniping the anchor in a thread like this? Bold.

204: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Anti-Normie Co., Ltd.

205: Anonymous @ Outer Space
VIP Limited Corp.

206: Hello from the Alpha Star System
"Koume and Her Pleasant Friends" would be most suitable.

207: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Blackhawk Company.

208: Anonymous @ Outer Space
We Co., Ltd.

209: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Hella cool. lol.

210: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Anchor incoming.

211: 70 @ Outer Space
Blackhawk Company it is! That sounds badass.

212: Anonymous @ Outer Space
Charge! For the "We" Fleet!!



"And so, the RS 8th Volunteer Fleet has been established. We have taken delivery of the Battleships [CHERRY BOY] and [TECHNOBREAK]. The crews are currently undergoing intensive training; we expect minimum combat readiness shortly. While the legal representative is listed as Blackhawk Company under the individual known as '70,' the field command will be handled by the Sa-Suga brothers, who will each use one of the battleships as their flagship. Following the conclusion of hostilities, the vessels will either be returned or purchased outright."

Koume read the report with a perfectly straight face, her voice cool and professional. Taro looked up from the terminal, which was still scrolling through the chaotic neural net boards of the Alpha Sector. He stared at her, his jaw hanging open.

"No, no, no... This isn't real. There’s no way," he stammered.

His voice echoed through the silent meeting room. Every member of the Rising Sun leadership—aside from the unfazed Koume—nodded in grim, shell-shocked agreement. Since when did the internet become a military-industrial complex? Taro wondered, his mind reeling at the absurdity of it all.
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"Evidence... evidence... honestly, the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced we’re totally screwed on that front."

Taro groaned, sprawled across the bridge of the High-speed Ship with his legs kicked up over the back of the seat. The bridge was a glorified walk-in closet—barely three meters square—crammed with Taro, Koume, and Marl. All three of them were currently rotting with boredom as they killed time on the way to their destination.

"We’re talking about the connection between The Facility and the Mercenaries, right? Unless they’re grade-A morons, they’ve probably scrubbed every last trace. I mean, if even Alan and Phantom can’t sniff anything out, you know they’ve been pathologically thorough."

Marl spoke while shifting restlessly, her body clearly at war with the unfamiliar, uncomfortable seat. Taro offered a sympathetic, "Yeah, probably," but he wasn't ready to throw in the towel just yet.

"Pardon the intrusion, Mr. Teiro. You keep throwing the word 'evidence' around like a frisbee, but the concept is notoriously slippery. Just how much 'proof' does Gigantech Corp actually require before they're willing to pull the trigger?"

Koume, busy piloting from the front seat, craned her neck all the way around to look at them.

"Eh, they said anything counts as long as there’s a solid link. Looking at the data, there’s no way some random civilians just happened to be hanging out in that sector. Even if we can just prove the Mercenaries were looking the other way, that’s enough. Apparently, between their corporate status and whatever else, it’s plenty of justification to declare war. Seriously, though, isn't Gigantech Corp a little too eager for a scrap?"

Taro ran through the fine print of the agreements they’d hammered out after the meeting. Marl tapped her index finger against her cheek, looking thoughtful.

"I get that Enigma is a big deal, and I get why Gigantech Corp wants it. But is it really enough to make them this aggressive? They haven't gone to war with another company in over a decade. You’d think the sheer amount of red tape and overhead for starting a war would be a nightmare."

"Right? That’s what I’m saying. I did some digging before the meeting, and honestly, it looked like a total long shot. They usually have a 'don't poke the bear' policy when it comes to open conflict."

Marl was right. The last time Gigantech Corp had actually gone to war was twelve years ago. Their target had been a securities firm caught red-handed in a massive, illegal exchange rate manipulation scheme. By the time the Post-war Reparations were settled, Gigantech had cleared out the firm's entire board of directors and replaced them with their own staff. The astronomical losses from the manipulation were currently being paid back via a loan repayment plan scheduled to last for the next 288 years.

"I heard they've softened up, but they still have more regular employees than our entire Alliance has people. It’s what, four hundred million now? A small company would go bankrupt just from one of their executives sneezing in their direction."

Marl shuddered, likely imagining Rising Sun as the target of one of those corporate sneezes.

"Four hundred million... that’s such a stupidly high number I can’t even wrap my head around it. The Mercenaries have 1.2 million, right? So Gigantech is four hundred times bigger than them, and twenty thousand times bigger than us. What the hell is 'twenty thousand times'? I can’t even be bothered to feel competitive at that scale."

Taro, being a man with at least a shred of petty pride, usually liked to aim for the top, but even he wasn't delusional enough to think he could bridge a gap that wide.

"I figure if we have a five-hundred-year run of perfect luck while every other company in the galaxy gets hit by cosmic lightning, maybe by the time we hit the 10th Generation Ichijo, we’ll be in the running."

"Oh, please. I’m still not convinced we’ll even make it to a second generation," Marl quipped.

"Don’t say that! Don’t you dare say that!"

Taro clapped his hands over his ears and writhed in mock agony. The sudden movement sent him drifting off his seat, bobbing helplessly toward the ceiling like a sad balloon. Since the ship was prioritizing power for the engines and the drive units, the gravity control system had been unceremoniously toggled off.

"This is merely a hypothesis," Koume began. She tilted her head and stared up at the ceiling, a gesture that was far too human for a robot. "But Koume believes this may be a play for public relations. If they successfully secure Enigma and win a 'punitive war' against The Facility, Gigantech Corp’s stock value will likely skyrocket."

She said it as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. When Taro interjected with, "Don't people already love them?" she gave a gentle, pitying shake of her head.

"In absolute terms, they are undoubtedly the peak of the galaxy. Aside from the Imperial Military, they are the largest organization in existence with no glaring flaws. Of course they are 'popular.' However, if you look at their relative value over time, their standing is clearly in a state of active decline."

Koume delivered the verdict with chilling precision. Taro frowned. He hadn’t seen anything like that when he’d been doing his pre-meeting homework.

"The largest corporation in the galaxy carries the largest burden of responsibility, Mr. Teiro. Over the last few years, the galaxy has been rocked by one crisis after another—the Neural Network Collapse, the WIND Crisis. Yet, while the Imperial Military achieved the 'heroic' feat of reconstructing the neural net—despite it being small and clunky—the Gigantech Group hasn't actually done anything flashy. They contribute more to society than anyone else, sure, but the masses prefer visible, easy-to-digest results."

Koume finished her lecture and leveled a gaze at him that practically screamed, Any questions? Taro met it with a wry smile, swallowing the urge to ask, Are you sure you’re just an AI?

"So basically, they’re trying to fix their fading 'cool factor' by doing something big... I guess that makes sense. The bigger the company, the more they live and die by their reputation. That’s the same reason the Mercenaries are so obsessed with us, so it’s probably a hundred times worse for the Gigantech Group."

Marl nodded, satisfied with the logic. Taro agreed with a "Maybe so," but decided to stop overthinking it. He was curious about Gigantech, but they had bigger fish to fry.

"Whatever their reasons are, if they’re offering to help, I’ll take it. The problem is the evidence. No evidence, no help... and our current defense force is a joke."

They’d managed to secure a loan from Gigantech by promising them an Exclusive Possession Contract for Enigma after the war. That money had bought them one brand-new fleet and another fleet made of the Volunteer Force. But even with a hundred extra ships, they were still bringing a knife to a planetary-bombardment fight against the Mercenaries’ Expeditionary Fleet.

"Excluding the two Battleships, those two fleets are almost entirely Full Module Types. In terms of actual combat weight, it’s probably more like one real fleet."

Full Module Standard Ships were built from universal parts, meaning training time was short and production was easy. They were cheap to buy and even cheaper to maintain. The downside? They had the combat effectiveness of a wet paper towel compared to standard ships—usually estimated at about 70% power. And with the Volunteer Force at the helm, that number was probably being generous.

But building a Standard Specification fleet—a Battleship, five Special Task Ships, fifteen Cruisers, and thirty Destroyers—took time they didn't have. Phantom’s reports said the Mercenaries were spooling up for war at breakneck speed. The shooting could start any second.

"It is what it is. I heard the Eighth Fleet gave up a ton of internal space just to fit in those Emergency Escape Devices, so we can’t expect miracles. I’d probably get struck by lightning if I complained after all that funding... Huh? What the hell is that?"

Taro pointed out the window. Marl followed his finger with a skeptical look. "What? You mean that glowing thing moving out there? The sensors aren't picking up a thing. It’s just a ghost."

"A ghost... oh, right. One of those Deviation Virtual Image things? I forgot those existed since the Plum doesn't have windows."

Taro watched the strange phenomenon, a byproduct of the delay in the speed of light. The sensors insisted the space was empty, and since the cameras were clearly seeing it, it couldn't be a Stealth Ship.

"The speed of light really feels like a crawl when you consider how big space is. If we didn't have Drive Particles, the Empire probably wouldn't have made it past the next star system," Marl said wistfully. A moment later, the light outside the window vanished into a blue blur.

"The distance to that light source was approximately 1,800 light-seconds. What you were seeing was a recording of reality from thirty minutes ago," Koume explained.

"Right, right. They always say the stars we see might already be dead. That’s actually true, isn't it?"

"Yeah, pretty much. Though with modern sensors bouncing Drive Particles off everything, nobody really pays attention to the 'lag' anymore. Koume, you got a good example?"

"One moment," Koume replied. She fell silent for a beat, then pointed to a particularly crimson star in the distance. "Do you see that red star? That is DAC_KLL55652. It was located 6.5 million light-years away from us. We have confirmation that it actually vanished in a Supernova roughly two million years ago. You can see it with your eyes, but it is a virtual image—a ghost of something that no longer exists."

Koume gestured toward the window, and the camera feed zoomed in, bringing the blurry red dot into sharp focus.

"6.5 million light-years... that’s 'neighboring galaxy' distance. It’s crazy that we can know what happened that far away just because of faster-than-light particles."

"Well, technically, even Drive Particles aren't 'faster' than light. They just jump through space, so it looks like—"

"Yeah, yeah, keep the science talk for someone who has a brain for it. I’ll just get a headache." Taro waved her off, staring out at the stars—a massive tapestry of light that had traveled from across the void.

To a guy from Earth, the Galactic Empire was already incomprehensibly huge, but the sheer scale of the universe made even the Empire look like a speck of dust. Countless galaxies forming clusters, clusters forming superclusters, and superclusters weaving into galaxy filaments that stretched forever.

There have to be millions of other 'Empires' out there, Taro thought, feeling a strange, hollow sensation in his chest.

"Looking at the stars is like looking into a history book... almost everything we see is just a message from the past... It's so strange... wait."

Marl, who had been looking all misty-eyed at the view, suddenly scowled. Taro looked at her, wondering what had broken the mood, but then the gears in his own head clicked into place. His body went rigid.

".................."

The only sound on the bridge was the low thrum of the engines and a faint ringing in Taro’s ears. He slowly, creakily, turned his head toward Koume.

"............Professor Koume. I have a question."

Taro’s brow was furrowed in intense concentration, his mind racing through a million possibilities. "Yes, Mr. Teiro?" Koume answered, looking quite pleased with herself.

"So... if, and this is a big 'if'... if we used the Overdrive to jump, say, five light-years away from a planet... we’d be able to see that planet as it looked five years ago, right?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. Though gravitational lensing and spatial distortion would make the image somewhat fuzzy. The further you go, the more the 'visual' degrades."

"Noise, right... okay. Does fixing that noise take a lot of specialized knowledge? Can you do it, Koume?"

"Affirmative and negative, Mr. Teiro. [RAY-TRACING NOISE REDUCTION] requires incredibly advanced astronomical expertise. Unfortunately, Koume does not possess that level of specialization. However—"

Koume stopped and let a small, knowing smirk play across her lips.

"Don’t we have a leading expert in that exact field on the payroll, Mr. Teiro? His entire career is dedicated to studying the world of the past."

Marl practically teleported to her feet. "Of course! Dr. Arzimof! He’s an archaeologist! Looking at the past is his entire job!"

She was vibrating with excitement. Taro nodded frantically. "Koume! Tell me what we need!"

"Let's see," Koume mused. "First, we need the exact timestamp of when the Mercenaries’ ship docked at that station. Then, we need detailed astronomical data for the Zayed sector to filter out the noise. Since light travels radially, we should take observations from multiple points. Also, we’ll need a credible third party—like a Gigantech expert—to come along so they know we aren't faking the 'video.' Our main hurdles are twofold: tracking the specific ship's flight path and the fact that the processing power required for the noise reduction will be astronomical."

Marl didn't miss a beat. "As for the ship, it doesn't matter how many times they transferred or took detours. They had to visit a Mercenary base eventually. People aren't data; you have to move them physically. We can track that. And as for the processing power..."

Marl glanced at Taro. Taro caught her eye and slammed a fist against his chest.

"Calculations? Oh, I’m the king of crunching numbers. Leave the math to me."

Taro flashed a wide, predator’s grin. "We’re in a hurry! Let's move!"

He yanked the ship into a gut-wrenching turn, burning rubber—or drive particles—as they screamed toward the star system where the Doctor was waiting.
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"Of course it's possible! When you're trying to peep at the past, light is the ultimate snitch. It carries all sorts of juicy data across the cosmos," Dr. Arzimof chirped. "Even high-end detective agencies use optical trickery to sniff out clues for cold cases. Though, granted, they don't usually try to peer back through the eons quite like we archaeologists do."

At the Doctor’s confirmation, Taro and Marl’s faces lit up like they’d just hit the galactic lottery.

The pair were currently crammed into Dr. Arzimof’s laboratory in the Wyoming Star System, begging for a way to use light to play detective across time. The lab was its usual chaotic mess, with the same two assistants from the Alpha Star System looking like they were fighting a losing battle against a mountain of clutter.

"Doctor, I’m sorry to drop this on you out of nowhere, but we need this done yesterday," Taro said, dipping into a deep, apologetic bow. "The search for Earth might have to take a back seat for a bit, but..."

Marl followed suit, bending at the waist in a synchronized display of desperation. The Doctor just chuckled and waved them off with a breezy flick of his wrist. 

"Oh, stop that. Even if I’m technically just a 'visiting' member, I’m still on the payroll. If it helps the company, I’m your man. Besides, I know I’m usually the one making ridiculous, expensive demands of you. It’s actually refreshing to contribute something with immediate, tangible results for once."

Arzimof offered the kind of warm, crinkly-eyed smile only a man with several centuries of wisdom—and probably a few hidden hobbies—could muster. Taro felt a sudden urge to just lean on the old man’s kindness, but he forced his expression to harden.

"We heard you found a solid lead on Earth," Taro said. "Normally, that should be our top priority, but I’ve funneled almost the entire budget into defense. It’s my own selfish call, really. I’m sorry for dragging you through the mud like this."

Taro bowed again. Dr. Arzimof watched him for a moment, then clasped his hands behind his back and stood up with a slow, deliberate groan of his joints.

"I’m not a complete fool, my boy. I don't harbor some delusion that research is the only thing that matters in this universe. I understand your position. Now, listen to your subordinate who talks too much for a moment—consider it the rambling of a bored old man if you must."

The Doctor began to pace the room, his footsteps echoing in the quiet clutter. Taro and Marl watched him like hawks.

"Archaeology," the Doctor began, sounding like he was back at a university podium, "is actually the study of the future. Knowing the past is just the tool we use; it’s never the end goal. We dig up the past to see how it shaped the present, so we can learn enough to build a future that isn't a complete disaster. I want to find the origins of humanity because I want to help us figure out where the hell we’re supposed to go next."

Taro hung on every word, not wanting to miss a single drop of the old man’s insight.

"If you had decided to just ignore those criminal facilities and let those people rot, I would have been deeply disappointed. In you, or perhaps in the human race as a whole. You’re young; you’re the ones building the world now. Whether you like it or not, that’s just how it is. At least, that’s how we old farts see it."

The Doctor’s sharp gaze locked onto Taro, then Marl. Taro gave a slow, solemn nod. Beside him, Marl did the same, her usual bubbly energy replaced by quiet resolve.

"If people commit a sin, and you have the chance to fix it, then by all means, go nuts. That’s what being human is all about. If people give you grief for it, ignore them. The ones who get it will follow you; the ones who don't will leave. It’s that simple. You can't have everything in this life, after all."

The Doctor suddenly split into a wide, mischievous grin and clapped his hands together with a loud smack.

"Alright, enough talk! We’ve got work to do and no time to do it! I’ve got the basic gear here, but if we’re in a rush, we’re going to need the big guns. If Gigantech is footing the bill, let’s make them bring their absolute best optical toys. People, cash, ships—strip them for everything they’ve got! If they’re going to use you, you might as well use them right back. That’s the 'corporate way,' isn't it? Now, scat! Use those young, springy legs of yours and get moving!"

He started shooing them toward the door with both hands. Taro managed a laugh, thanked him about a dozen times, and scrambled out of the room.

"Man, talk about a real 'grown-up,'" Marl sighed as they hurried down the corridor toward their ship. "Our company is so full of kids, he feels like a legendary rare drop."

"Tell me about it," Taro agreed. "Experience matters. I need to get better at actually listening to the people around me. I’m always so busy running around like a headless chicken that I end up taking the long way anyway."

I really need to step up the communication, Taro thought. If he’d just talked to the Doctor sooner, they might have solved this whole mess weeks ago.

"Well, you do have to keep a lot of secrets because of your rank," Marl pointed out. "But we should definitely keep the Doctor in the loop. Maybe we need a plan for that."

"Good point. Once info gets restricted to the 'Executive Only' level, I can't even accidentally let it slip... Wait, let’s just put the Doctor on the executive team. 'Staff Officer' sounds too stuffy, though. How about 'Management Observer'? That should keep the bureaucrats from whining."

"Ahaha! I love it!" Marl chirped. "If this works out, it’ll be his big win anyway. The timing is perfect. And if he says no, we’ll just have Bella ask him. He’s a total pushover for his granddaughter."

"I guess some things never change, even in the future. Anyway, let’s focus on the threat that’s actually trying to kill us right now."

"You got it! Hey, Teiro!"

Marl spun around and shoved a fist toward him. "Let's do this!"

She looked so bright, so full of hope. Taro started to raise his hand to bump her fist, but for a split second, he hesitated. 400 against 2000. This is going to be a bloodbath.

"Yeah... yeah. Let's do it."

He bumped her fist, his reply a little too stiff. Marl narrowed her eyes at him, sensing the flicker of doubt, but didn't say a word.



"This is the worst-case scenario," a man muttered in the privacy of his office, staring at a report that felt like a death warrant. 

According to his scouts, Rising Sun had somehow managed to crawl into bed with Gigantech Corp. To him, this wasn't just a setback; it was a waking nightmare.

"I don't know how they did it, but they must have found a way to get hard evidence. The 'Giant' wouldn't be moving this blatantly otherwise."

The man had been the top dog of Mercenary operations for years, but he had never felt a chill like this. Gigantech Corp was, aside from the Imperial Government itself, an absolute power. You didn't fight them; you just prayed they didn't notice you.

"But still, there's no way they could find anything that quickly..."

He paced, his expression growing grimmer by the second, until he suddenly stopped and turned to his console.

"Secure line. Target: Etta."

He opened a channel through [BISHOP]. Once the connection beeped to life, he stared at the ceiling for a beat, gathering his resolve.

"Emergency G. Rising Sun."

He dropped the lie like a bomb and cut the feed before she could even reply. That specific code was only for when evidence had definitely been leaked. It was a 'pull the pin' move, not something to be used on a hunch.

"I don't think those idiots will lose, but... better safe than sorry. I have to move fast."

The moment that code was sent, a twenty-four-hour timer started. Once it hit zero, a formal declaration of war would be automatically broadcasted across the empire. The man grabbed his jacket and bolted out the door. He had work to do.

At almost the exact moment Taro’s "Evidence-Hunting Fleet"—stuffed with dozens of Gigantech "Information Witnesses," high-priced detectives, and scientists—jumped toward Zayed, the Mercenaries officially "expressed their deepest regrets" regarding the RS Alliance.

The Mercenaries publicly blasted the RS Alliance for failing to manage the Zayed region, claiming it had become a hotbed for WIND and was causing "catastrophic economic damage." The RS Alliance responded with a very confused "Who, us?", pointing out they didn't even officially control Zayed. Naturally, a third-party audit was requested, but everyone knew the Alliance would be space-dust long before the paperwork was even filed. In the mercenary world, "expressing regret" was just polite code for "we’re about to glass your planet."

Following up, the Mercenaries sent a massive fleet into Zayed for "WIND suppression," claiming they would take over administrative control once the "pests" were cleared. The RS Alliance screamed about the "Inhuman Facilities" hidden in the area, pleading for the fleet to wait for the investigation.

The Mercenaries "graciously" offered to let an investigation team in after they occupied the system. The RS Alliance rejected the offer, calling it a blatant conflict of interest. The Mercenaries then claimed the Alliance’s accusations were "groundless slander and business interference," and formally petitioned the Imperial Government for a declaration of war.

By keeping the facilities hidden until the very last second, Taro had baited the Mercenaries into a preemptive strike—the best possible outcome. Public opinion swung wildly in favor of the RS Alliance. After all, the public saw Rising Sun as a tiny, scrappy company that spent its days ferrying porn to the deep dark of outer space. Seeing a massive, terrifying military corporation like the Mercenaries go on the warpath against a bunch of smut-peddlers only made the Mercenaries look like the villains.

The PR disaster forced the Mercenaries to go it alone, without their usual allies. They were heading into battle with less than a quarter of their total potential military might.

Strategically, it was a total victory for Taro.

But on the ground (or in the vacuum), the math still sucked. It was 400 versus 2,000. To anyone looking at the sensor readouts, the result was a foregone conclusion.

Their final victory now rested on one thing: holding the line in the Zayed Region Space until the Doctor could find the smoking gun.
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Taro sat buried deep in the Captain’s Seat of the Battleship Plum, as still as a man waiting for a root canal. The ship was currently screaming toward Zayed to intercept a massive fleet of Mercenaries. If the math held up, they’d be trading blows in a matter of days.

[THE BLOCKADE OF THE ALPHA STAR SYSTEM HAS CONCLUDED ACCORDING TO PLAN, MR. TEIRO. SURROUNDING SYSTEMS ARE ON STANDBY FOR A MULTI-LAYERED LOCKDOWN. CHANCES OF AN ENEMY INCURSION FROM THE ALPHA ROUTE ARE CURRENTLY SITTING AT A COMFORTING ZERO.]

Koume’s inorganic voice rattled around the Bridge. Instead of a verbal reply, Taro gave a single, solemn nod and sucked in a breath deep enough to deplete the oxygen scrubbers.

“Good. Now we can throw everything we’ve got at Zayed… How are the other fleets holding up?”

He peeled his eyes open and glanced at Marl. Her expression was currently stuck on ‘gloomy.’

“They’re exactly the same as they were five minutes ago, Teiro. I know you’re vibrating with anxiety, but you literally just asked me that.”

“Ah… right. Did I? Okay, good. That’s… fine.”

“………………”

Marl stared at him with a look of profound concern before turning back to the consoles in silence.

“My head is killing me,” Taro muttered. “Where’s the medicine… No, wait. I can’t. It might dull my tactical edge. Or whatever’s left of it.”

Taro’s hand hovered over his medical bag before he snatched it back and gripped the armrests. He began to squirm in his seat like he was trying to find a comfortable spot on a bed of nails.

[IF SOMETHING IS INDEED GRINDING YOUR GEARS, I STRONGLY RECOMMEND CONSULTING MISS MARL BEFORE THE SHOOTING STARTS, MR. TEIRO.]

“I’m fine, really… Wait, where are you going?”

Taro called out as Koume marched toward the exit. The android stopped, pivoting her head just enough to give him a sideways glance.

[SOME CONVERSATIONS ARE BETTER SUITED FOR TWO. EVEN IF SHE CANNOT PROVIDE A LOGICAL SOLUTION, VOMITING YOUR INNER TURMOIL ONTO ANOTHER HUMAN IS CRITICAL FOR MENTAL STABILITY. UNFORTUNATELY, KOUME DOES NOT HAVE THE ‘HEAL BROKEN HUMAN SPIRITS’ MODULE INSTALLED. THEREFORE, MISS MARL IS THE SUPERIOR CANDIDATE FOR THIS TASK. PLEASE EXCUSE ME.]

Koume gave a crisp, efficient bow and vanished through the sliding doors.

“Teiro, are you actually okay?”

Marl’s voice snapped Taro out of his Koume-induced daze. He blinked, a giant mental question mark hovering over his head, only to find Marl leaning in close with a worried frown.

“Am I okay? Of course I’m okay! We’ve survived this long, haven't we? You and Koume are being weird.”

Taro shook his head, insisting nothing was wrong. Marl’s expression softened into something almost pitying as she gently placed her hand over his.

“The only one being weird is you, Teiro. You’re shaking.”

Taro looked down. His arms were vibrating so hard they were a blur.

“It’s… uh… pre-battle jitters. Big shootout coming up. Standard stuff.”

“Right… Look, spill it. It’s a bit late for us to be keeping secrets, don’t you think?”

Marl hopped onto the edge of his command chair, crossing her arms and peering up into his face. Despite her sharp words, she was wearing a soft, encouraging smile.

“It’s nothing major, it’s just… this time… it’s my own selfishness…”

His voice crumbled into a mumble. Taro fell silent, clutching his chest as if his lungs had suddenly decided to stop working.

“You kept whining about that ‘selfishness’ in front of the Doctor, too,” Marl said, tilting her head. “From where I’m sitting, you don’t look selfish at all.”

“No,” Taro snapped, shaking his head and glaring at the Bridge wall like he wanted to see through the hull. “This time… I’m not using it.”

“Not using what?”

“The… you know.”

“Sorry, I’m not a mind reader. Using what—?”

“THE OVERRIDE!! If I just used the Override Device, we wouldn't be in this mess! There’s probably a mountain of evidence inside that thing that could fix everything!”

Taro screamed the words, venting a week's worth of suppressed bile. Then, horrified by his own outburst, he shook his head in a panicked blur.

“Sorry… God, I’m sorry. I’m just taking it out on you. Damn it, I’m losing my mind.”

He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. He was running on fumes, and he knew it. He ground his teeth, waiting for the lecture.

Silence stretched out, filled only by the low hum of the engines and the sound of Taro’s ragged breathing.

“Well, you’re right. You aren’t using it this time.”

Marl broke the silence, her eyes locked onto his. Taro tried to look away, but she wouldn't let him. 

“Since we’re fighting this war by the book—Imperial Law and all that—I guess the body count will be lower than the mess with Enzio,” Taro whispered. “But that’s just statistics. In absolute numbers? I don’t know. What if a thousand people die because I was too ‘noble’ to use that device?”

He looked at Marl, practically begging for an out. Marl nodded slowly, her expression hardening.

“So? What of it?”

She grabbed his hand and leaned in, invading his personal space. Taro tried to recoil, but she yanked him back.

“That’s called being normal, Teiro! Being normal! Everyone else has to live without magic buttons, and so do you. Not having a miracle cure-all is the default setting for the universe! Your ‘selfishness’ doesn’t enter into it!”

She looked somewhere between heartbroken and ready to punch him. When Taro tried to protest, she shut him down instantly.

“No ‘buts’! There are plenty of people who want to help others, but nobody throws their entire soul into the meat grinder to do it. Leave that to the saints. You’re just a guy. You don’t get to feel guilty for being human! …KOUME! I know you’re eavesdropping! Say something useful!”

Marl barked toward the door. The panel hissed open, revealing Koume lurking in the shadows in a suspiciously dramatic pose.

[MY WORD, I HAVE BEEN SPOTTED. IMPRESSIVE, MISS MARL. TO DETECT KOUME—WHO HAS BEEN DUBBED A MASTER OF HIDE-AND-SEEK FOLLOWING RIGOROUS TRAINING WITH MISS ETTA—IS TRULY A FEAT. YOUR INTUITION BORDERS ON THE SOCIOPATHIC.]

Koume marched back in, puffing out her chest. She stopped next to Taro and peered down at him.

[MISS MARL IS CORRECT. MR. TEIRO, VERY FEW PEOPLE ACTUALLY UNDERSTAND THE SCOPE OF YOUR GRAND PLAN. HOWEVER, THOSE WHO FOLLOW YOU HAVE CHOSEN TO DO SO OF THEIR OWN FREE WILL. THAT CHOICE IS THEIRS TO MAKE, AND YOU MUST RESPECT IT.]

Koume’s gaze was clinical but heavy.

[A QUESTION, MR. TEIRO: DO THESE PEOPLE EXPECT YOU TO ACTIVATE A MAGIC DEVICE AND SOLVE EVERY CONCEIVABLE PROBLEM? DO THEY VIEW THEMSELVES AS BRAINLESS CATTLE, UTTERLY POWERLESS AND ENTIRELY DEPENDENT ON YOU AND YOUR OVERRIDE DEVICE?]

“Well… no…”

Taro choked on his words. Only a tiny handful of people even knew the Override Device existed. And he’d never once thought his crew were idiots.

[THEN YOU SHOULD ONLY CARRY THE WEIGHT YOU WERE ASSIGNED. ANYTHING ELSE IS UNNECESSARY BAGGAGE. FURTHERMORE, YOUR CREW EXPECTS ONE THING ABOVE ALL ELSE: YOUR OWN WELL-BEING. SACRIFICING YOURSELF UNNECESSARILY ISN’T HEROIC; IT IS AN INSULT TO THE PEOPLE WORKING BENEATH YOU.]

“You think so? But before—”

[IT IS NOT A MATTER OF THINKING; IT IS A MATTER OF FACT, MR. TEIRO.]

Koume cut him off with a sharp gesture, thrusting a mechanical finger inches from his nose.

[PAST SUCCESS DOES NOT GUARANTEE FUTURE RESULTS. TO PUT IT BLUNTLY: THINGS HAVE CHANGED. DEMOCRACY HAS GRANTED THESE PEOPLE FREEDOM AND, MORE IMPORTANTLY, SELF-RESPONSIBILITY. THE ERA WHERE YOU AND MISS MARL MAKE ARBITRARY DECISIONS FOR THE MASSES IS OVER. DECISIONS ARE NOW MADE BY CONSENSUS. THEREFORE, THE RESPONSIBILITY FOR WHATEVER HAPPENS NEXT IS SHARED.]

Koume was on a roll now, her voice ringing out like she was addressing a packed stadium.

[THIS IS THE CORE OF DEMOCRACY. IT IS A DUTY. THE COLLAPSE OF A SOCIETY BEGINS WHEN THE PEOPLE ABANDON THEIR SHARE OF RESPONSIBILITY. TO ALLOW ONE PERSON TO SHOULDER EVERYTHING IS THE FIRST STEP TOWARD TYRANNY. THAT IS HOW DICTATORS AND KINGS ARE BORN.]

Koume dropped her arm and stared him down.

[IF YOU WISH TO BE A RESPONSIBLE LEADER, YOU MUST FIRST FULFILL YOUR DUTY AS THE REPRESENTATIVE OF A FREE PEOPLE—AS THE FIRST CITIZEN. YOUR JOB ISN’T JUST TO WIN; IT IS TO LEAD. A GOOD PARENT SCOLDS A CHILD RATHER THAN SPOILING THEM. IF YOU WANT A BETTER FUTURE, START ACTING LIKE A HUMAN, NOT A GOD.]

The Bridge went silent. Koume finished her lecture with a graceful bow. Taro sat there, mouth agape, before a weak, wry smile broke across his face. He began to clap slowly.

“Koume… you’d make a terrifyingly good politician. And… yeah. You’re probably right.”

Taro leaned back, letting their words sink in. The crushing weight on his chest didn't vanish, but it definitely felt like someone had taken a few bricks off the pile.

“Sorry guys. I guess I was just feeling weak.”

Marl shook her head. “Everyone feels weak in this mess, Teiro. You’re responsible for the lives of thousands of employees. If you weren’t freaking out, you’d be a psychopath. That ‘stoic hero’ crap only happens in Light Novels. We’re just side characters, so let’s act like it and bustle about in a panic like we’re supposed to.”

“Side characters acting like side characters, huh?” Taro chuckled. “Heh. Yeah. That sounds more like us.”

“Exactly. And if everything goes to hell and everyone blames you, then we’ll just go back to square one. Just the three of us against the world again.”

Marl beamed at him. Taro blinked. “The three of us?”

“Yeah. The three of us. That’s how it was two years ago, remember? It was a disaster, and it was exhausting, but I had the time of my life. Didn't you?”

Marl’s expression said she already knew the answer. Next to her, Koume looked equally smug. A lump formed in Taro’s throat, and he had to scrub his eyes to keep from making a scene.

“Of course it was fun… Yeah. Let’s do that.”

Taro sniffed, showing them a face that was half-sobbing, half-grinning. The three of them held hands in the middle of the Bridge, staying that way for a long, quiet moment.

In that moment, Taro was profoundly grateful that the battle was about to start. 

Because if they’d had this talk any sooner, he probably would have gone straight back to that device.

Cheating definitely tastes like the very best drugs.
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The Karaba D2 system—the front door to the Zayed Route for anyone coming from the Galactic Empire. If you ignored the void of outer space, this was officially the most backwater "sticks" in the entire Empire. Yet right now, a massive fleet was currently bobbing around the system’s solitary, pathetic space station like an oversized school of piranhas.

If you looked closer, the fleet was split into two distinct packs, squared off against each other with the station caught right in the middle of their metaphorical staring contest.

"An inspection? You’ve got to be mental! We’re in the middle of a war!"

The commander of the Mercenaries Fourth Fleet Group was currently losing his mind in the pier lobby of Karaba Station.

"Hardly my problem," replied Colonel Dean of the Imperial Navy, his voice so calm it was practically horizontal. "This is Galactic Empire territory. You’re in our house now, and that means you play by Imperial Military rules."

The atmosphere in the lobby was thick enough to choke a horse. Hundreds of personnel from both sides stood nose-to-nose, a mirror image of the high-tension standoff happening with the warships outside.

"Wartime regulations clearly state we can bypass inspections! Are you telling me the military is going to break its own damn laws?"

"Perish the thought. As the ones who make the laws, we respect them more than anyone. Unfortunately for you..."

Dean made a grand, theatrical show of rubbing the electronic sheet on the back of his hand to bring up the time.

"Your formal declaration of war wasn't officially accepted until 15:00. However, this inspection began at 14:30. As law-abiding citizens, we simply can’t ignore those thirty minutes of legal limbo. It seems you lot were just a bit too eager to get a head start."

"That’s pure sophistry! You’re just using the military for your own private games!"

The commander lunged at Dean, only to find himself staring down the barrels of several guns held by Dean’s guards. They had moved with the kind of synchronized speed that suggested they’d been practicing this specific brand of intimidation all morning.

"I’ll pretend I didn't hear that outburst," Dean said. "Now, be a good little admiral: go back to your flagship and sit tight. It’s only two hundred ships. We should have the whole place searched in a few days."

Dean snapped his fingers. The guards lowered their weapons, and the pressure in the room dropped a fraction.

"If I were in your shoes..." Dean leaned in, getting close enough to the commander’s ear to share a secret. "I’d look at this as a stroke of brilliant luck. Think about it: you’ve been sidelined through no fault of your own. It was those big, mean bullies in the Galactic Empire who stopped you. When it comes time to explain to your superiors why you're late to the party, can you think of a better excuse than 'The Empire made me do it'?"

He used his 'persuasion voice'—the one that sounded like warm silk and honeyed lies. The commander’s face shifted from rage to a very specific kind of calculating greed. Catching the change, Dean lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

"If your bosses start talking about ‘responsibility,’ just give me a call. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of. An Admiral with two hundred ships under his belt? I could find a nice, comfy spot for a man like that in one of our fleets without anyone raising an eyebrow."

It was a sweet, poisonous bribe delivered straight to the brain. Dean slipped a small data chip into the commander’s breast pocket. The man gave a tiny, involuntary shiver.

"That’s the contact info for a Colonel in the Imperial Military Intelligence Department. I have a feeling you’re the kind of man who knows exactly what that’s worth. Now, get moving. It’s rude to keep my inspectors waiting."

Dean stepped back and started barking orders at his subordinates. The commander stood there, dazed, for a long moment. Finally, he pressed a hand against his pocket, and a tiny, treacherous smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.



"It’s a lovely offer, but I’ll have to pass. I’d hate to make an enemy of every other man in the galaxy, you see."

The voice echoed through the cramped office. It belonged to the president of a mid-sized transport firm—one of the many companies currently handling the logistics for the Mercenaries' big military push.

"Miss Longville. I am not in the mood for jokes—"

"Then I’ll leave you to your bad mood. I have a gentleman waiting."

Longville cut the line before the Mercenary high command could get another word in. Her company was practically a subsidiary of the Mercenaries, and under normal circumstances, that kind of sass would have been corporate suicide. Today, however, she didn't give a damn.

"Satisfied? I assume you’re going to actually keep your end of the bargain."

Longville turned around to face the man in the robe standing in the corner. He nodded once, tucking a pistol he’d been idly twirling back into his gear.

"Of course, Miss Longville. Credibility is everything in my line of work. Sometimes I think we spooks are actually more honest than the 'normal' people."

"Fufu, what a charming joke, Mr. Phantom. But fine, I’ll take your word for it. You are one of the most famous men in the galaxy, after all."

Longville sashayed over to Phantom and flashed him a look that was pure provocation.

"Not by choice, I assure you... but if it earns the trust of a woman as beautiful as you, I suppose I can live with the fame."

Phantom caught her as she leaned into him, resting a hand gently on her shoulder. Longville looked up at him with an enraptured expression, laughing like she was having the time of her life.

"I really am lucky. Every corporation in the galaxy would kill to have the Imperial Military Intelligence Department as a business partner. And I get a handsome spy out of the deal, too."

"I’m flattered. But if you're looking for a long-term 'friendship,' I’d recommend the Colonel who sets up the contracts. He’s going to be a General before long."

"Oh? And why can’t I have both?"

"……I surrender. Let me buy you a drink."

Phantom swept Longville off her feet and kissed her with a passion that was entirely manufactured. To be honest, she was exactly the kind of woman he couldn't stand, but he was a professional. He wouldn't let a little thing like personal distaste get in the way of the mission.

"I’d love to hear more about your work. Is there somewhere quiet we can go where you might... accidentally let a few secrets slip?"

As a Cyborg, it was trivial for him to cross-reference her dating history and simulate a face and voice that hit every one of her buttons. As he carried her toward the exit, he was already mentally triaging the list of intel he needed to squeeze out of her.



Once upon a time, this sector had been a buzzing hive of ships heading for the galactic core. Now, it was a graveyard. Etta, commander of the Mercenaries' Main Fleet, stared out the bridge window of the flagship Gemini at the desolate Zayed Route with an expression of pure, unadulterated boredom.

"……Are we there yet?" she groaned.

Her adjutant practically leaped out of his skin. "M-Ma’am! The local Stargate Administration Bureau says the reboot will be finished in twenty-four hours!"

The man shouted the report with a straight back, but his hands were vibrating with pure terror. Most of Etta’s adjutants ended up like this—trembling wrecks—and Etta personally found the sight hilarious.

"Right... Hey, Yotta. What’s the math on a Stargate just 'coincidentally' breaking down?"

Etta spoke into her comms, sounding like she was complaining about the weather.

"If I remember correctly," Yotta’s voice came back instantly, "it happens maybe once every few years, Sister. But having the main system and the backup fail at the exact same time? That’s a new one even for me."

Yotta sounded just as annoyed as Etta. Etta gave a small "Mhm" and went back to her silent brooding.

"How irritating. This situation is officially a pain in the ass."

Etta stood up, deciding it was time to actually do something. The string of 'accidents' since the declaration of war was way too convenient. Someone was definitely pulling the strings.

"Guards, with me. We're going to go 'encourage' them. Violently, if necessary."

She zipped up her jacket—which had been lazily open down to her navel—all the way to her chin and marched toward the hatch, leaving her panicked adjutant in the dust. By the time she reached the Stargate Control Sector, she was flanked by three hundred heavily armed soldiers.

"Whoa, hey! This is a restricted area, it’s dangerous—wait, what are you doing?!"

The guard at the Stargate hub turned pale at the sight of the mini-army. Etta didn't say a word; she just raised a hand, and her soldiers promptly pinned the man against the wall.

"Pardon us. We’re coming through."

She didn't even look at him. If it were up to her, she’d have deleted him from existence for being in her way, but even she knew she couldn't just go around murdering Imperial Citizens who weren't technically combatants.

"Sorry to drop in while you’re busy. Who’s the boss here? ……You?"

Etta reached the Coordinate Calculation Facility and walked straight up to a woman who was frozen in shock, ignoring the rest of the frantic technicians. The woman looked like an average worker, but Etta could smell the 'person in charge' vibes a mile away.

"I’m sorry, but the supervisor is currently—"

"I see. You’re a dispatch from Corsy Corp. Since you’re a Gigantech affiliate, I assume that means those bastards have officially picked a side? How tedious."

Etta had already intercepted and read the BISHOP Communication the woman had sent. The BISHOP unit was a standard galactic model; for someone like Etta, reading its internal logs was about as hard as reading a child's picture book. She ignored the stammering woman and moved on to a different technician.

"I hear you can't lock onto the coordinates. What’s the damage? Which part is fried? Give me a progress report."

She didn't wait for a verbal answer. She just watched as the man reflexively accessed his BISHOP to check the status "in his head." Etta instantly slurped up the entire data stream.

"Analyzer damage? Or a software bug? Right, got it. My battleship has a spare core block for a large-scale Analyzer. We’re just going to swap the whole thing out. Why bother fixing it?"

Etta turned back to her guards.

"Alright boys, help the locals out. It seems we’ve found ourselves a room full of amateurs who think it takes twenty-four hours to fix a simple Analyzer. Do it gently—I don't want any lawsuits later."

The guards gave a two-finger salute and swarmed the workstations with maximum arrogance. Etta, satisfied, turned her back on the chaos and headed back to her ship.

"I thought they were just small-fry, but look at that. Someone’s got some very expensive friends... Fufu, I love it. This is exactly what a war should feel like."

She let out a dark, sultry laugh, savoring the delicious thrill of the hunt crawling up her spine.
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“Enemy fleet groups one and two have breached the Zayed Route, Mr. Teiro. Groups three and four are currently dead in the water in the Karaba D2 and California systems, thanks to our stalling tactics. Reports suggest they’ll likely miss the opening act of this little drama entirely.”

Koume didn’t even glance at her terminal. She kept her eyes locked on Taro, reciting the tactical data from memory like a lethal weather report. Taro pumped a fist, sending a silent prayer of gratitude to Colonel Dean and the Phantom for their beautiful, bureaucratic sabotage.

“I’m annoyed we couldn't stop the main fleet, but this makes things a hell of a lot easier. Groups three and four represent eight fleets—that’s roughly four hundred ships. To think their auxiliary forces alone match our total combat strength... seriously, what kind of broken game balance is this?”

Taro tapped the BISHOP interface on the tactical screen, flicking two major fleet icons into the digital trash bin. Poof. Half the red dots on the holographic map vanished. However, a massive, angry red cluster still pulsed at the entrance of the Zayed Route like a migraine.

“Group one—the main force—has twenty fleets. Group two has twelve. Since they’ve got over ten fleets apiece, I guess we’re technically dealing with full-scale corps,” Marl said, looking back at Taro. Her face was a messy cocktail of anxiety and ‘screw it, let’s go.’ “We’re hitting the second group first, right?”

“Based on Phantom’s intel, yeah,” Taro said. “Group two is packed with high-speed ships, so they’ll sprint straight for The Facility. The main force will probably hang back and surround the area just in case we try to make a run for it.”

“It would be a disaster if a ship carrying evidence escaped,” Marl noted. “Is the plan still a go?”

“Basically. But since the main force is moving faster than I’d like, we might have to move up the schedule for that... Koume, any word from Alan?”

“No, Mr. Teiro. He reports that things are still... difficult. In the worst-case scenario, the deployment won't be ready in time.”

“Ugh, you’re kidding! We’re basically betting the farm on that thing!”

Alan was usually hunkered down in Battleship Plum’s second bridge, but he was currently elsewhere, babysitting a high-stakes operation. Taro felt a dull, sickening throb in his stomach. My ulcers are having ulcers.

“It is an unprecedented operation, Mr. Teiro. It cannot be helped,” Koume said, her face as cool as a cucumber. To Taro, who was currently vibrating with stress, her robotic calm was the only thing keeping him grounded. “Our immediate problem is catching the enemy’s second fleet group. Focus on that.”

“Right... Bella-san, how’s your end looking?” Taro asked the comms unit.

Bella’s upper body flickered onto his goggles immediately. “Ready as we’ll ever be, I suppose. The volunteers are moving like they’ve got lead in their boots, though. Micromanaging them in a firefight is going to be a nightmare.”

“Understood. I’m counting on you, Commander.”

“Leave it to me. Aside from the weekend warriors, I know these crews like the back of my hand. I’ll make sure they earn every credit of their hazard pay, Commander-in-Chief.”

Bella flashed him a playful, sharp-toothed grin. Taro managed a weak, lopsided smile in return. 

While Taro was technically the Big Boss of the RS Fleet, the actual heavy lifting of the Main Fleet was entirely in Bella’s hands. She led the fleet daily, and her Collective Control Gift was a thousand times more reliable than Taro’s method of brute-forcing parallel processing until his brain leaked out of his ears.

“I don’t have the bandwidth to be everywhere at once,” Taro muttered.

He turned his attention back to the tactical screen, focusing on the specialized unit under his direct command—separate from the main force. The Assault Fleet: fifty hand-picked ships with Battleship Plum as the flagship.

“Alright. Let’s go give ‘em a little poke.”

Taro closed his eyes, trying to find his center. His head was ninety percent pure, unadulterated panic, but somewhere in the basement of his mind, a beast was rattling its cage, waiting to be let off the leash.

[DATA LINK: ESTABLISHED]

[LINKAGE OVERDRIVE: STANDBY]

Taro used his left hand to forcibly steady his trembling right. He opened his eyes wide, praying the beast would hurry up and eat his anxiety.

“Assault Fleet, advance! Let’s go slap those shameless bastards who think they can walk into our house with their shoes on!”

The bridge erupted with acknowledgments. The Plum’s thrusters roared, emitting a blinding flash as the massive ship began the slow, ponderous acceleration unique to battleships. The Cherry Boy and Techno Break, piloted by the Suga Siblings, fell into formation immediately, while four flat Shield Ships fanned out to guard the flanks. The rest of the fleet tucked in behind the shields in four long, disciplined lines. They were ready for blood.

[LINKAGE OVERDRIVE: ACTIVATED]

The fleet was suddenly bathed in an eerie blue glow. One by one, the ships transformed into arrows of light and vanished. The Plum, having the most mass to move, was the last to go, carving a massive blue rift in the void before disappearing.



Six hundred warships hung in the silence of space. Known to the Rising Sun as the enemy's 2nd Fleet Group, and to the Mercenaries as the Strike Fleet Group, it was a makeshift assembly of high-speed ships. Normally, an ad-hoc fleet of this size would be lucky to fly in a straight line without crashing into itself.

But this fleet was led by Admiral Sod, Director of the Mercenary Dispatch Department. Under his command, the ships moved with the grace of a synchronized swimming team. Their day job was being sold to the highest bidder on various battlefields; they were professionals at making "impromptu" look like "masterpiece."

“Admiral, it seems they’ve spotted us. Miss Yotta has confirmed a massive, continuous Drive Particle signature,” the Adjutant reported on the bridge of the flagship, Battleship Asmolde.

Admiral Sod let out a low groan. “Their sensory range is terrifying. How do they even track us from this far out?”

Sod was well-acquainted with the terrifying Gifts of his superiors, Etta and Yotta. A man in his fifties with hair as white as a fresh snowdrift, he spent a moment being profoundly glad those women weren't pointing their talents at him.

“This sector is a graveyard, sir. There’s nothing else out here emitting Drive Particles besides us. We might as well be lighting flares in a dark room,” the Adjutant suggested.

“Maybe. But it’s a blessing not to need a lumbering observation ship. Those things are just slow targets once the shooting starts.” Sod glanced at the screen. His fleet was performing sequential warps with clockwork precision. Despite the breakneck pace, they’d only lost two ships to mechanical failure. 

“Still, I’m amazed they had such a detailed map of this sector,” the Adjutant said, leaning in. “Maybe the rumors about the enemy aren't all hot air.”

Sod gave him a sharp sidelong look and shook his head. “Drop it. You want to know how I reached this rank? I never pried into the business of the people above me. If you want to keep your head, you’ll do the same. Those women read minds like they’re reading the morning news.”

Leaving the nervous Adjutant behind, Sod walked toward the tactical viewport. The real-time feed was cluttered with data tags on every star and ship in sight.

“At this speed, we’ll hit them in two or three days... What do you think? Will they commit their main force?”

Etta had predicted the enemy would throw everything they had at them. She had never been wrong.

“Obviously, sir,” the Adjutant said. “It’s six hundred against four hundred. They don’t have the luxury of holding back.”

Sod nodded vaguely. Then, he asked the question he’d been obsessively repeating since they left port. “The emergency escape systems on all vessels—they’re green?”

The Adjutant looked exhausted. “Yes, sir. Double and triple-checked. Everything is functional... Sir, do you actually think we’re going to lose?”

The bridge went deathly quiet. Every crew member leaned in, the silence heavy and suffocating.

“No. In a fair fight, we win. Their commanders are good, but so are we. And in this business, numbers are the only God that matters.”

Sod turned and marched out of the bridge, signaling the end of the conversation. He wasn't lying. Theoretically, they had the advantage.

“...Yes, assuming it’s a fair fight,” Sod whispered to himself in the empty corridor. He leaned against the bulkhead and sighed.

He didn't pry into his superiors' secrets, but he wasn't an idiot. This war felt... wrong. The higher-ups were screaming for speed, but there was zero talk of logistics, resupply, or reinforcements. 

At first, he’d been optimistic. An easy win, he’d thought. But the more he learned about the "Outlaw Corp" they were fighting, the more his skin crawled. They weren't just a military company; they were a pack of hardened veterans who fought like a single organism. High morale was a terrifying equalizer against superior numbers.

“The corporation will win. But what about my fleet? Are we just the bait?” 

Sod immediately checked his surroundings, terrified someone might have heard his treasonous thought. 

“Outer space... why the hell are we even out here?”

Like most Imperial Citizens, Sod’s knowledge of the frontier was limited to ‘here be monsters.’ It was a lawless wasteland. Would these ‘Outlaws’ even respect the humanitarian laws of war? Or would they just use his escape pods for target practice?

“What a nightmare,” the commander of six hundred ships muttered. He let out one more heavy sigh and prayed to whatever gods were listening that the enemy commander was, at the very least, a merciful man.
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An inertial frame attraction pinged the moment they reserved the space.

A full day had passed since their departure. When the crew on the second bridge relayed the data, Taro Teiro knew the moment of truth had finally arrived.

Drive particles had a pesky habit of being drawn toward the inertia of whatever had the most mass in the vicinity. In layman's terms: there was something big sitting right where they planned to exit Overdrive.

"What’s the play, Teiro? Should we run a Wide-area Scan?" Marl asked, her voice tight with nerves.

Taro chewed on the thought for a few seconds before shaking his head. "No."

"If we’re lucky, we can still pull off a Surprise Attack. A scan would just be a giant 'we are here' sign... Etta, you feel anything?"

Taro offered a silent prayer of thanks to the universe that Etta was actually awake for once. She tilted her head, staring blankly into the empty air of the bridge.

"Waves... so many waves, flowing everywhere. I can't count them," she muttered.

Taro nodded. I see. He signaled the fleet to maneuver, positioning them to dog the enemy’s predicted path from the rear. In a graveyard like the Zayed Region Space, there wasn't supposed to be anything out here generating particles except for a fleet.

"Module check. Go."

"Systems are all green, Teiro!" Marl chirped.

"Fleet Information Link System? Feedback status?"

"No issues, Mr. Teiro. Everything is returning a healthy green," Koume reported.

Taro took a deep breath and let it out slowly, satisfied. He tightened the strap on his Goggle Monitor and did a manual visual sweep for any immediate hazards. In a world where gravity control could go haywire, even a spilled glass of water could become a lethal projectile.

[HULL MODE: WARTIME]

His seat, equipped with a top-of-the-line Shock Absorber, hissed as it rose. It rocked gently like a cradle for a moment—a self-diagnostic shimmy—before locking into place. Multi-layered seatbelts cinched around him with a mechanical whine, and a set of impact-hardening support arms clamped around his neck to protect his spine.

[ARMAMENT SYSTEM: STANDBY]

[ALL GUNS: SAFETY DISENGAGED]

[SUB-SYSTEM: LINKAGE – SECOND BRIDGE]

"To the whole fleet: You know the drill. We are here to be the biggest, most annoying thorns in their side possible. Let’s get to work."

Taro kept it brief. He kicked the Overdrive into gear to seize the enemy's six. Thanks to his unique abilities, the usually grueling Coordinate Calculation was finished in a heartbeat. A blue haze immediately began to swallow the ship.

"Stay frosty. Keep it together. Hee-hee-hoo... hee-hee-hoo..."

After a brief, nauseating trip through the blue void, the Plum and its forty-nine Consort Ships popped back into real-space exactly where they were supposed to be.

"Wait... what? Koume! Shields! Now!" Taro shrieked, jumping in his seat.

"Already ahead of you," Koume replied, her voice disturbingly calm. 

The simulator on his Goggle Monitor was already screaming. A localized recreation of the space outside showed a terrifying number of high-energy signatures screaming directly toward them.

"Teiro! They totally saw us coming!" Marl yelled.

The hull groaned as the ship shuddered under the impact. Fortunately, the shields held, and no Beams managed to punch through. Taro felt a cold sweat break out. These guys weren't just some random space thugs.

"I must say, I'm impressed they landed a hit with their opening volley, Mr. Teiro. The opposition is remarkably well-trained."

"Yeah, well, it sucks that they’re the ones trying to kill us! Dammit, was Phantom right?"

Before Phantom had vanished into the shadows for his sabotage mission, he’d warned Taro that the Mercenaries were likely packing "Boosted Men"—starting with high-spec Sonarmen. A normal, sluggish Battleship shouldn't have been able to react to a Space Reservation and prep a counter-volley that fast.

"[AS EXPECTED OF THE BATTLESHIP TECHNO BREAK. WE DIDN'T FEEL A THING.]"

"[ANIKI, SHUT UP! YOU JUST TRIGGERED A DEATH FLAG!]"

The Suga Siblings’ voices crackled over the comms. Taro managed a weak smirk as he pictured the two terrifying, bald-headed muscleheads. At least their veteran status gave them enough poise to joke while being shot at.

"Alright! All ships, start Search and open fire! Our job is to stall them! Do not—I repeat—do not get cocky and charge ahead!"

Taro bellowed the order, locking onto targets while simultaneously slinging firing data to the second bridge. The Plum’s secondary batteries whirred into motion, swiveling to track the enemy. The Linkage system broadcast the targeting coordinates to the rest of the fleet, and Marl began divvying up firing solutions with practiced ease.

"Whole fleet is ready for the volley... Hey, you’re not using the main guns?" Marl asked, glancing at Taro.

Taro gave her a small, mischievous grin. "I've got a little something special in mind."

"Commencing volley, Mr. Teiro. Impact in eight seconds... seven... six..."

Taro tuned back into his Goggle Monitor at Koume’s countdown. Hundreds of Beams erupted from the fifty Warships, lancing through the dark toward the enemy.

"Three... two... one... Impact. Twenty-two Effective Hits. No visible damage. Detected three Shield Ships. Enemy count appears to include ten Battleship-class vessels... Oh?"

Koume trailed off, her voice tilting in confusion as she stared into the void. Taro realized she didn't even need the monitor to see the battlefield and checked his own display to see what had her puzzled.

"Wait... the Techno Break didn't fire? Did they have a breakdown?"

Taro was about to ping the captain, Elder Sa Suga, when his jaw hit the floor.

"Large-capacity energy reaction detected from the Techno Break, Mr. Teiro. Presumed output: Super-Dreadnought class."

"Wait, what? Are you serious?! What kind of illegal mods did they put on that thing?!"

A massive blue field flared to life, protecting the beam from refracting against space dust or Electromagnetic Waves. A pillar of light—vastly larger and more violent than anything the other ships were putting out—tore through the vacuum toward the enemy formation.

"Impact in two seconds... one... Impact. Enemy Cruiser sunk. Battleship Techno Break has suffered Major Damage."

"Holy crap, that’s insane! It punched right through their—wait, WHAT?!" Taro’s celebration turned into a confused scream. 

He frantically checked the Tactical Screen. Sure enough, the Techno Break was flashing with a Major Damage Assessment.

"Uh, I think they’re okay, Teiro," Marl said, looking genuinely embarrassed. "It looks like the recoil from that shot literally blew parts of their own modules off. The ship’s computer saw the bits flying off, panicked, and triggered a Red Alert. They should be able to fix it... probably."

Taro’s face twitched. He let out a sigh so heavy it felt like it had its own gravity. "God. Give me a break. We aren't the enemy—we can't afford to lose a single Battleship to its own ego... Fine. Prep the main guns."

His voice sounded a bit hollow as he began to focus. He was about to dive into a sea of computational processing that would make a supercomputer sweat. It was going to be an exhausting nightmare, but it was definitely going to be worth it.



"To think they would arrive here so soon... what kind of parlor trick is this?"

On the bridge of the Battleship Asmolde, Admiral Sod felt the wrinkles in his brow deepen. Even with a map, a Fleet Jump was supposed to be a slow, methodical process of coordinate calculation. Navigating without a beacon was like trying to hit a needle in a haystack while blindfolded.

And yet, the enemy was right there. It was a physical impossibility that offended his sensibilities. They had made contact twenty hours ahead of schedule. Sod ruminated on it, but the math just didn't add up.

"Their primary business is logistics, Admiral. Perhaps they have some proprietary shortcut," his Adjutant suggested, looking equally annoyed.

"Perhaps," Sod conceded, though he didn't believe it for a second. Cutting thirty percent off the travel time was more than a 'shortcut'—it was a miracle. "Keep an eye on any further Space Reservations. This might be their home turf."

They were only facing one fleet. That meant the other seven were still out there somewhere. Sod figured this group was just a vanguard or a distraction. The real threat was the main body.

"If they try a surprise attack, Miss Yotta will warn us. In the meantime, what are your orders? Shall we split the fleet as requested?" the Adjutant asked with a hint of disdain.

"No," Sod snapped. He reached out and manually deleted the order Yotta had sent him—the one telling him to leave a token force and hurry his main fleet ahead. "Splitting our strength is the height of stupidity. Tell her if she wants to rush ahead so badly, she can take her own sycophants and go."

Sod was a corporate man, and he followed orders, but he wasn't about to commit professional suicide. In his mind, erasing this vanguard as quickly as possible was the fastest way to get to their destination.

"Understood. But she’s going to scream at you again."

"Let her. This is my fleet. All of it—except for that one fleet she micromanages herself."

Sod cut the channel and began barking orders through the BISHOP system. His ships began to fan out into a massive sphere, a classic pincer maneuver meant to swallow the enemy whole. It was his signature move.

"High-energy reaction! Incoming Large-caliber Beam!" the Sonarman screamed.

Sod’s head snapped toward the Tactical Screen. A moment later, a brilliant lance of light struck an allied Cruiser, punching through its hull like it was made of wet paper.

"It went straight through the shields? They don't have any heavy-mass ships... Did they actually strip their Battleships down just to turn them into glass-cannon sniper platforms?"

Sod grumbled, baffled by the enemy's suicidal design philosophy. He made a mental note to prioritize the enemy Battleships; they had clearly traded armor for raw, terrifying firepower.

"Enemy status: six minor damage, two moderate. Our status: one minor, one sunk. Not a bad trade, but they're putting up a fight," the Adjutant noted.

Sod nodded, pointing to a specific icon on the map. "This is the one. The Battleship Plum. Their flagship had the balls to lead the charge... Their training is high, but their morale is even higher. Look at those maneuvers."

He couldn't help but admire the way the enemy fleet shifted. They were sliding laterally to avoid the encirclement, yet they never once exposed their flanks. It was a masterful bit of dancing.

"Still, they aren't as 'organic' as the reports claimed. That Gifted woman, Bella... she must be with the main force."

The intelligence data he’d been fed described the enemy's movements as complex, almost biological. This fleet, however, was moving with mechanical precision—textbook, efficient, but predictable.

"In that case, we need to watch out for—"

"Enemy flagship is separating! Ten-plus signatures! We have multiple Space Reservations opening up all over the place!"

Sod felt a chill run down his spine. He remembered the briefings from the top brass. The "Dreaded Kinetic Weapons."

"All ships in the path of those reservations, brace for impact! Divert all shield power to [PHYSICAL]!"

Switching shields to anti-kinetic would leave them wide open to Beams, but Sod didn't have a choice. Disabling a Battleship with a mass-driver was the fastest way to stall a fleet. He couldn't just leave his men behind in this lawless dump, and rescue operations for a crippled ship took hours.

"At this range, if they're remote-controlled, the BISHOP lag will be their downfall. If we focus our point-defense, we can—wait. Those Space Reservations..."

Sod squinted at the screen. The reservations were too far away. They weren't in the path of his ships. He ran through the possibilities, landing on one so absurd he almost laughed.

"No... that’s impossible. A company of their size couldn't possibly afford to operate one of—"

The reservations popped. The "impossible" reality materialized before his eyes.

"You have got to be kidding me... They have a Carrier?!"

Sod screamed a dozen creative curses at his own intelligence department. He scrambled to order anti-air formations, his eyes glued to the long-range feed of the spherical Ship-borne Craft swarming out of the hanger.

With their weird, ear-like protrusions, the drones might have looked almost cute under different circumstances.

To Sod, they looked like demons.
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The cockpit was a cramped, vibrating metal box filled with the high-pitched whine of an engine. To Taiki—ace of the Plum’s carrier-based bombing squadron, the "Cats," and a proud member of the Kato Tribe—that whine was music. He could tell just by the pitch that the machine was in decent shape.

"Top-notch. Not bad at all," he purred.

His oversized ears, poking through dedicated holes in his flight helmet, twitched and danced in a rhythmic, good-natured jig. Humming a little tune, he breezed through the hull checks with the practiced grace of a veteran. If I make it back in one piece, maybe I'll use the combat bonus from this sortie to buy that thing I’ve been eyeing, he mused.

[MOTHERSHIP: LAUNCH PREPARATION – STANDBY]

Taiki glanced at the text scrolling across his BISHOP visor, then shifted his gaze to the ten drones trailing his craft. From the outside, they looked like standard units, but a peek inside would reveal cockpits stuffed to the gills with relay equipment. A drone couldn't handle BISHOP’s predictive maneuvers on its own, but by using Taiki’s ship as a localized relay to the Battleship Plum, they could fake it well enough to be deadly.

"Processing the Future Maneuvers for forty ships simultaneously... even with an optimization program, the guy’s a total monster."

He pictured the company President—the man currently serving as the central processing unit for this entire relay system—and let out a smirk. It was his own irreverent way of showing respect.

"Are you talking about the President? Yeah, he’s definitely a freak of nature," Cha’s voice crackled over the comms. "By the way, have you heard the rumors? The exploration team is making a huge fuss about finding that planet the President has been looking for. If it’s true, I really want to see those 'cats' he’s always talking about. I wonder if they actually look like us."

"Not interested," Taiki grunted, though secretly, his curiosity was piqued.

"He did say the phrase 'to borrow even a cat’s hand' comes from them," Yuki, the oldest of the group, chimed in. "Though, if they’re the gold standard for being useless, maybe humanity didn't get along with them all that well."

Taiki nodded. "There’s also the saying 'casting gold coins before cats,'" he added cynically.

"Hey, the fireworks have started. Focus up, runts."

Gon, the team leader, popped up on the visor display, thrusting a paw toward the camera in a silent command. Acknowledgments flooded the comms, and Taiki fell in line.

"Watch the situation carefully. I’m not here to play babysitter."

"I don't remember asking for a dad, Father Gon," Taiki retorted. "I can see the show above us. I’m ready to dive in whenever. Oh, and do me a favor—tell the Boss later that these new helmets are fine, but the belts need to be made of something that actually breathes. I’m sweating like a pig in a sauna over here."

"Oh, this thing? Yeah, it is pretty stuffy," Gon admitted. "I'll put it in the suggestion box."

"Appreciate it. Tell him if the itchiness gets any worse, I won't be able to aim. That’ll get it fixed by the next mission... damn, that’s not even a joke. I’m actually dying here."

Taiki squirmed in his seat, reaching back with a hind leg to give his neck a frantic, undignified scratch. Long, shed hairs drifted through the zero-G cockpit, eventually getting sucked toward the air recycler.

[MOTHERSHIP: LAUNCH PREPARATION – BAY OPEN]

The cockpit lights dimmed until the world was swallowed by shadows. Taiki forced his pupils to dilate, allowing him to see the monochrome interior of the cockpit with crystal clarity for one last check.

"It’s decided. When I get back, I’m buying the whole maintenance squad a round of drinks. This ship is a five-star ride today."

Satisfied, he watched the drone bay doors slide apart. Blinding light flooded in from the gap, turning his vision into a white void. He narrowed one pupil into a slit while keeping the other wide, his brain feverishly stitching together the overexposed and underexposed views.

[CATAPULT LAUNCH – STANDBY]
[REDIRECT – READY]

The craft lurched as it locked into the catapult. Taiki gave his paw a quick lick and rested it on the ball-type control device. While BISHOP could fly the ship, most bombers kept manual backups. In a close-quarters dogfight, there was no such thing as "time for repairs." If the computer fried, you either flew it yourself or you died.

"Alright, boys. It’s time to earn our keep," Gon commanded.

Five red lamps on the bay wall lit up. One by one, they winked out in two-second intervals until the final light turned a brilliant green.

[CATAPULT LAUNCH – EXECUTE]

The magnetic hook-type catapult snapped forward, and the bomber surged with a violent burst of speed. A normal human would have blacked out instantly, but Taiki took the G-force on the chin. The Kato Tribe lacked the raw strength of humans, but they were built for high-speed reflexes and environmental extremes.

"Report in as soon as you clear the tube! Same as always!"

Forty-four bombers were spat out of the Battleship Plum, racing into the void in a tight line. Their spherical hulls caught the starlight, and the ear-shaped sensors on top gave them a silhouette that Taiki always thought looked like a Kato tribesman chomping on a cigar-shaped beam launcher.

"Wingman status: Green. Launch was smooth. Visibility clear. Signal strength holding. How about the rest of you—" Taiki swiveled his head, his visor tracking his gaze to highlight his comrades' ships. "All clear."

"Acknowledge. Switching to auto... alright, President. We’re ready. Toss us in."

[AIRFRAME CONTROL – SYSTEM AUTO: CARRIER GUIDANCE]

Control of the bombers shifted to the mothership. The squadron began a slow, sweeping arc, eventually looping back toward the Battleship Plum. Then, they accelerated again with the same bone-crushing force as the catapult launch.

[CARRIER GUIDANCE – MICRO OVERDRIVE: STANDBY]

Behind the Plum—and directly in front of the racing bombers—the very fabric of space began to shimmer. A haze of blue light manifested. Taiki groaned at the relentless G-forces but watched in awe as the Plum transformed into a localized Stargate—the true mark of a carrier.

"Watch the inertial pull! If the relative acceleration drops, initiate a Drive-back immediately!"

[AIRFRAME CONTROL – SYSTEM: MANUAL – DELAY: 5 SECONDS]

"I've heard that one enough to make my whiskers curl, Boss! Give me some new material!"

[DRONE LINKAGE – ESTABLISHED: SYSTEM STANDBY]

"I'll think of something for the next one. If you want to hear it, try staying alive!"

[CARRIER GUIDANCE – MICRO OVERDRIVE: ACTIVATED]

A flash of pale blue light, a stomach-turning sensation of weightlessness, and then—reality returned. The Micro Overdrive had lasted less than a second, and the stars looked much the same, but the neighborhood had changed. The space around them was now packed with ships, and every single one was the enemy.

"Look at 'em! Exposing their flanks like a bunch of idiots!"

The enemy had scattered Anti-Drive Particles to prevent close-range jumps, but those particles thinned out the further they got from the source. With a Stargate-capable carrier, it was entirely possible to thread a small-mass ship—like a bomber—right through the gaps in the screen.

"I bet they didn't think we had a carrier... I've uploaded the targets. Go earn your dinner, everyone."

"Roger that! Let's get this party started!"

Adrenaline surged through Taiki’s veins. He slammed the throttle forward, pushing the bomber to the absolute limits of his endurance. The enemy ships finally noticed the intruders and began to maneuver, but it was too late. Taiki triggered a real-time BISHOP scan.

"Think of this as a housewarming gift! Take it!"

Taiki dove toward the nearest cruiser, lining up a shot at a vulnerable-looking seam in its defenses, and dropped a beam launcher. The weapon pierced the ship’s shield and detonated from the inside.

"Target 1, heavy damage. That’s one less runner in the race. Now to take out the eng—"

Suddenly, a vision of his own ship exploding flashed through his mind.

Without thinking, Taiki yanked the controls, sliding the craft sideways. A stream of anti-aircraft fire tore through the space he had occupied a millisecond prior, vanishing into the dark.

"Crap! That’s a lot of lead!"

The enemy fleet had woken up. Anti-aircraft fire filled the sky, turning the void into a kaleidoscope of lethal light. The bolts were smaller than main batteries but far larger than debris-clearing beams, and they were firing fast.

[DRONE EVASION SYSTEM – ACTIVATED]

Taiki fell back on his training, feeding the drone control data back to the Plum. This allowed him to focus on the big picture while Taro, aboard the mothership, handled the bajillion tiny calculations required for forty ships to dodge a curtain of fire.

"Sending additional targets. Don't get tunnel vision. Save at least half your launchers for the big boys."

"You want us to hit the big ones? We can barely get close in this—dammit!"

The ship shuddered violently. Taiki cursed and checked his status.

"Shield tank one is down! Status report!"

"Hold on..." Gon’s voice came through. "Tank four is venting fire. Jettison it before it blows."

"Shit, that was a full one!"

Taiki punched the release, watching the fuel-filled tank drift away. He immediately checked his logs for the jerk who had shot him. He gave me a beam, so it’s only fair I give him one back.

"E044... that’s the one. Hey Boss, I’m taking him out."

"Is that a manual gunner? Watch yourself."

Most anti-air was automated, but occasionally, a ship would have a dedicated marksman behind the trigger. Those guys didn't miss like the fire-control computers did. It was a battle of who could calculate a more accurate future in their BISHOP.

"At least there are no frigates. Too slow for a long trip, I guess. Lucky us."

Taiki ignored the way his face was being mashed into the seat by the g-forces as he pulled a sharp curve, weaving through the glowing net of fire. One of his drones was clipped and spiraled away, only to be instantly vaporized by an incineration beam.

"The President says the standard for a return gift is triple the value! I don't know if today’s the right day for it, but here you go anyway!"

Taiki flew so close he could have scratched the enemy’s paint, dropping three beam launchers in a row. Two of them just gouged the armor, but the third hit the jackpot.

"Whoa. Okay, I see you."

The rear camera showed the enemy cruiser erupting into a spectacular pillar of fire. Taiki clipped the footage and sent it to Gon. A beam launcher shouldn't have done that much damage.

"Hey Boss, I think these guys have a glass jaw."

"I see it. They’ve strapped extra fuel tanks to their backs for the long haul. New orders: Aim for the rear. There’s a sweet spot right above the engines."

"Haha! I’ll make sure they go out in a blaze of glory!"

Engaged in a slugging match with Taro’s fleet, the enemy ships couldn't afford to turn around. They were sitting ducks for the nimble bombers.

"Boss, we need to pick a main target soon. They’re starting to bunch up."

The anti-air fire was becoming a solid wall of light. The professionals were finally getting their act together.

"They aren't amateurs, that’s for sure. You don't see coordination like this with pirates," Gon said, his hand appearing on the monitor to point. "Alright, let’s go with this one. President’s request."

A marker flashed on the radar. Taiki ducked behind the wreck of a crippled cruiser to catch his breath and plan his run.

"A battleship? Taking the rear should be easy, but are we hitting the tanks?"

"No, we need the engines. Did you forget the mission? We’re here to tie their legs."

"I know, I know. Just seems like a waste of a big fish."

Taiki checked the formation’s link. Twenty percent of their drones were already scrap. They were running out of time.

"The old man is flagging... Boss, tell him to take the empty drones and head back to the Plum. We’ll take his leftover ammo."

"Got it. Old man, you—dammit! I’m hit! My attitude thrusters are gone! Take my drones too, I’m bugging out!"

"Lousy luck. Roger that. Guess it’s just me and Cha against a battleship... I don’t like those odds."

Taiki sighed at the loss of their leader. With their numbers halved, a three-pronged attack was out of the question.

"Fine. We’ll just have to be reckless. Hey, Cha! Follow my lead and don't you dare lag behind!"

Now the acting leader, Taiki’s visor showed Cha’s panicked face as he looked around frantically.

"I’m surrounded by enemy drones! What do I do!?"

"Ignore 'em! Without a pilot, they’re trash. Even with a pilot, they’re just humans. They can't handle our turns!"

Taiki lunged out from behind the wreckage, dodging fire from every direction as he burned toward the target. One of his drones took a direct hit intended for him, shattering into pieces.

"Are you crazy!? This 'attack route' goes right through the middle of the fleet!"

"Shut up and stay close! The manual gunners won't shoot if we’re this close to their own ships. They’re too scared of friendly fire!"

Taiki grazed the hull of an enemy ship so closely he nearly scraped off his own antenna. He was a blur of motion, weaving through the superstructure.

"There she is. Semi-kilometer class... damn, they’re tight. Look at that formation."

The battleship was flanked so closely by cruisers they were practically touching. No autopilot would ever be that daring. Taiki had to give credit to the enemy pilots' guts.

"Can't get to the tail... Hey Cha, you recognize this ship?"

"What? That’s a YAMATA Archishima II! The high-speed model from before they went heavy-armor... stop shooting at me, you jerks!"

"YAMATA? Didn't they use non-modular builds? Is that one in front of us a module type?"

"The II used modules for everything but the primary drive, why does that matter right now!?"

"If you're sure... Change of plans! We’re hitting the thrusters!"

Taiki abandoned the engine run and focused on the attitude control thrusters dotted across the battleship's hull.

"I’ve only got five drones left! We have to go back!"

"Shut up! Me too! Dammit, my neck is so itchy!"

Taiki flew straight into the storm, his vision flashing with the glare of exploding shells. He was terrified, but fear didn't pay the bills.

"You don't need to kill the engine to stop a ship."

He sacrificed a drone to draw the fire, then banked toward the battleship’s bow—the one place they wouldn't expect an attack. The massive structure blurred beneath him. The main turrets were frantically retracting into their bays to avoid being hit.

"My sensor! You blew off my ear, you bastards!"

A proximity blast shattered one of his external arrays, making his radar go haywire. Taiki ignored the vibration and leaned into his monitor, his eyes fixed on the target.

"Drop everything! Once they’re gone, we’re out of here!"

He released every remaining beam launcher. Three were picked off by incineration beams, but five hit home.

"I'm empty! Did we get 'em?"

Taiki glanced back at Cha’s call. Several pillars of fire were erupting from the battleship. If Cha was right about the non-modular drive, they weren't fixing that in the middle of a battle.

"No time to celebrate! If we slow down, we’re dead. Keep accelerating! We’re going over the top!"

"Don't get hit by the big guns... oh, screw it! I'm right behind you!"

They punched through the enemy’s front line, screaming for a pickup. Now that they were clear of the fleet, the enemy had no reason to hold back. Fire rained down on them from every angle. Another drone evaporated.

"President! Get us out of here! It’s getting real hot!"

Taiki shoved all power to the rear shields, watching the levels drop at a terrifying rate.

"Aye-aye! Pulling you in now, just hang on a little longer!"

The President’s voice was far too calm. Another drone went up in smoke. If you have time to talk, you have time to jump us! Taiki screamed internally.

[CARRIER GUIDANCE – MICRO OVERDRIVE: ACTIVATED]

The world turned blue. The weightless tug returned, and a moment later, the chaos vanished. Taiki scanned his surroundings with bloodshot eyes.

"Hah... hah... damn... if he tells me to go back for a second run, I’m shooting him."

There were ships nearby, but they were friendly. Safe. Taiki listened to the thumping of his own heart for a moment, then ripped his helmet off and began to scratch his sweaty neck with reckless, ecstatic abandon.
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“Two cruisers crippled, three heavily damaged, eleven minor. We lost two Shield Ships, so our formation is going to have some breezy holes in it. The Battleship Dolchimone is technically only at 'minor' status, but…”

The Adjutant of the Mercenaries Expeditionary Fleet read the damage report, his eyes darting up to steal a glance at Admiral Sod. Sod looked like he’d just swallowed a lemon and was trying to decide if he liked it. 

“Scrap it,” Sod said, his voice dripping with bitterness. “We’re not wasting time playing mechanic with that antique while the clock is ticking.”

The Dolchimone’s propulsion system was a proprietary nightmare. It wasn't built with modular, plug-and-play parts; it required artisanal components that they simply didn’t have. Right now, time was the only currency that mattered, and the Dolchimone was officially bankrupt.

“Forget the ship. Get everyone ready for the second wave. Move the fleet into a dense formation. We’re not breaking the encirclement.”

“Understood, Admiral. Issuing the abandon ship order for the Dolchimone now. Still, our interception was fairly solid. You really think they’re coming back for more?”

“I don’t know,” Sod growled, glaring at the radar screen as it replayed the previous surprise attack at 10x speed. He pointed a thick finger at the blur of pixels. If it were me…

“If it were me, I’d have dumped every ounce of striking power into that first wave. You hit them while they’re still wondering if their sensors are broken. It minimizes your own casualties and maximizes the body count. It’s basic math.”

“Is it possible they didn’t realize we weren't prepared for a carrier?” the Adjutant asked.

“Only if the enemy commander is a complete blockhead, and I doubt we’re that lucky. One wide-area scan would have told them we weren't even looking at the sky. No, there’s something else.”

Sod watched the frantic exchange of artillery on the tactical display and sighed. 

“Normally, you can't hide a carrier. They’re too big, too loud, and way too many people have to talk about them. Maybe it’s because we’re out here in the middle of nowhere, but they must have one hell of a counter-intelligence network.”

To be fair, the Mercenaries’ own Intelligence Department was a joke. Occasionally, they’d receive a nugget of gold that seemed to come from nowhere, but everyone knew that was just the two company big-shots using their personal connections. 

“Well, they do have that Phantom,” the Adjutant noted. “And their intel team is supposedly top-tier. Some guy named Alan runs it. Word is he’s a hardcore hacker who used to spend his weekends breaking into military servers for fun.”

“So the reports say. I’d kill for that kind of talent,” Sod muttered. He spotted a notification that an enemy cruiser had just been flagged as 'crippled' and allowed himself a tiny, invisible fist-pump beneath the command console.

“We’re still winning the slugging match,” the Adjutant said, sounding remarkably composed for a man who had just seen a massive fleet get embarrassed by a handful of bombers. “The math of numbers doesn't lie.”

“If I lose a six-to-one fight, I’m retiring to open a bakery,” Sod barked. “Keep the pressure on! Move it! Squash them with the sheer weight of our hulls!”

Sod collapsed into his command chair—a cramped, bucket-seat affair typical of high-speed ships—and rubbed his chin. He watched the replay of the bomber run again, his eyes narrowing into slits.

Something is wrong.

Sod was a veteran. He was fifty years old and had the scars to prove it. He hated "gut feelings" and "the power of friendship" and all that nonsense, but he’d learned that intuition was just his brain processing data faster than his conscious mind could keep up with. 

“There’s something else… there has to be…”

Right then, his internal alarm bells started screaming. The carrier strike had been good, sure, but it felt like a distraction. A flashy opening act.

“Enemy carrier detected! It’s splitting into ten—no, more! Second wave incoming!” the Warning Officer screamed.

Sod started to stand, his hands white-knuckled on the armrests. He froze.

“No way…”

His eyes went wide as he stared at the radar icons. What are they doing? Which way is the real threat?

His stomach did a slow, nauseating flip. He was about to make a choice that would either save his fleet or turn it into the galaxy's largest debris field. He had about three seconds to decide.

“Enemy split-bodies entering jump trajectory!” the officer yelled, the panic in his voice rising an octave.

Sod gritted his teeth, opened the fleet-wide channel, and took a breath that felt like lead.

“All fleets, SCATTER! I repeat: SCATTER IMMEDIATELY!”

The Adjutant looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “Admiral? If we scatter, the bombers will pick us off like sitting ducks!”

“I know that! Just DO IT!”

“...Understood, Admiral.” The Adjutant’s face said I’m putting this in my report, but he relayed the order.

Sod crossed his arms and waited, his heart hammering against his ribs.

“Multiple space reservations detected! They’re warping in!”

Sod closed his eyes, straining to hear the next report.

“Enemy bombers, count is thirty… wait, correction! Thirty projectiles! They aren’t bombers! They’re… they look like large-scale warheads!”

Sod let out a roar of pure, unadulterated triumph. “YES!”

“Shield ships, maintain position! Everyone else, shift to physical shields! Focus all jamming on the warheads targeting the shield ships! If you can't shoot them down, take the hit on your thickest armor! You should have enough room to pivot now—move!”

Sod wiped a gallon of cold sweat from his forehead. He slapped his own cheeks to stop the celebratory grin from spreading. 

Don’t get cocky, kid.

He turned toward the holographic representation of the enemy flagship and pointed a finger at it. “You’re not the only one who can read a map.”



“Huh? Wait, they’re scattering?”

Taro stared at his monitors in confusion. He had just used the Plum’s carrier-warp capability to "jump" a volley of railgun warheads directly into the enemy formation, but the targets were moving.

“It appears they read the play, Mr. Teiro,” Koume said. She was as expressionless as a stone wall, but her eyes were slightly narrowed. “It seems we shouldn't underestimate our opponent.”

“Underestimate them? Look at this guy’s resume!” Taro groaned, pulling up the BISHOP-provided dossier on Admiral Sod. “He’s got more medals than I have socks. Dammit! This isn't working.”

Taro tried to micromanage the warheads via warhead control, but the results were depressing. Between the slight BISHOP communication lag over the distance and the enemy’s suddenly frantic anti-air fire, his "magic trick" was falling flat.

“Hey, you still clipped three cruisers,” Marl said, trying to be the voice of optimism while she jammed a dozen incoming beams. “For a first try, that’s great! And look—”

She pointed to the tactical screen.

“While they’re busy chasing your warheads, our other ships are actually landing hits. We’re holding our own despite the numbers. I mean… 'holding our own' isn't winning, but it’s something!”

Marl started the sentence with a cheer and ended it with a slumped shoulder. Taro nodded grimly. 

“Yeah, that’s the problem. If we don’t kill five of them for every one of us, we’re circling the drain. And that encirclement is getting tighter. If they close the bag, we’re toast.”

The tactical map showed the enemy fleet slowly wrapping around them like a giant, angry boa constrictor. Taro’s stomach was starting to ache. 

“Maybe we’ve done enough for a distraction?” Marl suggested.

“Not even close. If we run now, they’ll just split their fleet and chase us down. They have the numbers to do it.”

“Would they really leave their crippled ships behind? Does a corporate fleet have that much backbone?”

“Depends on how much they want us dead. Honestly? I don't know. That’s why I wanted to hit them harder.”

Taro and Marl went back and forth, arguing over ship-handling vectors and tactical risks, until a sudden scream cut through the bridge.

“NO!”

Etta had vaulted out of her seat so fast she nearly strangled herself on her safety belt. She was clawing at the buckle like it was a live snake.

“Etta? What’s wrong? You gotta go pee or something?” Taro asked.

“Shut up, you total pervert! Sit there and count stars or something!”

“Hieee! Sorry! My bad!” Taro squeaked, recoiling into his chair. He knew that when Etta reached this level of "snappy," she was either about to have a breakdown or she’d seen a ghost.

“...Multiple waves… focal point… they’re searching?” Etta muttered, her eyes glazed over as she stared at nothing. 

Taro looked at Marl and Koume. They both just shrugged. 

“Camouflage… right… or left?” Etta hissed, curling into a ball and scowling at the floor. Suddenly, her head snapped up, her eyes wide with terror. “Teiro! Turn the ship! RIGHT!”

“Huh? I mean, sure, but why?”

“JUST DO IT, YOU NUMBSKULL! HARD RIGHT! NOW!”

“Aye-aye! Geez! The Plum isn't exactly a sports car, you know…”

Taro grumbled but started punching in the coordinates. He went to set the thruster output to 50%, but then the BISHOP predictive data hit his brain like a lightning bolt. His eyes nearly popped out of his skull.

“K-Koume! Full thrusters! Maximum output! THE INDIAN TO THE RIGHT!”

“Already ahead of you, Mr. Teiro,” Koume replied coolly.

The Plum didn’t just turn; it groaned as the inertial dampeners struggled to keep up with a maneuver that definitely wasn't in the owner's manual. The crew was pinned against their seats by the sheer centrifugal force.

“Hey! What is the—” 

Marl started to complain, but the words died in her throat. The radar screen had just turned into a solid wall of red.

A literal forest of beams, fired from every conceivable angle, converged on the exact spot the Plum had occupied a millisecond ago. 

“Are you kidding me?” Taro gasped, his face pale. “They were all zeroed in. Every single one. We’re jamming them into the Stone Age—how the hell are they getting a lock?”

Nobody answered. Mostly because they were too busy trying to stay alive.



I’m not abandoning the story.

I’m just… really, really busy.
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I managed to squeeze in a little time, so here’s an update.

It was supposed to be flawless. 

The woman had spent the entire engagement, from the opening volley until this very second, meticulously observing the swirling vortex of data flooding the battlefield. Eventually, she’d managed to slip through the layers upon layers of electronic deception and pinpoint the exact coordinates of the enemy flagship. It was a feat that would have been a tall order even for a dedicated, heavy-duty information-scanning vessel, but for her—a woman born with the innate instincts of a Sonarman—it was child’s play.

Then came the simultaneous strike from multiple vectors.

She had used this exact tactic across countless battlefields, and it had worked every single time. Occasionally, a lucky ship might avoid being sent straight to the scrap heap, but even then, she’d always dealt a blow heavy enough to knock them out of the fight. She had absolute, unwavering confidence in this method. It was impossible to fail.

“Are you alright, Miss Yotta?”

The voice came from right beside her. Yotta—the woman currently commanding one of the fleets that made up the larger Expeditionary Fleet Group—stiffened. She reached out and violently grabbed her Adjutant by the collar.

“What happened?!” Yotta screamed. “How the hell did they dodge it?!”

Yotta’s eyes darted to the markings on the BISHOP display. The icon for the enemy flagship was mocking her with a bright, steady [ACTIVE] status. Forget being sunk—the system hadn't even registered a [MINOR DAMAGE ASSESSMENT]. The ship was, for all intents and purposes, unscathed.

“T-the fleet followed protocol exactly!” the Adjutant stammered, trembling in her superior’s grip. “I’m checking the replay now... Here. The bombardment was executed with ninety-five percent accuracy. Only one ship whiffed its shot!”

Yotta shoved the woman away and glared at the Radar Screen as the replay looped.

“Fifty separate snipes from every conceivable angle,” Yotta hissed. “It’s physically impossible to avoid that.”

Yotta had tucked her fleet into the encirclement formation deployed by Admiral Sod, positioning them to wrap the target in a hemispherical kill zone. Furthermore, she had deliberately calculated the shots to overlap with slight offsets. No matter how the target tried to wiggle out of the trap once they noticed the incoming fire, at least one shell should have connected.

“A fluke, perhaps? It must have just coincided with some other maneuver...” the Adjutant muttered, sweat beading on her forehead.

Yotta turned a look on her that could have stripped paint. 

“They exposed their entire flank just to dodge! What kind of maneuver involves that?! And why did they snap right back into their original posture the second the shells passed? Don’t you think it’s a little convenient that only the target ship reacted? Shut your mouth, you useless hag!”

Yotta punctuating her threat by lazily kicking the Adjutant—a woman she considered good for nothing except being a warm body in a bed—square in the stomach with her boot.

“Ugh... h-hugh... M-my apologies...” 

The Adjutant curled into a ball on the floor, clutching her gut. Watching her subordinate writhe provided Yotta with a flicker of satisfaction. She crossed her legs with an air of superiority and went back to dissecting the replay.

The math is right. I covered every possible escape vector. Which means...

Yotta rewound the footage to just before the firing sequence and hit the slow-motion toggle.

“...The brat,” Yotta whispered, her jaw tightening. “They started dodging before the first shot even left the barrels.”

Wrinkles deepened on a face that was a mirror image of her older sister, Etta. Seething, Yotta bypassed standard protocols and accessed a hull database containing classified intelligence so sensitive even Admiral Sod wasn’t cleared for it.

“They isolated the scanning waves from the background noise of the battlefield. They must have triangulated their own position based on the intersection of my multi-scans. But that’s...”

Yotta ran a search through a specific personnel register within the database until she hit a match.

“...That’s impossible for anyone but a Sonarman. EY001. Etta. Reported missing during the Enzio Campaign; current status unknown.” Yotta’s eyes narrowed. “The other Sonarmen are accounted for. If there’s a ghost in the machine, it has to be this one.”

She downloaded the file into the BISHOP system, staring at the attached photo of a young, expressionless girl.

Specially tuned for electromagnetic wave reception. Top-tier analysis. Side effects: Requires extreme amounts of sleep or performance craters. Personality: Defective. Requires specific handling...

“Model and name are Etta Series, but her specs are Yotta Series,” Yotta mused. “Based on her age, she’s some half-baked derivative of me or Big Sis. Just another toy for Coleman.”

Yotta’s mind flashed back to her miserable adolescence at the Enhanced Human Research Facility New Eden. She searched her memories but couldn't place the face.

“Not in my records. A black-box project, maybe? Well, well...”

A distorted smile played across Yotta’s lips. To her Sonarman eyes, the world was a psychedelic landscape of shimmering particles. Now, she could see a faint, spherical pulse radiating from the target ship in a steady rhythm. It was a high-intensity Detailed Scan.

“You want to play, little sister? Fine. I’ll give you a game.”

Electronic waves from dozens of sources began to interfere, creating nodes of high-fidelity data. By watching the flow, Yotta could see exactly what her opponent was looking for—and exactly what they had found.

“You might have picked up some tricks from Enzio, but you’d do well to remember who supplied that tech in the first place. All scanner units, prepare for re-emission!”

Yotta barked the order to the fifteen Electronic Warfare Craft in her fleet. She leaned back, waiting for the kill. 

In the Facility, her reception capabilities had been peerless. She had survived four years of "selection exams" where the penalty for second place was being sent to the incinerator. She was one of the elite few ever allowed to leave the Facility alive. In the history of the Sonarman-type Boosted Man "Yotta Series," no one had a better record. 

“Go on, little rabbit. Run as much as you like. I’m going to enjoy this.”

She chuckled, remembering how she used to scold her sister for enjoying war. Guess I’m not one to talk, she thought with a smirk.



[RS08: MULTIPLE LOCK-ONS DETECTED. COMMENCING EVASIVE MANEUVERS.]

[RS31: SAME HERE. ENEMY ACCURACY HAS SPIKED SHARPLY. THEY’RE TUNING INTO OUR SIGNATURES.]

[RS17: CRITICAL HIT TO THE ENGINE BLOCK. WITHDRAWING FROM THE LINE. GOOD LUCK.]

“R-roger that! Everyone, focus on defensive patterns!”

Taro shouted into the comms, his heart hammering against his ribs after their own narrow escape from a concentrated volley. He’d heard the same report ten times in the last minute. He was finally starting to see the pattern, and he didn't like it.

“The jamming isn't doing a damn thing,” Taro muttered, his face turning a sickly shade of white. “We’re standing out here butt-naked.”

“That shouldn't be possible!” Marl cried, spinning around in her chair. “The sensors are green across the board and the jammers are redlined! I’ve checked the cycles three times!”

“I know, I know! But it’s not working! How are they getting hard locks from this range?!”

“Mr. Teiro? A moment, if you please.”

Koume’s calm voice cut through the panic. She turned her head toward the seat where Etta sat, staring blankly into the void.

“Miss Etta appears to have realized something. Perhaps we should consult her.”

All eyes fell on Etta. She didn’t seem to notice at first, but then she slowly closed her eyes and turned her head toward Taro.

“Someone like Etta... is over there,” she said simply.

The bridge went deathly quiet.

“...When you say ‘like you,’ do you mean... as in, they’re as good as you?” Taro asked tentatively.

Etta nodded. Taro’s face went from white to translucent. Marl’s expression hardened a second later as the implications set in.

“Another Sonarman?” Marl’s voice trembled. “If they can see through our jamming... does that mean we can’t run?”

No one answered. The silence was the only confirmation they needed.

“To be precise, it means that even if we run, they will find us instantly,” Koume said, her face a mask of stoicism. “Mr. Teiro, can you not use your... unique talents to boost our jamming? Like you did when you made the Imperial fleet look like fools?”

Taro shook his head frantically. It’s not that simple. “There are too many of them! That trick requires specific directivity. We’re surrounded on all sides, and they have an Etta of their own! You can’t trick the sensors when the person watching can see the source of the signal like a lighthouse in the dark!”

“Even if you cannot protect everyone, surely you can protect some, Mr. Teiro. Am I wrong?”

“I mean... technically, yeah, but... DAMN IT!”

She’s telling me to choose who lives and who dies. Taro slammed his fist into the arm of his chair. 

“I’m... I’m going to hurry the adjustments so we can relay your jamming signal to the other ships,” Marl said, her fingers flying across the console. 

“Thanks,” Taro whispered. He took a deep, shaky breath, trying to suppress the bile rising in his throat. They were holding back. They waited until we were pinned down so we couldn't bolt while we still had the chance.

He bit his lip until it bled, staring at the screen, trying to decide which ships to sacrifice. It was a choice no sane person should ever have to make, but they were well past the point of sanity.

“Look on the bright side, Mr. Teiro,” Koume said softly. “At least this happened before we engaged the Main Fleet. Now that we know the threat, we can adapt. It is a costly lesson, but a vital one.”

Taro knew she was right, but his heart refused to accept the logic.

“...Teiro. It’s okay.”

It was Etta. Her voice was slow, rhythmic. 

“I really don’t see how this is okay,” Taro said with a jagged, self-deprecating laugh.

“It’s okay. Leave it... to Etta.”

Unlike her previous screaming fit, Etta’s voice was now eerily calm—soft, almost tender. Taro looked up, sensing the shift in the air. Etta was smiling. It was a beautiful, serene expression.

“The wooden comb. The Kato plushie. Eating snacks with Bella. Lyza’s picture books. The big, fluffy bed. Clumsy Teiro. Kind Koume and Marl. Alan and Sakura... I don’t hate them, either.”

She was chanting the words like a lullaby. Suddenly, her hair began to lift, fanning out in a radial halo. The strands shimmered with a faint, iridescent hue, and particles of light—swirling like miniature galaxies—began to dance along the length of her hair. If not for the jagged sparks of static jumping between the strands, it would have looked like an aurora captured in a bottle.

“Etta’s happiness... I won’t let anyone touch it.”

Etta’s eyes snapped open. Her pupils dilated until the whites were nearly gone. 

[WARNING: INTERNAL RADIATION LEVELS EXCEEDING SAFETY LIMITS]
[CRITICAL SYSTEM OVERLOAD DETECTED]

“I won’t let them... take it!”

Etta slowly raised her hand. On the console in front of her, Plum’s electronic systems roared to life, the displays turning into a blur of light.

One by one, the electronic systems of every ship in the vicinity began to scream in unison.
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So sorry for the wait. Seriously, my bad.

I think I’ve finally, finally managed to get back into the writing groove.



Etta was feeling fabulous.

She scanned the bridge of the Plum, taking in her companions’ anxious faces, and yet she couldn't stop smiling. She wasn't entirely sure why, but she figured it was just the sheer thrill of being useful to Taro and the gang.

"An opponent just like Etta... just like me... hehehe."

Etta giggled under her breath, her eyes glazed over as she stared into a technicolor world painted by electromagnetic waves. To her, walls were no longer physical obstacles—they were mere suggestions. She could see right through them, even spotting the crew on the Second Bridge far in the distance. A moment later, the view vanished as Koume slammed the ship into Anti-Radiation Mode—likely a desperate attempt to keep Etta’s own leaking radiation from frying the rest of the crew—but it didn't matter. There were a million ways to see the stars.

"I love hide-and-seek. And I’m very good at seeking."

Muttering to herself, Etta dove into the Plum’s terminal, her fingers dancing across the BISHOP interface with fluid grace. Her "Excellent Boss"—or so she’d decided to call him—Taro hadn't even asked for an explanation. The moment she requested access to the Electronic Equipment Center, he’d green-lit it without a second thought.

I haven't actually done anything to earn this much trust, Etta thought. And as the guy in charge of this ship, he really shouldn't be this reckless with his security clearances. Marl and Alan were always calling Taro a "soft-hearted pushover," and Etta was starting to realize they were 100% correct.

Still, she kind of liked that about him.

"Yes, hide-and-seek. But you've got it all wrong. I don't know who you are, but you’re playing the game incorrectly."

Etta’s mood reached a fever pitch of excitement as she addressed her invisible rival. She fired up the Plum’s High-performance Communication System, and the massive array of sensors gave her every scrap of data she hungered for.

"Wrong... all wrong..."

She plunged her consciousness into the depths of the ship’s systems. The communication array funneled the scan data from every single ship in the fleet directly into Etta’s brain. She processed the torrent, untangling the enemy’s scan waves and the flow of Communication Drive Particles like a bored cat unravelling a ball of yarn.

"You think you’re the one looking for us. But that’s not how this works."

Etta sifted through the whirlpool of complex, camouflaged data, distilled it into a series of simple tasks, and tossed it over to Taro. And, as always, he managed to shock her—the encrypted data was spat back out, fully decrypted, almost before she’d finished sending it.

"We aren't the ones hiding. That's just boring."

As a pure-blooded Sonarman, Etta raked through the processed info, her mind racing to derive that one single, golden coordinate. It was the same way she had survived life back at The Facility.

To an outside observer, the sheer volume of data she was crunching was enough to liquefy a human brain—a literal life-shaving effort. To Etta, it was just Tuesday. She didn't have Taro’s freakish Super-calculation Ability, but she could grasp abstractions, merge them, and spit out logical results with terrifying efficiency. That was how she’d won the cutthroat games back home.

"I'm 'it'."

Etta spotted a single set of coordinates amidst the digital storm and smirked. Her opponent was clever, hiding behind layers of sophisticated spoofing, but in Etta’s eyes, it was amateur hour. She had stepped over the corpses of a dozen people more talented than this. This rival wasn't even worth remembering. Based on the technique, she guessed it was someone who’d only lasted three, maybe four years at The Facility.

"A 3rd-year. Found you."

Etta’s distorted smile widened. "Found... you!" she chirped, her laughter echoing with childish glee.

At Coleman’s Facility, Etta had never lost.

Not once in twenty years.



"Look at them, desperately trying to find us. Hehe... how cute. And how naive."

Yotta, the Mercenaries' undisputed queen of scanning, could feel the enemy Sonarman flailing. The enemy’s scans were messy, scattered—useless for a weapons Lock-on and definitely not precise enough to calculate a Space Reservation for an Overdrive jump.

"You can't just spam waves like that, darling. You'll clutter the field and cause an information overflow. You need order."

Yotta’s voice was as sweet and patronizing as a preschool teacher talking to a child who’d just colored outside the lines.

She predicted every piece of info her opponent might have gleaned and layered her countermeasures ten deep. She didn't actually think her jamming could be broken, and she doubted the enemy was even seeing real data, but she was a perfectionist. After all, the way they’d dodged that earlier sniping suggested they weren't total idiots.

"Oh, for heaven’s sake. Look at that. They’re searching in a completely different sector now."

Yotta giggled as she watched the enemy Sonarman fire off another round of meaningless scans. It was the pathetic, frantic behavior of someone who’d lost their target and was now just guessing at shadows.

"The battle is going perfectly... Ufufu, I think we can call this one."

Yotta leaned back, finally satisfied with her electronic bullying, and glanced at the Tactical Screen. The Second Main Fleet was steamrolling the opposition. It was only a matter of time. They’d already vaporized one battleship and chewed through 30% of the enemy’s forces. The encirclement was ironclad.

"Poor Etta-oneesama. She won't even get a turn. I wonder if she’ll be mad at me later?"

This whole thing had been a joke from the start—a tiny guerrilla force trying to pick a fight with the Second Main Fleet? The power disparity was so vast that a reversal was literally impossible. Not once in the entire bloody history of the Galactic Empire had a 1-to-10 disadvantage ended in anything but a massacre.

"Still, I never expected the flagship to lead the charge."

Yotta stared at the icon on the Radar Screen representing the enemy flagship, still stubbornly fighting on the front lines. She looked up, and her Adjutant nodded frantically.

"Y-yes! According to the solutions from the Formula, it was considered a statistical possibility, but..."

The Adjutant trailed off, mumbling. Yotta felt a prickle of annoyance at the mention of "The Formula"—it had been suspiciously off-base lately—but she decided to let it slide. Everything was going too well to be grumpy.

Sure, they’d expected some sabotage, but the Representative Director showing up in person was a gift. The Mercenaries had been terrified of a long, drawn-out guerrilla war in outer space; this was much more efficient. You cut off the head, and the body dies. Unless the leader has some insane, god-like charisma, organizations always fold once the boss is gone. And according to her Intel, Taro was no god.

"Whoa! A direct hit! Who fired that? I’m giving that crew a massive bonus!"

Yotta practically bounced out of her chair. On the screen, the words [DIRECT HIT] flashed right over the enemy flagship. A moment later, the status changed to the words she’d been dreaming of. No escape pods, no survivors—just a sudden, catastrophic secondary explosion that deleted the ship from existence.

"The enemy flagship, Battleship Plum, has been SUNK! Ahahaha! Oh, this feels good! This is the best!"

Giddy with excitement, Yotta grabbed her Adjutant and kissed them squarely on the lips. The Adjutant froze in shock before melting into a submissive heap.

"Look at them! That is the fate of losers! The end of fools who think they can challenge true power! The weak obey the strong—it’s the law of the universe! And anyone who forgets it ends up as space dust!"

Yotta gestured grandly at the Radar Screen, which showed the enemy fleet in a state of total collapse. The Adjutant stared with hollow, dazed eyes, nodding along before blinking as if waking from a dream.

"Yes... Um, Miss Yotta? We’ve had an incoming transmission from Admiral Sod for a while now—"

"Ignore him! I’m having a moment! Don’t ruin the vibe!"

Yotta snapped, cutting the Adjutant off. The subordinate looked worried for a split second before reverting to the expression of a loyal, tail-wagging dog.

"He’s probably just calling to accept a surrender, but I’m not interested. It’s a shame, really, but they all have to die here."

Yotta gave the Adjutant a look that said, You get it, right? The Adjutant squeaked out a "Yes" with an ecstatic flush, watching as Yotta’s hand wandered inside their blouse.

[EMERGENCY INCOMING CALL: FLEET HEADQUARTERS, ADMIRAL SOD]

The red BISHOP text flashed across Yotta’s mental vision. She yanked her hand back and kicked a nearby auxiliary screen with a scream of rage.

"SHUT UP! What is it now?!"

She was livid. The battlefield was hers. There were no variables left. The last enemy ship was being picked apart as they spoke. She didn't want a report; she wanted a standing ovation.

"That old fossil... if this is about paperwork, I’m having him fired by next month!"

Growling, Yotta finally slapped the connection open.

"WHAT ARE YOU DOING, MISS YOTTA?! HAVE YOU GONE BLIND?! LOOK AT YOUR RADAR!"

Sod’s roar was so loud it tripped the bridge’s automatic volume suppressors. Yotta flinched, her own temper flaring as she prepared to scream right back. But then—

"EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY! THERE IS A LARGE-SCALE WARHEAD CLOSING ON YOUR POSITION! IT’S THAT KINETIC WEAPON!"

Yotta blinked, her brain stalling. She glanced at the Radar Screen and sighed. There was nothing. No missiles, no projectiles. Even with stealth tech, finding a physical object in her backyard was child's play for a Sonarman of her caliber.

The man was clearly senile. Yotta’s anger turned into pity.

"Stop being hysterical and finish the cleanup. We can't have survivors. A few escape pods got away, didn't they? Go hunt them down."

Yotta sounded exhausted. On the screen, Sod looked like he’d just seen a ghost.

"WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?! MISS YOTTA, THE ENEMY FLEET IS GONE! THEY OVERDROVE OUT OF THE SECTOR MINUTES AGO! GET OUT OF THERE! YOU’RE OUT OF TIME!"

Sod’s face was beet-red, veins bulging on his forehead as he leaned into the camera. Finally, a cold chill washed over Yotta. She focused every ounce of her consciousness into BISHOP.

"...What... what is this?"

She stared, paralyzed. Deep in her system’s kernel, a Timer Function she’d never seen before was counting down.

"Who... how did—"

The timer hit zero.

"Ah... ah..."

Yotta’s voice was a pathetic wheeze.

Suddenly, the ship’s real alarms began to scream. The bridge lighting turned a violent, bloody red. The "reality" her ship had been feeding her was stripped away, overwritten by a cold, hard truth. Her eyes darted to the Tactical Screen. The enemy fleet was gone. There was no wreckage.

Instead, there was a single, massive piece of debris hurtling toward her bridge at relativistic speeds.

"Onee-sama—"

In the microsecond before her consciousness was physically erased by a thermonuclear bloom, Yotta finally understood.

She hadn't been winning. She’d been lobotomized.
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"Well, this has turned into a right mess, hasn't it?"

Inside the central command center of the Mercenaries Expeditionary Fleet Flagship, the adjutant to Supreme Commander Sod muttered the words under his breath.

"............"

Sod didn't offer a rebuttal. His silence wasn't a denial; it was a grim, de facto acceptance of the catastrophe.

"Judging by the absurd spikes in communication traffic, we were likely hit with some flavor of heavy ECM... honestly, we won't know the specifics until the tech ghouls finish the analysis."

The adjutant’s finger slid across a screen, looping a replay of the events leading to the spectacular sinking of the ship carrying Sod’s superior, Yotta. Sod responded with a noncommittal snort, his eyes glued to the digital carnage.

"I didn't think I was underestimating them," Sod whispered to the empty air.

The casualty ratio from the previous engagement was skewed so heavily against the expeditionary force it was almost funny. Sod’s pride had taken a bruising, sure, but he wasn't about to go into a depressive spiral over it. 

Winning every single battle was a statistical impossibility, and his long career was paved with its fair share of retreats. This was just another tally on the 'loss' column. What mattered was the next move.

"In a war of attrition, we're the ones with the deep pockets. We can afford to do this five or six more times. They can't."

Sod spoke to no one in particular, despite his adjutant standing right there. 

"Even if we lose every tactical skirmish, as long as we hit the objective, we win. Tactics and strategy are different animals. However—"

Sod tapped into the [BISHOP FLEET INTEGRATED INFORMATION SYSTEM] and scrolled through the laundry list of things they’d just lost.

"—that logic only holds up if we keep fighting while pretending the losses don't exist."

Sod closed his eyes, lamenting the absurdity of his situation.

As the Supreme Commander, his biggest headache wasn't the enemy fleet; it was the plumbing. 

Machines—even those built for the glorious purpose of space murder—tended to wear out and break. It was a classic story: the shields hold perfectly against an enemy Beam, but the kinetic thud rattles a trillion-credit circuit board into a paperweight. 

Ships were essentially giant, flying dumpsters for consumables. Take a single Fusion Engine; it wasn't enough to just have the fuel. You needed a million tiny parts working in harmony. A spaceship was just tens of thousands of those temperamental gadgets holding hands in a vacuum.

"The fact that we’re in the middle of nowhere is the real killer. If only this weren't Outer Space..."

The inability to resupply locally was a nightmare Sod had never faced. In the Galactic Empire Sphere of Influence, you couldn't throw a rock without hitting a resupply station. Sure, sometimes a corporation would snub you, but then you'd just find a different station or pay a 'convenience fee' that looked more like a bribe.

But here? In Outer Space? There were no facilities. If there were, the enemy owned them. To make matters worse, his usual buddies at the Logistics Management Company had skipped this war. Even the 'Outsider' labor firms—the kind of people who would sell their own mothers for the right price—had picked the worst possible moment to stage a massive strike. He didn't know why, and he suspected the reason was something stupid, but knowing wouldn't fix his lack of spare bolts.

"And then there are the things you can't just order from a catalog."

He stared at the list of dead and missing. He recognized some of the names. Men he’d shared drinks with. Sure, the meat-grinder would eventually spit out new personnel, but not today. And the new guys wouldn't be the friends he'd just lost.

"So, a victory built on mutual destruction is nothing more than a pipe dream?" the adjutant asked, his voice chillingly level.

Admiral Sod nodded and crossed his arms. "Precisely. We aren't berserkers. We aren't like that Gunma Star System Defense Force—we don't fight down to the last man. I have zero desire to write letters to tens of thousands of grieving families. I'd rather use this sidearm to ventilate my own skull."

Sod tapped the gun on his belt a few times before facing his subordinate.

"No pursuit. Prioritize search and rescue. Get the repair crews moving. If you're missing a part, rip it out of a wreck or dismantle a non-essential ship. I want every possible hull operational."

"Sir!" The adjutant snapped a salute and turned to leave, but stopped mid-stride, glancing back. "Admiral... isn't this technically a violation of orders? We were told to rush the target as our top priority."

The man’s voice sounded suspiciously innocent. Sod flashed a wicked grin.

"Who gives a damn? If the brass complains, tell them 'slow and steady wins the race.' It's not like we're running away. Besides..." Sod waved a hand, dismissing the topic. "That watchdog woman is dead and gone. A real tragedy, that."

The Admiral’s face, as he mourned his superior, looked positively radiant.



"Huh. That’s unexpected. I was sure they’d be breathing down our necks by now," Teiro said, his face scrunched in confusion.

From the bridge of the Battleship Plum, Marl glanced up, her eyes darting between holographic windows. "Is it? They lost their Sonarman. Maybe they just want to, you know, not die immediately?"

Teiro opened his mouth to reply but thought better of it. Marl looked like she was trying to juggle chainsaws. She was currently using the Plum’s comms to remotely oversee repairs and inspections for the entire fleet. Even though the other ships had their own experts, Marl was simply better. She’d already salvaged several 'totaled' ships and seemed to have a mental map of every single bolt and circuit in the fleet.

"While it is true the enemy lost a Sonarman, Koume believes that since they have our current coordinates, now is actually the optimal time for them to strike. Also, Mr. Teiro, it is statistically reckless to assume the enemy only had one Sonarman," Koume chimed in, her head swiveling toward him.

"Ah, right. Yeah," Teiro nodded, then blinked. "Wait, what?"

"What do you mean 'what,' Mr. Teiro? If your next sentence is a pathetic admission that you hadn't considered that, Koume would prefer not to hear it."

"............A-Ahaha! Of course I thought of that! I was just, uh, thinking about how mysterious it is that they aren't attacking despite that obvious fact!"

"Ahahaha, quite right, Mr. Teiro. Koume apologizes for the rudeness. According to Mr. Phantom’s intel, there should be at least ten Sonarmen in their ranks."

"Y-Yeah. Exactly. Man, Outsider spies are the best. No BISHOP connection means no mind-reading. Super niche, but handy."

Teiro glossed over his idiocy and looked at the small seat nearby. Remembering the high-speed electronic wizardry that had just occurred, he felt a cold shiver run down his spine.

The enemy has spares, but we've only got Etta. 

"Let’s get out of here before we wake the Sleeping Princess. Greed is a slow and insidious killer," Teiro decided, looking at the motionless Etta. He turned to Marl, leaned forward, and began shaking his entire body like a toddler having a localized earthquake.

"............What are you doing? You look disgusting," Marl deadpanned.

"Wait, this isn't the signal to retreat? Koume taught me this."

"The fleet is ready for Re-Overdrive, Mr. Teiro. As usual, Miss Marl’s efficiency is terrifying," Koume said.

Marl gave Teiro a look of pure suspicion. Teiro, in turn, glared at Koume. The AI simply rotated her head three hundred and sixty degrees to look at the back wall.

"Lately, I’m starting to think this thing is actually a tiny person in a suit..." Teiro muttered.

"There is no 'person' inside, Mr. Teiro. A human could never achieve this level of neck-snapping rotation."

Koume’s head began spinning at high velocity, her hair flaring out like an umbrella from the centrifugal force.

"Whoa!" Teiro clapped. A split second later, a kick from Marl sent him flying out of his seat.

"We! Are! At! War! Okay?!"

"O-Okay, Ma'am! Dammit, how does she always hit me right in the vitals..."

"You say something?"

"Nothing! Sorry! [LINKAGE OVERDRIVE], go!"

A momentary sensation of weightlessness followed by the slight tug of acceleration. Teiro watched the [SIMULTANEOUS FLEET WARP] confirm on the Radar Screen and then promptly collapsed onto the floor in relief.

Honestly, I thought I might die for a second.

Marl stood up, her work paused by the warp. "Me too," she sighed. She walked over to Etta’s seat and gently stroked the girl’s hair. "We really owe Etta for this. Look at her, she’s out cold. She must be exhausted."

"By the way, Mr. Teiro," Koume said. Her head was still facing backward—apparently, she’d hit a snag in the gears. "I noticed an entirely unnecessary gimmick in the electronic deception package you sent. The one you created. Koume fails to see the tactical utility. Care to explain?"

Teiro looked at the backward-headed AI and shuddered. "Well, it wasn't necessary, strictly speaking. Just a mood thing. I had the leftover code from when we were looking for Marl, and Etta was doing all the heavy lifting, so I had some free time. Given what those guys have done to us... well, it was probably immature. I don't know."

He didn't try to hide it. He’d sent a countdown timer to the enemy just to mess with their heads. 

Koume nodded—to the rear. Then, as if giving up on the mechanical jam, she popped her own head off with a cartoonish thwip.

"As an AI, Koume cannot comprehend such things, but perhaps that is the human condition. Regardless, the target is confirmed destroyed. Given her skill, she was likely a high-value individual. Removing her is a net positive for our survival. Also, if Koume may offer an honest opinion..."

The AI tucked her own head under her arm and gave a very human shrug.

"It was quite refreshing. A classic 'serves you right' scenario."

The face on the head tucked under her arm twisted into a smug, triumphant grin. Teiro laughed, and Marl joined in.

"But hey, that was just round one. We barely scraped by. The real show starts now," Teiro said, his smile fading as Marl helped him up.

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. Despite the damage dealt, the enemy Second Fleet is still a massive threat, and their Main Fleet is closing in. The battle has only just begun."

Koume, now perfectly expressionless again, spoke from the head beneath her armpit.

"You're right. Just the first round..." Marl muttered, exhausted. 

They all nodded. Somewhere out there, the Survey Team and the Doctor were supposed to be sending a signal. All three of them were looking in different directions, but on the BISHOP interface, they were all staring at the same blank line, waiting for the connection to flicker to life.
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A man, one of the oversight members for Mercenaries Co., Ltd., stepped onto the bridge of the expeditionary fleet’s flagship in silence. He wasn't particularly enthusiastic about the report he had to deliver, but he couldn't deny there was a certain morbid curiosity drawing him in.

He wanted to see exactly how she would react to the news.

"Your sister is dead," the man blurted out the moment he stood before the woman who reigned at the absolute pinnacle of the company.

"Hmph. Is that intel solid?"

The Representative Director, lounging in a state of near-nakedness, sounded utterly bored. The man felt a twinge of disappointment at the lackluster response, but he kept his face a mask of feigned ignorance.

"The Strike Fleet Group is under Sod’s command. The chances of it being misinformation are... well, they aren't zero, but I wouldn't hold my breath."

The Mercenaries’ primary bread and butter was labor dispatch—specifically, the high-octane business of sending temporary combatants into war zones. Sod, who had headed the Security Department for this pack of warmongers for years, was a commander of undisputed talent. He was a cautious man, not the sort to fumble sensitive data.

"I see. That’s a shame. I actually liked her... Oh well."

Etta, the queen of the Mercenaries, let out a long, luxurious stretch atop her high-end plush seat. 

"Whatever. It’s not like I’m short on replacements."

She let out a tiny, sharp laugh and waved her hand dismissively to shoo him away. The man felt a fresh wave of frustration that this woman he loathed remained so completely unfazed, but he turned on his heel to leave.

"Wait."

The voice stopped him dead. The man turned back, wondering what she wanted, and in that instant, every hair on his body stood on end.

The woman who had been lounging across the room was suddenly standing right behind him. He hadn't even seen her move.

"I’m tweaking the tactics. This requires approval from a set number of shareholders, so sign this for me, would you?"

She pressed a Pulse Chip against his chest. 

"A-ah... right," the man stammered, his voice climbing an octave as he snatched the chip and practically fled the bridge.

"......"

He power-walked through the battleship’s corridors in a frantic, silent dash. Only after rounding a corner and ensuring the bridge entrance was well out of sight did he stop to take a ragged, deep breath.

It’s fine. Calm down. There’s no way she knows.

He muttered the words barely above a whisper, leaning his weight against the cold corridor wall.

The Naraza crowd are Outsiders. No matter how sharp that woman is...

A persistent sense of dread gnawed at him, and he stared intensely at the chip in his hand. Bracing himself, he pressed it against his forehead to interface.

"......"

After several long moments of processing the data within the chip, he slumped to the floor with a heavy sigh of relief. It wasn't exactly dignified for a man of his rank, but he knew this specific spot was a blind zone for the surveillance cameras. Besides, even if someone saw him, he was too drained to care.

"She certainly knows how to make my skin crawl... I see. Replacements might be easy to find, but that doesn't mean she isn't pissed."

He looked over the tactical revisions recorded on the chip and spat a comment at the empty air.

Listed under the tactical parameters was the Permissible Damage Ratio. It had originally been set at 50%. Now, it was 100%.



"It's about time, I reckon."

Inside a red Humanoid Weapon specialized for communications, the woman who currently held the most raw military power in the RS Alliance murmured to herself.

"If that guy's report is on the money, then yeah... Hey, Bella. Are you seriously going out in a HAD? You’ve been lounging around on the ship this whole time, haven't you?"

Squall, referring to Teiro as "that guy," spoke to his older sister over the comms. Bella shifted her weight in the cramped cockpit. 

"I feel more at home in here," she replied. "Besides, according to the boy’s report, the enemy doesn't have any Carriers. This is way safer than being on a ship. The enemy isn't stupid enough to waste shots from a massive main gun on a single HAD."

Bella had scrutinized the combat logs sent over by Teiro and deduced that their opponent was a seasoned pro. On paper, it looked like Teiro’s side had snatched a victory at the last second, but looking at the flow of the battle, it wouldn't have been surprising if they’d been tactically annihilated.

She gave Teiro a fair bit of credit for his command; she didn't think the close call was due to any fatal incompetence on his part.

"Fair enough. More importantly, what’s the word from the old g— I mean, the old man? Right now, there are more people excited for a report from him than there are people waiting for a marriage proposal response."

Squall sounded utterly exhausted by the hype. Bella laughed, "No doubt about that," before adding a disclaimer. "But it probably won't happen."

"He won't make it in time for the final showdown. At the very least, not before we start trading blows with their advance unit. We just have to pray the enemy’s main force takes its sweet time getting here."

Bella’s smile vanished. She ran a hand through her long hair with a look of pure irritation. Squall looked visibly dejected, letting out a "Figures," before roughly lighting the cigar clamped between his teeth.

"The enemy advance unit is nearly double our size. High quality, too. Their lead is probably sharp as a tack. Do we even have a snowball's chance in hell?"

Squall blew a cloud of smoke toward the comms camera. Bella playfully poked her brother’s face on the monitor. 

"Who knows?" she feigned. "Out here in the middle of nowhere, there’s not much room for fancy tricks. Although—"

Bella pulled a cigar of her own from her pocket—one she’d saved for a special occasion. She struck an igniter and lit it. It was a premium stick Teiro had gifted her, supposedly sourced from the Katsushika Star System.

"If the boy is playing his part as told, things might get interesting... Heh. It’s him we’re talking about. I’m sure he’s exceeding expectations as we speak."

She spoke with genuine affection, watching the purple smoke drift through the air. The way the smoke was sucked into the air conditioner's intake reminded her, somewhat poetically, of the movement of a fleet.



"What... what is this? This overwhelming presence! I am certain that I am currently witnessing a moment that will go down in history!"

On the bridge of the Battleship Plum, Teiro stared at the ship on the screen and shouted with over-the-top theatricality.

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. Koume posits that this is no longer a mere ship, but a work of art. Ah, how truly magnificent it is... the 'combination'!"

Standing right beside him, Koume emphasized the word "combination" with crisp, powerful enunciation. She was staring at the screen with the same intensity as Teiro, her face flushed with a look of pure ecstasy.

The screen displayed what they had dubbed the Battleship Oretachi. It was a makeshift monstrosity created by forcibly slamming the Battleship Cherry Boy and the Techno Break together. It consisted of the Techno Break serving as a literal pedestal for an upside-down Cherry Boy stacked on top of it. It was, by all accounts, bizarre.

"Hahaha! I knew you’d understand, Eccentric Super Robot Koume! The splendor of the combination! The raw power! The aesthetic perfection!"

Teiro threw his jacket over his shoulders, flourishing it like a cape. Koume gave him a profound bow before dropping to one knee.

"Indeed, Admiral. I wish to christen this the Super Battle Combination."

"Heh, I see. A name that makes me want to drop a merciless iron hammer of justice on someone... But wait, how about Supreme Combination? Simple, yet ultimate. Beautiful, right?"

"Excellent, Mr. Teiro. It sounds like a name that belongs in a death match against an Ultimate Combination battleship."

"It’s a Virgin Combination at best!" Marl’s voice screamed through the comms. "Listen, the launch prep is almost done, so start taking this seriously! The Cherry’s mass is going to soak up the recoil, so we can probably fire without the ships breaking apart. I assume you’ve actually finished the damn calculations on your end?"

Teiro gave a distracted "Yeah, yeah," while re-checking the firing calculations he'd finished earlier. 

"Virgin Combination, huh... but if a virgin 'combines,' doesn't that mean they aren't a virgin anymore?"

"That is the absolute bottom-tier of dirty jokes! Shut up and fire already!"

Teiro gave the screaming Marl a breezy "Roger, roger," and began manipulating the fire control system linked to the Battleship Oretachi. He took aim at the enemy fleet positioned far ahead, using the precise coordinates Etta had calculated.

"Alright. Let’s do this. Any change in the beam path environment?"

"Confirmed, Mr. Teiro. Natural radiation interference is at 0.002. Bearing 33.4 by 55."

"Copy that. Compensating... Okay. Enemy coordinates?"

"No change. Their acceleration drop from Inverted Navigation is within the predicted range."

"Got it. Firing simultaneously with lock-on. Handle the comms lag for me, yeah? Here we go!"

Teiro slowly pointed his index finger toward the ceiling before snapping it down toward the front of the ship with gusto.

"Eternal Force Blizzard Cannon, fire! Let’s end this from outrange!"

The moment Teiro barked the ridiculous name he’d just made up, the command flashed to the Techno Break. The massive cannon mounted to the ship’s hull erupted, unleashing a colossal beam of pure light into the void.

It’s a bit short, but it’s a good place to stop.
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"Sniping with a Large-caliber Cannon, huh? Between the Carriers and this, they certainly have a lot of tricks up their sleeves."

A streak of blue light shrieked past the hull. On the Bridge of the Mercenaries Expeditionary Fleet Flagship, Sod watched the monitor with a look that was half-impressed and half-exhausted.

"Does this mean they anticipated this exact situation?" the Adjutant asked, his face a mask of sullen professionalism.

Sod let out a bitter chuckle. "Hardly." 

He stood up from his command seat and leaned toward the viewport, peering into the void. "In our last encounter, they only fired that cannon once. It wasn't because they were holding back; they literally couldn't use it. The ship’s mass is far too small for a gun of that caliber. If it were otherwise, they would have been peppering us the whole time."

"Our Observation Team reached the same conclusion, and yet..." 

The Adjutant stepped up beside Sod, looking out just as another streak of blue light lanced through the formation, disappearing into the distance behind them. To protect themselves, the fleet had rotated their frontal armor away from the direction of travel, essentially retreating at a crawl.

"They’re firing in rapid succession now," the Adjutant continued. "Perhaps they can’t use it on the front lines? Maybe it requires some kind of specialized support system? Regardless, it’s cut our cruising speed in half. It’s an incredibly effective stalling tactic."

In the cold reality of space, mass and power were everything. You couldn't just slap thick armor on every square inch of a ship; it had to be concentrated at the front. This was why Warships weren't spheres or cubes, but long, narrow needles—maximizing armor while minimizing the target profile. 

Essentially, spaceships were built to go forward. Moving backward was a sluggish, pathetic affair.

"We can’t expect resupply, so if they puncture our fuel tanks, it’s game over," Sod grumbled. "I’m not turning my ass to them even if I’m dying. I guess this is just a game of chicken."

Sod rubbed the back of his hand, checking the holographic clock. They were way behind the schedule set by Operations Headquarters, but they hadn't quite hit his "absolute disaster" threshold yet.

"Oh, it looks like those idiots are finally making a move," the Adjutant noted, looking at a tactical overlay.

Sod knew exactly who "those idiots" were: the Independent Unit under Yotta’s command. He let out an irritated growl. "Is there nothing inside those morons' heads? They saw that perfect Simultaneous Fleet Overdrive the enemy pulled earlier, and they still think they can catch them? On top of that, we're in the enemy’s backyard!"

"Quite right, sir. Shall we order them to stand down?"

"No... but send a warning anyway. They’re outside our direct chain of command, so I can’t force them to stop."

The enemy was either a group of god-tier veterans or they were packing some seriously high-end Link Stabilizers. Their fleet jumps were terrifyingly precise. Sod knew that if Yotta tried a mindless Assault, the enemy would just blink away and laugh.

"Charging into five hundred ships with fifty of their own... is that courage, or just stupidity?" the Adjutant asked with a grimace.

Sod didn't answer, though he knew the truth. It wasn't courage. It was the fact that Yotta’s personal unit was composed almost entirely of raving drug addicts.

"I suppose we should keep an eye on them?" the Adjutant asked, sounding thoroughly fed up.

Sod sighed and shrugged. "We have to. They’re a nightmare to deal with, but I don’t need them screaming to the brass later that we abandoned them."

With a few keystrokes, Sod granted the Adjutant partial access to the ship's sensor suite. It was a specialized Scan System built specifically for a Sonarman. While it didn't hold a candle to Yotta’s specialized gear, the Adjutant was a trained Sonarman himself. In this Expeditionary Fleet, every two ships shared one specialist.

"It looks like the enemy fled as expected," the Adjutant muttered, his eyes glazed as he focused on the data feed. "But... wait. What is this? There’s a massive debris field. Is it a minefield?"

Sod’s eyebrow shot up. Debris? He felt a momentary wave of relief; surely they couldn't have scattered that many mines so quickly. 

"Even for them, positioning themselves inside their own Minefield seems a bit much. I’d have to question their sanity."

"I don't know, sir, but the volume is staggering. The individual signatures are so small they look like a fog on the sensors... My apologies. This is as much as I can pull with my current output." 

The Adjutant wiped sweat from his brow, exhaling sharply. 

"That’s enough," Sod said, comforting him. 

But internally, Sod was recalculating. If the enemy had the logistics to deploy and operate that many mines, they were far more cunning than he’d given them credit for. 

"If we’d had a more accurate map, we could have avoided this mess entirely," Sod muttered. "It all comes down to one thing: poor preparation."

On Sod’s map, the area the enemy had jumped to was listed as empty Interstellar Space. There shouldn't have been any Drive Particle corridors there. Yet, the enemy had jumped right into it. The map was garbage.

What was the top brass thinking? This could have been avoided with a single scout team.

Sod kept the thought to himself. War was eighty percent preparation—a rule that hadn't changed since the dawn of time.

"Yotta’s unit is trying to turn back... Oh, wow. That’s brutal," the Adjutant said, wincing at the Detailed Scan. 

"Report," Sod commanded.

"Six ships are dead in the water—no turning maneuvers at all. Another ten are showing massive delays. The ones still moving are fumbling around, presumably trying to avoid the mines. If they aren't just panicking, then they’ve taken catastrophic damage."

"..."

"And now the enemy has started sniping the disabled ships. We have enough Electronic Warfare Craft to jam the targeting for now, but we can't do that forever. At this rate, we’ll be lucky if we can even evacuate the survivors."

"So they played us perfectly. I guess we shouldn't be celebrating the fact that they stopped shooting at us," Sod said. "But really, what the hell did they throw out there? I’ve never heard of anti-ship mines you can dump in those quantities. Is it some kind of new Gigantech weapon?"

Sod remembered the enemy's ties to Gigantech Corp and the Imperial Navy. The Imperial Navy had been experimenting with new kinetic weaponry lately, and the enemy flagship was definitely packing live-ammo guns.

"Our Intelligence Department didn't have anything on this, but then again, they also missed the fact that the enemy had Carriers. It’s possible," the Adjutant said, reaching for his communicator. "I'll see if I can get a confirmation on the ordnance type."

Sod nodded silently, staring at the useless map on the screen. When the war started, he’d praised the high command for having such detailed maps of the frontier. Now, he wanted to burn them.

"It’s a long Corridor... but if we break through, we’re right at the objective. If we can just endure this..." 

Sod traced the thin line of Drive Particles they were following. Being harassed by Carrier Assaults and long-range sniping for the entire duration of the transit was going to be a physical and mental hell.

"Admiral... um..."

The Adjutant held the communicator, looking utterly bewildered. He shook his head as if trying to clear a daze.

"We’ve identified the mines. They’re fifty-centimeter kinetic projectiles, remotely operated. They have a built-in Plasma Expansion Body that triggers a small-scale explosion. They're designed specifically to shred engines and thrusters. The main armor and weapon systems are reportedly untouched."

"Hmm. A very niche weapon. Anti-drone, perhaps?" Sod mused. "It’s certainly what they need right now, but the utility is so limited. Have they been mass-producing these things since peacetime?"

"No, sir... that’s the thing. They weren't produced as weapons at all."

"A modified civilian product? 'Kinetic projectile' is a bit vague. What were they originally?"

"Well... the report says... I mean, they even sent over the video feed, but..." 

The Adjutant stammered, his face turning an interesting shade of red. 

"Answer the question!" Sod snapped, his patience fraying.

The Adjutant snapped to attention, his spine cracking. "Sir! My apologies! The enemy deployed... Dildos!"

A heavy, suffocating silence filled the bridge. 

Finally, Sod blinked. "I’m sorry, I think I misheard you."

"You did not, Admiral. Dildos. Vibrators, kokeshi, Harigata—there are many names, but they are adult self-pleasure toys. Given the enemy’s... business portfolio, I suppose it makes sense. It seems they were originally designed for remote operation via BISHOP."

The Adjutant scratched his cheek awkwardly. Sod, unsure of what expression a man was supposed to make in this situation, settled for a long, weary sigh.

"I don’t know whether to praise their flexibility or be insulted that we're being stopped by sex toys," Sod said. "How many of these things... uh... do they have?"

"One moment... According to the data, their annual production is in the tens of millions. We don't know the cost or time required for weaponization, but they likely have a massive stockpile."

"Right. Okay. Fine."

Sod took another deep breath and picked up the fleet-wide communicator. It was time to give the order.

"Group Fleet Commander to all ships. Change course one-hundred and eighty degrees. Execute a full turn and bring engines to maximum cruising speed. Ignore the sniping."

The order went out directly to every flagship. Sod then opened a secure line to a section of the ship that usually sat idle.

"We’re prioritizing speed over safety?" the Adjutant asked, skeptical.

"No," Sod said, shaking his head. He barked a quick command into the line and turned back to his subordinate. "I won't tolerate any more damage before the decisive battle, and I'm done dealing with their absurd tactics. We’re going to stop their attacks, advance at full speed, and crush their main force. And while we’re at it, we’ll pick up those idiots stranded in the dildo field. No matter how pathetic they are, they're still our allies."

Sod spoke as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. The Adjutant tilted his head.

"Is that even possible, sir?"

Sod looked at him with a deadpan expression. "It’s simple. We’re just going to declare a ceasefire. Broadcast it to everyone—friend, foe, and anyone else listening. Make it as flashy as possible."



Why is it? Even though I'm supposed to be writing a serious story.
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So, apparently, I screwed up the scheduled posting and it went live early.

Oh well, whatever. It stays—

"—Repeating. We, the Mercenaries Expeditionary Fleet, acting under the authority of Sod Myers, Director of the Security Department and Admiral of the Expeditionary Fleet—who has been delegated full operational rights by Headquarters—have received and examined the claims of the Rising Sun Alliance. We are prepared to alter our future course of action. To this end, we demand an immediate cessation of all combat activities currently occurring between the Zayed Southern Region Space Expeditionary Force and the Rising Sun Alliance Forces. Furthermore, we formally request a ceasefire based on the Emergency Ceasefire Clause of the Imperial Government Private Military Law. In addition—"

The wide-area communication from the Mercenaries Second Fleet blared through the speakers. Taro stood on the bridge of the Plum alongside Marl and Koume, listening to the loop for what felt like the hundredth time.

"—The aforementioned Admiral Sod Myers and two Adjutants shall be dispatched as special envoys to the Rising Sun Alliance Forces. They will approach for negotiations in a small craft and will carry no armaments, with the exception of standard Anti-Debris Defense Armament and Anti-Particle Defense Weapons. We request that you refrain from attacking. This transmission is being sent simultaneously to the Alliance Council and Mercenaries Headquarters, as well as to the Galactic Imperial Government, the Gigantech Corp Governing Body, and the Imperial War Law Bar Association as neutral third parties. Repeating. We—"

Taro reached out and slapped the speaker toggle to ‘off.’ He stared at the Radar Screen, his jaw hanging open like a landed fish. True to the broadcast, the silhouette of a tiny ship was out there, blinking its beacon like a desperate firefly.

"Wait, wait, wait. A ceasefire? For real? Like, for real-for real? Is that allowed?"

Taro looked at Marl, his eyes wide with disbelief. As far as he was concerned, they were just sitting around waiting for the investigation team to report back anyway. This felt like a gift from the gallows.

"Allowed or not, they’re the ones who brought it up," Marl said, her lips pouting so hard she looked like she’d swallowed a lemon. "And it actually looks like they’ve cut their engines. All of them, except for that tiny shuttle."

Taro squinted at the Radar Screen. Sure enough, every single enemy ship was tagged with a bright, blinking status: [STATIONARY].

"I don't know what kind of game they're playing, but I guess we should hit the brakes too... Wait, didn't Bella say the investigation wouldn't be done in time for the big showdown with the Second Fleet? If this stalls things, we might actually make it!"

Taro felt a surge of hope. Depending on how long these negotiations dragged on, the clock might actually be in their favor for once.

"…Koume?"

Taro noticed Koume had been uncharacteristically silent. When he called her name, she let out a sharp, dismissive "Hmph" and wore a look of icy severity that usually meant someone was about to have a very bad day.

"We’ve been played," she said, pointing a slender finger at the shuttle on the Radar Screen.

Taro’s heart sank. He knew that look. That was her 'you’re an idiot' look. He walked over to her, his brow furrowing. "Is it that bad? It seems like a pretty sweet deal to me."

"No. Negation, Mr. Teiro. Our opponent possesses a certain… malicious wit. I estimate that we have been shoved into a rather deep corner."

"Whoa, hold on. Walk me through this. Use small words. Explain it like I’m five."

"Certainly, Mr. Teiro. First, look at this."

"Look at wha—WHOA!"

A massive holographic screen surged up from the floor, nearly taking Taro’s chin with it. He scrambled back, narrowly avoiding a faceplant. Marl, equally curious, scurried over to join them.

"According to the Emergency Ceasefire Clause of the Imperial Government Private Military Law—" 

Koume pointed at a wall of dense, terrifyingly boring legal text. She looked down at Taro with a gaze so cold it could have served as a localized cooling unit for the ship’s reactor. Taro knew she wasn't mad at him, but he still felt a shiver crawl down his spine.

"There are various restrictions during the negotiation of an emergency ceasefire. For our current situation, three points are paramount. You do understand them, don't you?"

"Uh, yeah. I think. I did an Override on military law once," Taro said, rubbing his neck. "First, stop shooting. Obviously. Second, fix positions—meaning no sneaking around to get the high ground. And third… uh… emergency evacuation rights?"

"A gold star for you, Mr. Teiro. We have just concluded Operation Vibe Storm against their pursuit force, dealing them a crippling blow. Several of their ships are dead in the water. The enemy is faced with a choice: abandon the crews to the void, or spend precious time rescuing them. What do you think they will do?"

"Based on their track record? They'll save them. But they can’t do that until the ceasefire is over, right? Since positions are fixed, moving ships around inside the minefield—er, the Vibe Field—would be a total foul."

"Precisely, Mr. Teiro. However, one does not need to move a ship to recover a crew."

Koume turned her head slowly, her eyes locking onto Taro's. He tried to process the implication, but Marl beat him to the punch with a sharp gasp.

"You’ve got to be kidding me! Are they going to scrap the ships?"

Marl’s face was a mask of pure horror. Taro’s brain finally caught up, and his jaw hit the floor again.

"The emergency evacuation regs… you're allowed to recover casualties and personnel during a ceasefire," Taro whispered. "Are you saying they’re going to intentionally scuttle their own ships or charge them into the Vibe Field just so they can classify everyone as 'in need of rescue'? That’s insane! That’s total madness!"

Taro couldn't fathom it. Those ships cost a fortune. Between the hulls and the Electronic Warfare Craft, they were looking at nearly ten percent of the entire Rising Sun fleet's value being tossed into the trash.

"It is merely a matter of redeeming time with currency, Mr. Teiro," Koume said flatly. "Since no lives are being lost, it is strictly an economic calculation."

She stood perfectly still, watching Taro’s reaction. Taro crossed his arms and groaned. "Even so! If they scrap twenty ships, that's twenty ships we don't have to fight later! We win the attrition war, don't we? Even if they break the ceasefire later, they’re down a huge chunk of firepower. It’s a win for us!"

"No, Mr. Teiro. I suspect they have no intention of breaking the ceasefire. In fact, they will likely perform their rescue operations with agonizing, leisurely care."

Koume looked entirely too smug.

"Huh?" Taro tilted his head. "Wait, Koume," Marl interrupted, "that doesn't make sense. If they’re trying to save time, why would they take their sweet time with a rescue? Shouldn't they be rushing?"

"No, Miss Marl. There is no need to rush. Because they are already under a ceasefire."

"Yeah, but that's what I’m—"

"Miss Marl. Please recall the fundamentals of Classical Physics. The Principle of Relativity."

Koume’s voice rang out like a bell, cutting Marl off. Marl stared at her in silence for a few seconds. Then, her eyes went wide. She lunged toward the holographic screen, her face inches from the data.

"Okay, seriously, what is happening?" Taro asked, raising his hand like a confused schoolboy. "Can someone please tell me what's going on?"

Neither of them answered for a long moment. Finally, Marl looked up, her expression grim.

"They're moving, Teiro. The enemy fleet… they definitely turned off their engines. But they're still moving toward the objective."

Taro squinted at the screen. "What? No, they're stopped. Output is zero. The radar hasn't moved an inch. Is it a ghost image? Jamming?"

"No, Teiro. You can’t 'stop' in space. Not really. Everything is relative," Marl explained, her voice trembling. "Everyone has a vector—a direction and a speed—and that only changes if you apply force. Speed is just a matter of perspective."

"…I’m not following."

"Ugh! Look! We both cut our engines, right? That means we stopped accelerating. It doesn't mean we lost the speed we already had! To us, it looks like we’re both standing still because we’re moving at the same speed. But to the destination? To the facility? The entire fleet—us and them—is still screaming toward it at max velocity!"

Taro froze. Wait. I get it. It’s the train thing. If two people on a moving train stop walking toward each other, they're still moving relative to the station. And since there’s no friction in space to slow us down…

"So they gained as much speed as possible, then 'stopped' to trigger the ceasefire rules?" Taro shouted. "That’s cheating! That’s total BS!"

"I-I know!" Marl yelled back, her face flushing as Taro leaned in too close. "Legally, it’s probably fine. But it’s incredibly infuriating!"

"I see... so that’s why those bastards did that 180 and accelerated before calling for the truce. They were building up a head of steam! Forget it! No way! I’m not accepting this ceasefire!"

Taro began frantically mentally drafting a 'Drop Dead' response. But Koume’s voice cut through his panic like a scalpel.

"And how do you plan to do that, Mr. Teiro? The enemy is 'thoughtfully' broadcasting this to every corner of the galaxy."

Taro stopped fidgeting with BISHOP and looked at her.

"If we unilaterally reject a plea for peace, how will you persuade the Council? What will you say to the millions of Imperial Citizens watching this play out? We only have the public’s support because we claim to be the 'just' side, fighting to expose the horrors of The Facility. Now the enemy says they are willing to listen. They’ve even sent an unarmed Admiral as a sacrificial lamb. It is a performance, yes, but they have already cut their power. If we open fire now, how do you think we will look to the galaxy? Legally, we might get away with it. But politically? It would be suicide."

Taro stood frozen. Koume wasn't done.

"Do not think we can simply act like outlaws because we are in outer space. If the Empire receives a formal complaint, the authorities will take notice. Even Dingo had to follow the rules eventually. And then there is Gigantech Corp. They don't care about helping us; they care about their brand. If we become the villains of this story, they will drop us in a heartbeat."

The bridge fell into a suffocating silence. Taro rubbed his eyes, his brain churning.

"Custom says we have to negotiate a compromise speed, right? Dammit... we’re running out of time. Can't we… I don't know, define a jump-capable position near the facility as an 'advantageous position' and forbid them from moving there?"

Koume shook her head slowly.

"Possible, but unlikely to work. The enemy has not publicly admitted that The Facility is a military target. Until we prove it is a strategic objective, we cannot claim that moving toward it is a 'hostile maneuver.' Paradoxically, proving that is exactly why we are fighting in the first place."

Taro let out a long, defeated sigh.

"So what? We just sit here and suck our thumbs while they drift right to the front door?" Marl snapped, pacing the bridge.

"No, Miss Marl. Not at all."

Koume turned toward her, a cold, predatory smirk spreading across her face.

"We simply have to 'persuade' the enemy commander that our claims are true during the negotiations. If he concedes, we win. Do not think of this as a truce. Think of it as a different form of combat. I retract my previous statement, Mr. Teiro. We are not in a predicament. We have been handed an opportunity."



Editor’s Note: Based on reader feedback regarding some confusion in the text, I’ve made the following clarifications:

1. Added detail to show the Mercenaries’ engine shutdown was a tactical performance, not a result of a settled agreement.
2. Clarified that the ceasefire request is legally flimsy and unfair, but Taro’s team is politically trapped into accepting it.
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“Welcome to Battleship Plum, Admiral Sod.”

Taro did his best to look professionally grim as he greeted the two special envoys in the docking lobby. Standing by his side, Marl and Koume looked equally stiff, backed by a squad of Bella’s hand-picked Land Combat specialists who were currently sporting matching ‘I wish a guy would’ scowls.

“Don’t sweat it, everyone,” Taro messaged his crew, trying to soothe the Phantom-less anxiety vibrating through the room. “They’re clearly vulnerable, and they’ve got zero reason to pull any stunts.”

With his team somewhat settled, Taro turned his attention to his guest. Sod was a brick of a man with a shock of white, closely cropped hair. His posture was a statue-like monument to military discipline, yet his eyes darted with the predatory intensity of a hawk—clearly a man who didn't intend to let a single byte of data escape his notice.

“I appreciate the welcome and your wise decision, Admiral Teiro,” Sod replied.

He offered a standard Galactic Empire salute—index and middle fingers pressed together against the forehead. Not wanting to be outdone by the local flair, Taro fired back with an old-school Earth salute, hand snapped to the side of his head. He hoped he looked like a cool retro-hero rather than a confused tourist.

“An unusual salute,” Sod remarked, his eyes narrowing. “But I don’t dislike it. Is it a stylization of shielding one's eyes, or perhaps a display of being unarmed?”

“Nah, sorry to disappoint, but you’re zero-for-two. If I remember right, it’s just a leftover from when people used to grab the brims of their hats. There are like a dozen theories, though.”

The two men stepped forward and shook hands, exchanging the kind of mindless trivia that usually precedes a high-stakes standoff. Taro shook hands with the adjutant next and had to suppress a double-take. Is this a middle schooler? Is the Empire actually just three kids in a trench coat? He shoved the thought aside, finished the pleasantries, and began leading the way through the Plum’s winding halls.

“I must say, using your flagship as the venue is a bold move,” Sod said, walking a half-step behind Taro with an air of unshakable confidence. “We are trained to extract a wealth of intel just by looking at our surroundings. Aren't you worried about giving away the farm?”

“Maybe,” Taro replied with a vague shrug.

In reality, he wasn’t worried in the slightest. The Battleship Plum was such a Frankenstein’s monster of Marl’s technical wizardry that there wasn't a single "standard" bolt left in the hull. If Sod’s experts tried to analyze this ship based on their training, they’d walk away with a Data Bank full of absolute nonsense. Actually, please, keep taking notes, Taro thought. I’d love for you to go home with a bunch of fake intel.

“I figured it was only fair since you showed up unarmed,” Taro said aloud. “Besides, weren’t you worried about us just, you know, murdering you? Legally speaking, we’re still very much in the ‘shooting each other’ phase of the relationship.”

Sod let out a sharp snort. “I won’t say the thought didn't cross my mind, but your reputation makes that unlikely. The people in the Center have a massive prejudice against Outer Spacers. Even if you act within the law, only the eggheads can tell the difference. The masses move on vibes and emotions, and you’re currently trying to win those vibes. That’s the game, isn't it?”

Sod spoke with a terrifyingly smooth fluency. Taro realized Koume’s tactical read on the man had been dead-on. He stopped walking and glanced back over his shoulder.

“Spot on... but hey, this is Outer Space. Things get weird out here. You might want to keep that in mind if you want to get anything done.”

Taro gave a mock-theatrical bow and gestured toward an open door. Sod peered inside, his eyes scanning the room like he was looking for a hidden bomb—or a hidden microphone.

“This room,” Sod said, stopping dead and crossing his arms. “It is... inadequate for a discussion of this magnitude.”

He brought an index finger to his lips in a universal zip it gesture, then pulled out a literal scrap of paper. He handed it to Taro. Taro stared at the physical object—a rare relic in the Galactic Empire—and blinked at the short message scribbled on it.

“...Right. I get it. I guess a ‘Great Fleet Admiral’ can’t be seen haggling in what looks like a budget hotel suite. So, you actually want to talk for real?”

Taro cleared his throat, used BISHOP to slam the door shut, and started walking again. The room had actually been a top-tier reception suite loaded with surveillance tech, but it clearly didn't meet Sod’s ‘off-the-grid’ requirements.

“It’s a bit of a hike, but I know a spot. Follow me.”

Taro navigated the ship’s labyrinthine guts until they hit the High-speed Moving Lane. Amidst the confused stares of everyone but the two leaders, the group finally arrived at a chamber sealed behind massive, reinforced bulkheads.

“Nobody’s getting in here,” Taro announced. “If this place isn't secure, then the word ‘secure’ doesn't mean anything.”

Taro started to head for his usual seat but caught himself. The captain’s chair was basically a throne, and looking down on his guest didn't feel like the right move for a ‘peaceful negotiation.’ He pivoted at the last second.

“The Bridge... yes, this will do nicely. My apologies for being difficult,” Sod said, taking a seat as Taro gestured. Marl, Koume, and the pint-sized adjutant settled into the backup seats that hissed as they rose from the floor. An awkward, heavy silence descended upon the room.

“So,” Taro said, shattering the tension. “Since you went out of your way to find a spot where BISHOP Communication can be blacked out, I’m guessing we’re talking about that?”

Sod checked his surroundings one last time before committing. “I cannot answer that. However, I cannot deny it.”

“Got it. Phantom was right then,” Taro sighed. “Man, what’s it like being able to sniff around in everyone’s BISHOP data? Can they really see us from all the way out there?”

“Who knows. I doubt it, but I prefer not to gamble. Here. The Agreement on Ceasefire Negotiations is on this chip. Signing this would be a major PR win for your side.”

Sod slid a chip across the table. Taro picked it up, a mental question mark floating over his head.

“Wait, really? I thought you were just going to fake the negotiations until the timer ran out. If I sign this, your side ends up being the one that has to officially break the truce, right?”

“It hardly matters. Whether we succeed or fail, people will call us liars anyway. We might as well look like we tried. If it helps both of us, why not?”

“Fair enough... Marl? Take the mini-adjutant and go hammer out the fine print on this, would you?”

Taro handed the chip to Marl and watched as she, the guard, and the Imperial kid shuffled out of the Bridge.

“...Okay. Now that the paperwork is out of the way, let’s get real. How serious are you actually?” Taro asked, his eyes locked on Sod’s every twitch.

“I am fifty percent serious,” Sod replied. “But can you even believe that?”

“Honestly? It’s a bit of a coin flip. But if I want you to trust me, I guess I’ve gotta start by trusting you. Let’s roll with that fifty percent.”

“Very well.”

“Right then. I’m opening up the Guest Account permissions for the relevant data. Knock yourself out. Ask whatever you want.”

Taro pulled up the files on The Facility from the Data Bank and pinged Koume to grab some drinks. This was going to be a long one.

An hour passed. Sod stared at the data until he looked like he was nursing a migraine. He looked up at Taro, rubbing his temples.

“I have a question. This ship... the Plum. Who manufactured its BISHOP Control Mechanism? This Communication Band, the latency—it’s impossible. Is this Gigantech?”

Taro gave him a breezy, "Who, me?" smile. “Aha, nice try. We’re keeping the Q&A strictly related to The Facility. But for the record? No, it’s not Gigantech.”

Sod groaned and leaned back into the plush seat, looking thoroughly exhausted. “I suppose that goes for the android over there as well?”

Sod glanced at Koume. She offered a polite, sugary-sweet bow. “My three sizes are classified, Admiral Sod.”

“...I see. The galaxy is a big place,” Sod muttered.

He’d always thought his bosses, Etta and Yotta, were the weirdest things in the universe. He’d never even heard rumors of people like them, let alone met them. Phantom was an urban legend, sure, but at least he felt like a guy who just had better tech.

But this ship? This BISHOP Control Device? This high-performance AI? And this young Admiral who was chewing through mountains of data and reformatting it in real-time like it was nothing? This kid was just as much of a freak of nature as Etta and Yotta. Sod realized he’d been grossly underestimating how insane the galaxy could be.

“...Fine. Let’s talk about The Facility,” Sod said, snapping back to a professional posture. “Admiral Teiro, how much does the public know about your... special Gift?”

Taro’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“High-speed Calculation? Multiple Calculation? I don’t know the name of your Gift, but your info-processing is off the charts. You acted like it was no big deal, but when I asked to see synchronized video from different angles, you produced it instantly. That isn't normal.”

“Is it not? I mean, the Plum’s computers are pretty beefy...”

“No. Unless you have hardware dedicated purely to that task, you can’t do that in real-time. You did that. Or maybe the girl did. Either way, if people find out you can do this, you’re screwed.”

“...Okay, I’ll bite. Why?”

“Think, boy! With that kind of power, you can forge anything. Video, photos, sensor logs—you could manufacture a whole reality. I’m certain of it now; that’s how you jammed our Sonarmen, isn't it?”

Taro stayed silent.

“Listen to me. It doesn't matter if your data is real. If the galaxy knows you can forge it, they’ll assume you did. You shouldn't have involved your own people in the investigation. By the time anyone proves the data is real, your Alliance will have been wiped off the map.”

Sod stared him down with a gaze that could pierce armor. Taro stared back, then finally let out a long, dramatic sigh and slumped his shoulders.

“Honestly? I hadn't thought that far ahead. But hey, barely anyone knows about my Gift. I guess if I just ‘process’ the guy sitting in front of me right now, the secret’s safe, right?”

“A logical conclusion,” Sod noted.

“Yeah. But you didn't run off to tell the world; you told me to my face. I think I’ll trust that. Actually, can we just drop the act? You’ve been giving me nothing but helpful advice and peace treaties. You’ve got a pitch, don’t you?”

Sod raised an eyebrow at the kid’s bluntness. He closed his eyes, thought about the horrific data he’d just seen, and let out a sigh that sounded like it came from the bottom of his soul.

“A proposal... yes. I have one...”

Sod’s voice was weak. Then, he suddenly inhaled, balled his fist, and WHAM! He slammed his hand into the armrest with enough force to make Taro jump a foot in the air.

“Listen to me!” Sod roared. “You make damn sure you prove those bastards are connected to that Facility! And you end this shitty, pathetic excuse for a war right now!”

Taro sat frozen, eyes wide. Sod stood up, trembling with rage, and grabbed the company patch on his uniform. With a violent rip, he tore it off.

“They dragged us into this! This... this pile of vomit! I don’t give a damn if the ‘higher-ups’ ordered it!”

He threw the patch to the floor, stomped on it for good measure, and then collapsed back into his seat, huffing.

“...So, uh... does that mean you believe me?” Taro asked cautiously.

Sod turned a look of pure, molten fury on him. “Do you want to know how many Sonarmen I have? And how none of them can tell me where they were born? Yeah. I should be thanking you. Thanks for killing that woman. If you hadn't, I’d still be flying toward that objective like a total moron.”

Sod went quiet again. In all his years, he’d never been this livid. He believed that even if war was a scam or a trick, it had to have rules. It was supposed to be a sacred sport of life and property—the one thing the Galactic Empire still held dear. This? This was a humiliation. It felt like his whole career was a punchline to a bad joke.

“My apologies...” Sod said, his voice finally level. “I’ll apologize properly for the outburst later.”

He stood up and snapped into a perfect, razor-sharp salute.

“For now, we’ll hide the fleet and watch. If your investigation turns up the truth, we might help. If you fail to produce results? I’ll have to attack you again. I’ve got tens of thousands of men to feed, and if I have to be your enemy, I will be a thorough one.”

Sod bowed. Taro waved his hands frantically. “No, no, no! Don't bow! That’s plenty! Seriously, thank you! But wait... where are you going to hide a whole fleet? You just said you have a ton of Sonarmen. Won't they sniff you out?”

Sod looked at Taro, a small, knowing smirk playing on his lips. He started to give the answer, then stopped himself.

“Think about it. A man like you? You should be able to figure it out.”


  
    The Truth Behind the Curtain
    

  
  The Truth Behind the Curtain

The guest quarters aboard the Battleship Plum were fancy. Like, "Galactic Empire high-roller" fancy. Admiral Sod sat back on a plush sofa, lazily tracking his adjutant with his eyes as the younger man paced circles around the room like a caffeinated hamster.

"We’re clear, Admiral," the adjutant finally announced, looking satisfied after nearly two hours of amateur gymnastics. As a Sonarman, his ears were better than any sensor. "No bugs, no hidden data-leaks. I can't speak for BISHOP, but as long as we keep our voices down, we’re golden."

"Good. About time," Sod said, reaching for a teacup on the table. The tea smelled incredible. Between the aroma and the absurdly soft upholstery, he almost forgot he was currently sitting inside a giant hunk of enemy metal. "So, what’s the word on the Peace Proposal?"

"Going exactly as planned, sir. I’ve got two versions ready to go, just like you asked," the adjutant said with a sharp, mischievous grin. 

Sod nodded, letting out a long, heavy breath. He’d drafted two distinct versions of the Limited Peace Proposal for the RS Alliance. Plan A: Use if they found the dirt on The Facility. Plan B: Use if they didn't. Both plans were designed to save their own necks, but Sod had made sure they were juicy enough for the RS Alliance to bite. Depending on how the next few hours went, one would be signed, and the other would "accidentally" fall into a paper shredder.

"They didn't seem very used to this kind of cloak-and-dagger stuff," the adjutant noted, his eyes glazing over as he recalled the meeting. "In fact, I got the vibe they think this whole 'negotiating' thing is a bit cowardly. Which is weird, considering their kill count."

"It’s a culture clash," Sod replied, picturing the ragtag crew. "War in Outer Space is a different beast entirely. It sounds like they’ve barely spent any time fighting in the Central systems."

The adjutant slumped into the seat across from Sod. "But sir, are you really going through with this? This is high treason. A total betrayal."

Sod flashed a cynical, jagged smile. "I don't know what else you’d call what the higher-ups did to us except a betrayal. But... well, I’ll tell you what I told their Admiral. I’m only fifty percent serious."

"Only fifty percent? Not going all-in?"

"Hardly. I’d love to tell him I’m a hundred percent on board, but I have a job to do. If the evidence they're digging for doesn't exist, we have to go back to the Empire with our tails between our legs."

"And... can we actually go back?"

"The rest of you can," Sod muttered, sounding like he wanted to spit. He kicked his legs out and sprawled across the sofa. He wasn't tired; he just felt like he’d finally dropped a backpack full of lead.

He knew how this ended for him. No matter which way the wind blew, Sod was losing his rank. He’d be lucky if he only got fired; he was already mentally preparing for the inevitable assassin the Empire would send to "thank" him for his service. 

But looking at his adjutant, Sod felt a strange sense of peace. If this worked, he wouldn't have to use his men as meat shields. He could save their lives and their reputations. If the evidence appeared, he’d be the hero who led a righteous rebellion. If it didn't, his men would just be the victims of an "incompetent" Admiral’s blunder, allowing them to return to their normal lives.

"Hmph. Not bad," Sod whispered to himself, nodding in solo approval. 



"I don't know, man. Something smells fishy," Taro said, rubbing the bridge of his nose in the Battleship Plum’s Bridge. "It’s all going way too smoothly, isn't it?"

Marl stood beside him, her arms crossed. "You’re telling me. Even Bella thinks it’s suspicious. Hey, Taro, what the hell did you show him? We’ve been screaming about The Facility for ages, but suddenly Admiral Sod sees one data packet and has a total change of heart?"

Taro let out a long, frustrated groan. What did I even say to the guy?

"I’m not sure. He reacted like he’d just found the missing piece of a puzzle. He mentioned something about how many Sonarmen they have. Koume, did you see this coming?"

Koume, standing perfectly still like a gothic lawn ornament, shook her head. "No. To be honest, Mr. Teiro, I didn't expect him to fold this easily. Based on his records and how he treats rescuees, I figured he’d consider our offer if it meant saving his people. I didn't expect a full-blown alliance."

Marl nodded along. "Right. So, like Taro said, he definitely saw something that confirmed his worst fears. Something about Sonarmen? Was there anything else? Did you get a recording?"

"No way. I’m not messing with that Peeping Tom on their side. The whole chat was strictly off the record," Taro said. "Wait... he also mentioned that he doesn't know where any of them were born."

"Birthplaces: Unknown?" Marl frowned. "We’re talking about the Sonarmen, right? It’s hard to believe the head of the Security Department can’t look up a simple HR file. What if they ended up at war with their own home systems? That’s basic logistics!"

"Exactly. So if we assume Sod isn't lying through his teeth, it means the info literally doesn't exist." Taro made a face like he’d just bitten into a lemon. "And honestly? I have a really bad feeling I know exactly what kind of 'people' we’re talking about."

Marl’s expression soured to match his. "Yeah. Me too."

"We do not know the exact process by which a Sonarman is manufactured," Koume added in her usual monotone, "but Miss Etta fits every known criteria. Mr. Phantom has made similar remarks in the past. It is highly probable that this is the common link."

The Bridge went quiet. Taro was the first to break the silence, his voice dripping with reluctant disgust. "The success rate for 'cooking' a Sonarman is basically zero, right? Just like those Suicide Ships. Just how many people are these monsters slaughtering?"

This wasn't just the collateral damage of war. This was a factory. A meat grinder for profit. Taro felt a wave of hot anger surge through him, followed by a cold, hollow sadness.

"Taro..." Marl stepped forward and took his hand, her gaze drifting toward Etta, who was still fast asleep in her seat. "I think we’ve been looking at this all wrong."

She squeezed his hand, her knuckles turning white. "They weren't just looking for Unidentified Soldiers. They wanted someone like Etta. The soldiers... the disposable people... they were just the failed prototypes. Etta was the goal."

Taro squeezed back. "The 'byproducts' of a human manufacturing line. It all fits. Phantom told me once that everyone in The Facility was just a candidate for being turned into an Enhanced Human."

At the time, Taro had hoped it was just one of Phantom’s dark theories. Now, it felt like an undeniable, ugly truth.

"Taro," Marl said, letting go of his hand and walking toward Etta. Taro followed, looking down at the "Sleeping Princess." Her mind was a shattered mess, and her body had been rewritten by people who saw her as a tool. 

"Yeah," Taro said, his voice low. "We can't just win a war. We have to make sure no more kids like Etta are ever born. I don't know her whole story, and she’d probably tell me to mind my own business, but this is wrong. There’s no world where this is okay."

His fingers dug into the fabric of the seat’s cushion. He looked up, his eyes burning with a new, sharp clarity. 

"Koume. I think all roads lead back to one person. We need to find out exactly what they’re planning, and then we’re going to burn it to the ground. You with me?"

Taro didn't even turn around to ask. He already knew the answer.

"I see no flaw in your reasoning, Mr. Teiro," Koume replied, her voice sounding just a fraction softer than usual. "Once, I found the concept of self-sacrifice for others to be illogical. That is no longer the case. I have gained the... necessary experience to understand your conviction. I will follow you to the end."

Taro gave a sharp nod, then shared a look with Marl. She nodded back, her eyes fierce.

"I don't care about the Mercenaries or the small-fry," Taro growled. The anger and sadness in his chest had condensed into a white-hot, quiet flame. It wasn't a distraction anymore; it was fuel. It cleared his head and wiped away the doubt. 

"Our real enemy is Coleman."

He felt it then—a strange, surging confidence. For the first time, no matter how impossible the odds, Taro felt like he could do anything.
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Scattered across RS Alliance Territory were several backwater space stations. Within them, ancient piers—their construction dates long lost to time—remained like calcified fossils of the Early Galactic Empire. Though these docks had been left to rot during the Former Enzio Era, they were currently experiencing a sudden, inexplicable surge of activity that mirrored their long-lost glory days.

"Hey, pops, where’d you crawl out from?"

In one of the control towers managing the station’s piers, a man gripped a clunky, rod-shaped joystick while rubbing his bleary eyes.

His job was mind-numbingly simple: check the manifest sent via BISHOP and move specific cargo into specific ship holds. Day after day. Hour after hour. He had absolutely no idea why he was doing it, which made finding the motivation to care about as easy as finding a sober sailor on payday.

Worse still, the consecutive all-nighters were finally breaking him. He’d spent the last hour nodding off while standing up. He wanted nothing more than to ditch this meaningless labor and collapse into a heap on the floor, but he grit his teeth and pushed through for the sake of his paycheck. His current employer was eccentric enough to pay something called "overtime"—a concept so alien it was practically a myth in these parts! The premium wage was the only thing keeping his heart beating.

"Are you speaking to me?"

The woman performing the same tedious task at the station next to him didn't even bother to turn around. The man snorted. "Who else is in this room? The ghost of the Early Empire?"

"Some people enjoy the sound of their own voices. Besides, does my place of origin have any bearing on our productivity?" the woman shot back provocatively.

The man’s ego flared, and he opened his mouth to deliver a stinging retort, but he caught himself. She looked just as haggard as he did, with dark circles under her eyes and a generally gloomy aura, but she was still so beautiful it made his chest ache. And, unfortunately for his pride, he was a total sucker for a pretty face. He needed someone to talk to if he was going to stay awake, and she was the best candidate in the sector.

"Just making small talk, lady. No need to bite my head off... Look, it’s even in the employee handbook. The company 'strongly encourages' social interaction between staff, provided it doesn't interfere with the mission."

He recalled the stack of papers the interviewer had forced him to read when he signed his short-term contract. Most of it was standard legal jargon, but a few points had made him tilt his head. This "forced socializing" was high on the list. He couldn't fathom why a corporation would go out of its way to push it.

"Now that you mention it, I believe there was such a clause... How vexing. I haven’t planned a single event for this month." 

The woman pouted, muttering to herself. Man, even when she’s scowling, she’s a knockout, the man thought, shamelessly staring.

"Tell me, sir," the woman said, glancing his way. "Regarding this mandatory interaction—if the company were to host an event, what would you suggest? A gala? A sports tournament? Something along those lines?"

The man let out a low whistle at the attention. He rubbed his chin, deep in thought. "Well, if you're asking me... keep it simple. Booze and talk. This is a transport hub, right? We’ve got access to the good stuff from the Imperial Center. You get the men, you get the women, you get the liquor. What more do you need?"

He gave her a greasy grin. She shot him a look of pure, unadulterated contempt, but then—to his shock—she nodded.

"True. Simple events are often better received than elaborate ones. The surveys reflect that clearly... though I still find it hard to believe that people prefer drinking in a dingy pub over a catered hotel banquet."

She pouted again. When the man heard the word "survey," his stomach did a somersault. Wait, surveys? That sounded like high-level data. If she was looking at internal company metrics, there was no way she was just another bottom-tier grunt like him.

"Uh, well, you know. Different strokes for different folks," the man said, trying to backtrack. "This part of the galaxy is about as backwater as it gets. Most of the guys here have never even seen a hotel, let alone a banquet."

The woman turned fully toward him, her interest piqued. "Oh? You sound quite knowledgeable. Are you well-versed in the local culture?"

"Heh, you bet. Born and raised. My family has been mediating disputes around here for generations. If someone in this sector doesn't know the name Takashi, they're probably an off-worlder."

"I see. An unusual name. Is it common in these parts?"

"Actually, no. Well, maybe compared to other sectors. It’s been passed down in my family since the Former Imperial Territory Era. My dad, my grandad, and his dad were all Takashi. Hell, all three of my brothers are named Takashi, too."

"How... inefficient. That sounds incredibly confusing. What do you do for the women?"

"Funny you should ask! See, for the ladies—"

Seeing that she wasn't immediately running away, Takashi leaned into the rare opportunity to chat with a beauty. He was a social creature by nature, but his gruff looks and blunt attitude usually kept people at a distance. He was running low on topics, but he was determined to keep the fire of conversation burning. To his delight, she actually seemed to be listening. He offered a silent prayer of thanks to whatever god was currently presiding over the galaxy.

"—And that’s the long and short of it. My dream is to serve on a Battleship one day and fight to protect everyone. This job is just my foot in the door... Oh, wait. I never got your name. What do I call you?"

He tried to sound casual, hoping to get a lead he could use to look her up later. She gave him a suspicious squint before answering curtly, "Liza."

"Liza, huh? Nice name. Sounds sophisticated. Definitely an Imperial Center vibe... Hey, Liza. Since you're so smart, you know what this stuff is actually for?"

Takashi gestured with his thumb toward the window. Outside, the massive mechanical arms they were controlling were frantically moving crates across the pier. Liza looked out, and her expression immediately soured.

"I have a superior who acts quite a bit like you," she said coldly. "I’d love to describe the 'treatment' he receives, but I’m not fond of physical violence. Perhaps an electric shock would be more appropriate? My nerves are quite frayed from lack of sleep, you see."

She reached to her waist and pulled out a small handgun. Takashi didn't know if it was the sleep deprivation talking or if she was actually a cold-blooded killer, but the look in her eyes suggested she could end his life just by staring at him. He scrambled backward, nearly tripping, until he looked out the window and realized the horrific mistake he’d made.

"N-no! Wait! Misunderstanding! I wasn't talking about your containers! I meant mine!"

The crates Takashi was moving were filled with literal garbage—scrap metal, ship parts, old rags, random furniture, and spoiled food. He’d been wondering why he was shipping trash. 

However, Liza was in charge of a different manifest. Her containers were packed to the brim with adult toys and "personal massagers." Asking her "what do you use this for" was, in hindsight, the most disastrous pickup line in history.

"Is that so?" Liza said, though she didn't put the gun away. "My brother did warn me that all men are animals and that I should be prepared for the worst... fine. If you’re asking about that pile of debris, it’s for the war effort."

Takashi blinked. "War? You’re kidding."

"Hardly. There’s a war on, haven’t you heard? You mentioned wanting to serve on a Battleship, but shooting cannons isn't the only way to fight."

She spoke with the clinical detachment of someone explaining the weather. Takashi felt a wave of relief that his head wasn't being blown off, but her words left him feeling hollow.

"...I don't get it. How does shipping literal trash help anyone? Do people actually live or die because of this junk?"

"Who knows? That’s for the Security Department and the President to decide. It’s not my concern."

"Whoa, hold on. You're doing this without even knowing the 'why'? Doesn't it bother you?"

Liza fixed him with a sharp, unwavering gaze. 

"Whether it 'bothers' me is irrelevant. I have a job to do. I do what I can, to the best of my ability. Nothing more, nothing less. Do you understand?"

She spoke without a shred of doubt. Takashi stared at her, then finally looked away. "I see."

He’d been treating this like a meaningless gig to pay the bills, complaining the whole time. But if this was part of a war, then maybe his role was more vital than he’d realized. Looking at Liza, he felt a strange sense of perspective. She was covered in grime, her face was a wreck from exhaustion, and she was clearly overqualified for this manual labor. The fact that she carried a gun meant she was high-ranking, yet here she was, in the trenches with him. To Takashi, her dedication was almost... divine.

"What I can do, huh..." 

He chewed on the words. He wanted to impress her—or at least stop being the "pervert" in her eyes. He thought desperately.

"Hey, if things are really this desperate and you're short on hands, I can help. I can call in the whole clan. My family has been operating mechanical BISHOP rigs for generations. This kind of work is a walk in the park for us."

He waited for her reaction, hoping he’d finally said something right.

"I appreciate the sentiment," Liza said, sounding exhausted. "But adding one or two more people—or even ten—is like trying to put out a sun with a bucket of water."

"Nah," Takashi grinned, starting to count on his fingers. "In this station alone, I’ve got about 2,200 relatives. That’s just the first batch. There’s another 2,000 or so a few sectors over. One word from me and they’ll all be here by tomorrow."

Liza’s eyes went wide. For the first time, she looked genuinely stunned. "T-Two thousand? On this station? Wait... don't tell me their names are also..."

Takashi gave her a thumbs-up and a million-credit smile. 

"Yup. Every single one of 'em is named Takashi."



A story from the backstage.

I bet all the women are named Mom.
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Measuring over a kilometer in length, the Battleship Plum was a behemoth that boasted a labyrinth of rooms befitting its massive scale. The majority of its interior was dedicated to the cold, hard practicalities of space travel—engines, turrets, fuel tanks, and thrusters—but it was far from just a flying hunk of metal. From private crew quarters to meeting rooms, recreation halls, galleys, and reception suites, all the way to information management centers, massive warehouses, and specialized machine shops, the ship was a self-contained ecosystem designed to support both total war and daily life.

Currently, Taro and his companions were holed up in one such facility: the Integrated Operations Planning Room. Aside from the bridge, this was the most heavily fortified area on the ship in terms of BISHOP Intelligence Processing, boasting a direct link to the main computer where the ship's most sensitive data was stored.

"What if we just... whoosh, right through here?" Taro suggested, tracing an arc across the floor with his finger. "I think we could really catch 'em with their pants down."

As he spoke, a glowing curve appeared on the floor exactly where he had traced it, automatically converting into a tactical arrow pointing toward the markers representing the enemy fleet.

The floors and walls of the room were essentially giant interactive screens. Through the BISHOP interface and motion tracking, the occupants could doodle images anywhere they pleased, much like a toddler armed with a box of high-tech crayons. They could pull up any data they wanted; currently, the room was plastered with a dizzying array of footage from The Facility, enemy ship specs, friendly fleet positions, and star charts, all layered over one another in a chaotic mess of military intelligence.

"Not bad. But no, Boy," Bella countered, drawing her own curve on the floor. "The main objective of this operation is to pin the opponent down with raw pressure. It’ll be much more effective to show off our strength in a grand display rather than relying on cheap surprises."

Taro watched her curve, which indicated a direct frontal assault on the enemy fleet. He let out a thoughtful grunt, rubbing his chin.

"I see, I see. So we calculate based on their intrusion path and curve back this way... By the way, Bella, why are you in your underwear?"

Taro was indeed staring at the tactically significant curve on the floor, but he was also putting a great deal of effort into observing the curves of Bella’s impressive twin mounds. She was currently sporting what Taro knew to be a bikini-style set of lingerie, draped in her usual jacket—a truly surreal ensemble.

"Because it’s hot, obviously," Bella replied flatly. "That magnificent 'Gift' of yours is constantly spitting out hot pathos without a moment’s rest. My body can't take much more of this heat. Aren't you feeling it, Boy?"

Bella’s limbs shimmered suggestively with a fine sheen of sweat. As Taro juggled multiple tactical simulations for the upcoming decisive battle against the Mercenaries Main Force, he was also busy debating what to call the mysterious protrusions on her chest—which were far too alluring to simply dismiss as "extra fat"—and whether they were larger than Marl’s. He couldn't reach a definitive conclusion, but he decided that Bella likely won in terms of pure volume, while Marl took the prize for ratio.

"I mean, yeah, it’s hot," Taro said. "But could you maybe dial back the phrasing? It sounds like you’re describing something very different. There’s at least one person on this ship who’d go up in flames if they heard you talking like that."

The Plum’s cooling systems were currently cranked to the max, but the temperature inside remained stifling. Taro wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

The heat was the result of their proximity to the local star combined with the thermal output of continuous railgun fire. If left unchecked, the machinery would melt into slag, so the excess heat had to be circulated through the ship’s interior. Even though the vacuum of space was freezing, the lack of air meant there was nothing to carry the heat away—a classic engineering headache for any man-made object.

The Plum had its wing-shaped radiators fully extended in emergency mode, but even that wasn't enough to stop the internal temperature from skyrocketing.

"When you’re born on a space station, you rarely have the chance to feel real heat," Bella said, waving a hand in front of her face to create a pathetic little breeze. "It only happens during a total catastrophe. It’s not a pleasant feeling."

Taro did his best to burn the image of the swaying white masses into his retinas, timed perfectly with her movements.

"W-well, if that’s the case, I guess it can't be helped. I mean, look, as the guy in charge, I’m technically supposed to maintain public morals and whatnot, but I feel like it would be wrong of me to interfere with such a... deeply personal reason."

"Stop your grumbling and look as much as you want. I don't care," Bella said with a shrug. "But if your brain starts slowing down, I’m smacking you."

"Gah, understood! Don't worry, I’ve got enough processing margin for about two thousand more people. The rest of me is already staring with maximum intensity anyway."

"Two thousand? What are you talking about?"

"Nothing, just talking to myself... Anyway, Bella, things turned out a bit weird, but how do you think it would’ve gone if we’d actually traded blows with Admiral Sod?"

Taro asked the question while his eyes wandered toward her lace-trimmed panties, agonizing over the high-stakes internal debate of whether he could see something dark through the fabric or not. 

Bella crossed her arms, her "live rounds" resting atop them as she pondered. "I don’t think we would have lost," she finally said. "But I don't think we would have won, either. Based on his record, he’s not the type to sit idly by and wait for a result. He’s a player."

"Yeah, that sounds about right. Is he really that good?"

"Of course. You don't become the security chief of a megacorp for nothing. He knows exactly when to push and when to fold. It sounds simple, but that’s the hardest part of the job. He’s cautious, but not passive. That’s the kind of opponent that keeps me up at night."

"I see... Glad I didn't lose my cool and ignore his call, then."

Based on Bella’s assessment, Taro realized that even if they had beaten the Sod Fleet, they likely would have taken a crippling blow in the process. For the Mercenaries, Sod’s fleet was just an advance unit; the main force was still out there. There was no way a wounded Plum could have survived the follow-up. 

Hindsight really is 20/20, Taro thought, feeling a profound wave of relief that he’d accepted the ceasefire.

"But seriously, even if that scary guy had twice the ships, you still think it’d be a draw? That’s insane. Bella, you never actually commanded a fleet before joining us, right?"

As far as Taro knew, Bella was just the head of the Guns and Rules Mafia Corp back in the Alpha Star System—a HAD pilot, through and through. While HAD unit tactics and fleet maneuvers surely overlapped, her sheer competence was still a mystery.

"I hadn't," she admitted. "But since I joined you, I’ve been leading the main force and blowing things up non-stop. Is 'on-the-job experience' not a good enough answer for you?"

"I mean, I'm curious, but I’m not so boorish as to pry... A maiden’s secret, then?"

"Why are you the one blushing while saying that? Whatever. Just remember one number: five hundred."

Bella held up her palm, splaying five fingers.

"Five hundred?" Taro asked.

"That’s the maximum number of units I can manage if I really push myself. Anything beyond that gets messy. I spent my childhood traveling all over the place with the old man, and I learned the ropes back then. I ended up in the world of thugs and killers later on, but you never forget what you learn as a kid."

Bella flashed a smirk. Taro pictured the energetic Dr. Arzimof and gave a wry smile. Yeah, that sounds about right.

"My Collective Control Gift isn't like yours, Boy. I don't handle multiple things at once; I perceive multiple things as a single object. It’s got a fancy name, but the concept is simple. Apparently, it’s quite rare. I was actually a research subject for a while. The pay wasn't bad, at least."

Bella pulled a cigar from her jacket and lit it with practiced ease. she took a long, slow drag and exhaled a plume of smoke with a look of pure bliss.

"That’s how I figured out the 'five hundred' limit. They told me that managing a group that size was highly irregular... Hehe. Honestly, I might have the same kind of background as little Lady Etta. No parents, just like her."

Bella gave a mischievous grin. 

"What about the Doctor?" Taro asked.

"I’m his son’s adopted kid," she replied.

"I see... No parents..." Taro trailed off, his voice hollow.

He thought about Etta, Bella, Marl, Phantom, and even the enemy sonarmen. When he considered the unnatural commonalities—orphans, Gifted, Boosted, and all of them inexplicably converging on the Alpha Star System Region Space—he felt a chill crawl down his spine. Bella might have been half-joking about their "backgrounds," but Taro didn't find it funny at all.

"Teiro! Bella! We’ve got a green light on the Area B Operation!"

Marl came charging into the planning room, shouting at the top of her lungs. Without waiting for a response, she scurried over to Taro and slapped a data chip onto his forehead.

"Oh, for real? I can't believe you got this ready so fast. Is Liza holding up?"

Taro checked the data on the chip. The Area B Operation—a name he’d chosen solely because he wanted to hear the girls say it—was critical for the next phase of the war, but the logistics required were staggering.

"Well, they managed it with a massive influx of labor, but it was pretty grim," Marl whispered, leaning in close. "Liza was down in the workshop helping out, but she was calling every single worker 'Takashi.' It was actually creepy. We should probably give her a long vacation before she completely snaps."

Taro winced. "Are you serious?" He gave a weak laugh and double-checked the report. "Wait... this is bad. The worker manifest is literally just the name 'Takashi' copied and pasted three thousand times. This isn't a joke, it's a cry for help. Should we call a doctor?"

As the man who had ordered the operation in the first place, Taro felt a crushing weight of guilt. He pressed his hands together in a prayer for Liza’s sanity. I’ll make it up to her after the war. I swear.

"Probably," Marl agreed. "I’m sure Dr. Arzimof knows a good therapist. Anyway, how’s it going on your end? The Delta Jungle Operation?"

"Falling behind, honestly. The heat is worse than I expected. We’re having to throttle the railguns to keep them from melting. I’m not sure we’ll make the window."

"What? Goodness, why didn't you just say so? If we hook up the spare radiators, we can fix that easily. We can just reroute the backup power for a bit. There’s no reason to sit here and sweat like this!"

"Whoa, really? God, I love your Mechanical Engineering Gift. You’re so depend...able..."

Taro’s voice trailed off as his earlier dark thoughts resurfaced. He tried to tell himself it was just a coincidence, but the logic wasn't sticking.

"Well, I’m not much help in a dogfight, so I have to make myself useful somehow... Wait, Bella! What the hell are you wearing?!"

Marl had finally noticed Bella’s attire. Bella, still staring at the tactical map, didn't even blink. "It’s basically the same thing you’re wearing," she said coolly.

"T-this is sportswear! Sportswear!" Marl shrieked. "Teiro told me this is formal attire for aquatic exercise! It’s called a 'school swimsuit'! What you’re wearing is just straight-up underwear! Hey, Teiro, tell her!"

Taro didn't respond, his mind elsewhere. Marl peered into his face with a worried expression.

"Ah, yeah, right," Taro muttered, forcing the dark thoughts into a corner of his mind. Thinking about it wouldn't change anything, and he had a war to win.

"Right! Enough gloom! Let’s get some energy back in here!"

With a burst of forced enthusiasm, Taro reached out and gave Marl’s breasts a firm, dual-handed squeeze. He took her follow-up right straight—which felt significantly more powerful than her usual punch—with a smile on his face as he slowly collapsed to the floor.

If it meant getting knocked out in a single blow, I’d take the chance, too, if only—
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"Hoh. So Sod opted for the long game. Even after I reminded him so firmly to hurry... but well, I suppose it can't be helped with these losses. No large-scale ships. No carriers. No special task ships. Those physical-projectile weapons are something of a threat, but not insurmountable. As anticipated, the real dangers are their fleet operations capability and—"

Etta of the Mercenaries muttered with a bored sigh. She was lounging in her private quarters, which had been relocated into the heart of the Main Fleet’s flagship, scanning the battle reports sent by her underlings.

The report detailed how the advance unit led by Admiral Sod had slammed head-on into the RS United Fleet, resulting in staggering casualties. Etta initially scowled at the numbers, but she found a cruel satisfaction in the fact that they had dealt a significant blow to the enemy in return.

More importantly, the report lacked any red flags suggesting "irregulars" or supernatural elements. The only danger cited was their tactical fleet management. To Etta, this was a dream come true. Tactics meant nothing if you simply steamrolled the enemy with sheer, overwhelming numbers.

"The question is whether this report is a pack of lies. If he lost two hundred to take down a hundred and fifty, that’s a fair price for pawns... Sod’s worst habit is his sentimental attachment to his men. Honestly. Come on, wake up. How long do you plan to lay there?"

Etta spoke with an air of exasperation as she reached out to stroke the face of the woman lying beside her. Like Etta, the woman was in her natural state, bare beneath the sheets. Etta intended to use her as a replacement for her lost sister for a while, granting her a level of "special treatment" compared to the other women she treated as disposable trash.

"Ah, Miss Etta... forgive me. Sister. How are you feeling?"

Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, the woman nuzzled her face into Etta’s palm. 

"Not bad," Etta replied smoothly. "But I need you to look into something." She nudged the woman to sit up. "I want to verify the authenticity of Report Number Seven. I’ve already granted you clearance; you should be able to access the central server."

Etta gave the command to the woman—a Sonarman—then paced over to a full-length mirror. She watched as it projected a 3D scan of her current physique, striking various poses to ensure her proportions hadn't slipped an inch.

"Sister... there is still a considerable distance between us and the battlefield. I don't think I can see clearly enough for accuracy," the woman said apologetically, clutching her discarded clothes to her chest.

Etta clicked her tongue, though she made sure the sound was too soft to be heard. She forced her expression into a bright, cheery mask before turning around. 

"It doesn’t matter, Tetta," she chirped. "Precision isn’t the point. I just need an approximation. I want to make sure Admiral Sod isn't underreporting his losses or overestimating the damage he dealt. You know how men can be."

Etta approached the girl she called Tetta and gently stroked her hair. In her mind, she was already cursing the woman’s stupidity, but her touch remained tender. Tetta's hair was dyed a stark, ghostly white—a side effect of the electromagnetic receptor elements newly implanted in her skull.

"Yes, Sister. I’ll try."

The woman whispered the words like a prayer, her expression drifting into an entranced daze. She clasped her hands and shut her eyes. Etta let out a silent sigh of relief that the girl was finally motivated and decided to kill time with her skincare routine while she waited.

"Hmm, which one today? The Runola Corp formula was lackluster. Maybe I’ll give the Co-Luna Corp set a spin."

Etta surveyed a sprawling array of anti-aging oral supplements sourced from every corner of the galaxy. They were the finest products money could buy, provided one had a mountain of it to burn. Each dose contained custom-tailored nanomachines designed to repair cells based on Etta’s specific DNA.

"Sister, I think I’m in top form today. I saw it! Clearly!"

Etta was in the middle of knocking back a handful of pills when Tetta’s voice rang out. Etta chuckled inwardly—the girl was like a dog begging for a treat—and stood up to give her a light hug.

"Tell me everything. How did it look? Did you find any visual confirmation?"

"It matches Admiral Sod’s images almost perfectly. There’s a massive debris field in the combat sector. From the biggest hulks to the tiniest shards, it’s all exactly where it should be, drifting on inertia."

"Oh? Impressive. You can see that much?"

"Yes. I can't identify every piece, but I verified them by mass."

"Heh... honestly, I’m shocked. You really are a talent, aren’t you?"

Etta had planned to say that regardless of the result, but she was genuinely surprised. They were still far from the battle zone, yet Tetta wasn't just rendering electronic scans into pictures—she was calculating the weight of the objects. If that were true, the girl was absorbing natural drive particle radiation in an incredibly rare way. Etta had never seen a Sonarman capable of such a feat.

"Hmm. Perhaps I’ve been a bit wasteful," Etta murmured to herself.

Tetta tilted her head in confusion. Etta just laughed it off. "Nothing, darling," she said, before silencing her with a kiss.

Just keep dreaming, little girl. You’ve earned that much.

Etta smiled thinly against Tetta’s lips. 

The truth was, Tetta was an impromptu Enhanced Sonarman—a category usually labeled as "failed experimental debris." Even the experts at Coleman had rarely succeeded in enhancing a Sonarman; such procedures almost always resulted in a fleeting, temporary burst of power.

People like Tetta, without exception, only had a few weeks to live.

"Now then, let’s get back to the fun. If the report is true, we’re free until tomorrow’s battle."

With that, Etta stripped the clothes Tetta had just put on right back off her. As far as Etta was concerned, as long as Tetta survived until the end of this battle, she had served her purpose.



"Hey, are you sure you’re okay? You look like death warmed over."

Taro’s vision, currently encased in a tactical combat headset, was dominated by Marl’s worried face. He wanted to tell her he was fine, but his brain was currently being used as a high-speed frying pan.

[OPERATION: DELTA JUNGLE — STANDBY]
[DELTA FUNCTION: CORRECTION REQUIRED — ERROR 0.00121]
[RELAY MACHINE DELAY ADJUSTMENT: 4… 3… 2… ERROR CORRECTED]
[OPERATION: AREA B — STANDBY]
[ERROR CHECK: PHYSICAL LOSS 4%]
[INFILTRATION ROUTE CORRECTION: PHYSICAL LOSS 11%]

The BISHOP interface strings updated at a dizzying speed inside Taro’s mind. He used his super-parallel processing ability to chew through the data, finally pressing his fingers to the bridge of his nose and exhaling a ragged breath.

"...Okay. I think we can make this work. Koume, the delay on the relay machines is killing me. Can I hand direct control over to you?"

"Acknowledged, Mr. Teiro. Leave it to me."

"Thanks. Marl, the scan results and the coordinates are drifting. Can you fix the offset?"

"Hold on. We just shoved a massive mass through an Overdrive; it’s probably inertial particle drag. Let me recalculate... There. How’s that?"

"Mm, perfect. Can we lock that into the hardware?"

"Starting now? Are you kidding me... Oh, for the love of— Fine. I’m on it."

The calculated time until the engagement began was now a little over ten hours. The wide-area scan was already picking up enemy signatures, and a thick cloud of tension had settled over every soul in the fleet.

"I really wish preventive medicine had advanced just a little more," Taro groaned, clutching his throbbing stomach. 

While high-end medical machines could fix almost anything as long as your head was attached, he didn't have the luxury of time. He couldn't exactly command a fleet while floating in a tank of green goo.

"For a manager, stomach ulcers are just medals you wear on the inside," Marl joked as she walked toward the bridge exit. "Just remember that every hole in your gut saves a hundred lives. Keep it up!"

"Yeah, yeah," Taro grumbled. He refocused on the BISHOP interface, obsessively re-running calculations. He hadn't been this paranoid since the last time he’d pulled off an Overdrive with the Ghost Ship.

"One shot... we only get one shot. For better or worse, this is it."

Taro stared into the void, suddenly noticing his left hand was shaking violently. He clamped his right hand over it to force it still. His stomach pain had evolved into full-blown nausea, making him deeply regret eating breakfast.

"Enemy fleet has executed a large-scale Space Reservation. This is likely the final Overdrive, Mr. Teiro. They are precisely on schedule."

Koume’s voice rang through the quiet bridge. Taro snapped his head up, looking at her for silent confirmation.

"The intrusion route leads from Area C toward Area B... excuse me, from the C-Region toward the 'B-cups.' The numbers match our projections: approximately one thousand ships. Twenty standard-composition fleets. It seems Admiral Sod’s intel was spot on."

Koume flashed him a small, digital smile. Taro nodded, his fist tightening.

"We can do this... we can actually do this! Also, I really don't care about your 'B-cup' puns right now."

"By intentionally refusing to jam them, we’ve successfully baited them into a predictable arrival window. Quite a brilliant move. However, even with so many WIND units, I am amazed they managed to reach the 'B-cups' at maximum cruising speed."

"Heh. They probably didn't care about the wear and tear. Their leader is clearly a cold-blooded sociopath who’d abandon ships and crew just to shave a few minutes off the clock... By the way, your intonation on 'Area B' is getting weirder."

"To target this Koume's nipples despite being a woman—the enemy must surely be a crazy psycho lesbian. While I have no intention of denying the validity of same-sex attraction, it is a different story when they are aiming for mine. Do they truly believe Koume produces breast milk?"

"You just said 'nipples'! And why are they yours? You don't even have nipples! You're an AI! You're not even a mammal!"

"Shall we show them the error of their ways, Mr. Teiro? Let us teach them the terror of being completely exposed—knowing exactly when, where, and with what they are coming. Now is the time for the hammer of God! All hands, Level 1 Battle Stations! Execute the operation as planned!"

"A-Ah. Right... yeah, that's the spirit. But hey, shouldn't I be the one giving the big speech?"

Taro grumbled, but the RS Fleet’s comms network was already exploding with activity. Despite the lingering sense of being bullied by his own AI, Taro followed her lead.

"Commence the operation! All fleets, move out! Let’s educate those virgins on the fundamental truth of the universe: Virgins don't produce breast milk!"

"Why are you the one saying that?! And stop making that 'I just said something cool' face! It wasn't cool! Also, what does 'virgin' even mean in the context of software?! Ugh, forget it! I don't have the energy to argue!"

The fleet obeyed the command, slowly accelerating toward their predetermined positions.

Ten hours later.

The blue light of the opening volley signaled the start of the battle, shining like a new star in a forgotten corner of the galaxy.
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Few citizens of the Galactic Empire have ever actually experienced the natural phenomenon known as "rain."

For people who spend their entire lives on space stations, the very concept of weather is practically non-existent. Even temperature shifts are a rarity; at most, a factory worker might occasionally complain it’s getting a bit stuffy near the furnaces.

If you ever had to explain the concept of rain to these people, the footage currently lighting up the RS Alliance tactical screen would be a perfect visual aid. You’d just have to tell them to imagine the beams were water.

"No, wait, stop! This is impossible! This isn't even a 'barrage' anymore! My brain can't keep up with the math!" Taro screamed, his body seizing up in his command seat. 

A deluge of violence, unleashed by over a thousand enemy ships, surged toward the RS fleet like a hurricane. We’re talking over a hundred accelerated particle masses per second.

"Oh, come on. You’re totally fine, aren't you?" Marl asked, her face twitching as she looked at Taro. She was clearly trying to force a "we’ve got this" smile, but it was an absolute train wreck of an expression. "I mean, look at you—you’re calculating the ballistic trajectories perfectly. The damage is barely a scratch!"

"I am not 'fine at all'! What part of this disaster looks 'okay' to you?!" Taro barked back.

Taro was currently crunching the numbers for almost every single incoming shot from the main enemy force by himself. He’d decided it was more efficient this way since having multiple people do it led to messy overlaps and redundant calculations, but now? Now he was regretting his life choices. He hadn't expected the enemy to just hold down the trigger and hope for the best.

"This has moved beyond the realm of 'tactics,' Mr. Teiro," Koume noted, her voice as cool as a cucumber. 

In stark contrast to her tone, however, her arms were a blur of motion—a dizzying speed only an AI could maintain. By manually overriding the shield controls, she managed to free up BISHOP Communication capacity for other tasks.

"Incidentally, two shield ships are already screaming bloody murder. If we’re going to do something, we should probably do it now."

"Already?! It’s only been fifteen minutes!" Taro yelled.

"Teiro, the enemy just kicked on their warp jammers!" Marl shouted. "Interference strength is at twenty-two! Any ships with low battery output are going to be stuck here forever!"

"Got it! Wait, twenty-two?! Since when do jammer ratings even go into double digits?!"

"The Third Fleet's shield ship has been breached, Mr. Teiro," Koume interjected. "The enemy is playing for keeps. They have zero interest in testing the waters."

"Already? Seriously? Did it blow?"

"No, they’re successfully retreating by rotating consort ships to the front. Assessment is 'Moderate Damage.' One would expect nothing less from Miss Bella, though even she can’t hold that line indefinitely."

"Is that fire coming from that massive thing? Dammit, what even is that? It’s not a ship, it’s a flying fortress!"

Taro’s cheek twitched as he stared at the tactical screen, where a massive red marker dominated the display. The ship was shaped like a giant rectangular brick—a very famous ship class. Taro recognized it from the military knowledge he’d pilfered during his first override: the De Ild Samasa.

Named after the Great Samasa, this behemoth had been birthed fifty years ago at the Gigantech Corp Samasa Star System shipyard. It had become an instant bestseller for every major corporation with too much money. It was an impregnable wall that could also snort long-range fire from its large-caliber cannons. It had dominated so many battlefields that it had actually changed how the Empire classified ships.

"A De Ild Samasa Mark 2, huh? It’s even bigger than the Mark 1. Definitely a super 'D' class ship. It’s basically a Dreadnought from the future," Taro muttered bitterly. 

He knew it wasn't their fault, but he really hated Gigantech Corp right now.

"Considering the Area B Operation, I guess this counts as a win?" Marl asked, tilting her head.

Taro wasn't so sure. "Well, it’s better than an aircraft carrier, at least." 

Intelligence suggested the Mercenaries had a large-scale carrier in their pocket. If that thing had shown up, they would have been in deep, deep trouble.

"They likely stayed away because we have so many renowned HAD pilots," Koume said, staring into the empty air—though she was likely reading data Taro couldn't see. "HAD are lethal against bombers, after all. That being said, things are about to get very, very ugly."

Taro pulled the damage report Koume was looking at onto his visor display. 

"Yeah, looks like it," he said, his voice dropping an octave. "I mean, it's only been fifteen minutes, but... I guess it’s time. Marl, are the fleets ready?"

"Ready and waiting. Actually, they’re mostly just yelling at me to hurry up."

"Okay. Let’s do this... All fleets, execute Area B Operation! I repeat: Execute Area B Operation!"

Taro’s voice echoed through the microphone in his headgear. A heavy, lingering silence settled over the bridge, followed moments later by a low vibration that rattled the very floorboards.

"Decoupling... successful! We timed it with the enemy’s bombardment, so it should look totally natural from their end." Marl pumped her fist.

"Alright then." Taro looked at Marl, nodded, and pulled off his headgear. "Let's get the hell out of here."



"Enemy flagship reports a small-scale explosion! Damage confirmed on several other capital ships! Drive particle activity is spiking—it looks like the enemy is tucking tail and running!"

A cheer went up from the reporting officer aboard the Mercenaries' flagship. Etta, sitting in the command chair, scowled at the news.

"They’ve only lost three destroyers. What a bunch of spineless cowards," she spat. 

The battle had barely started. She felt cheated. The "legendary" live-ammunition weapons weren't anything special—just like Admiral Sod said—and they’d easily scorched the enemy's little ships by surrounding them with their own heavy hitters.

"What is that on the screen? Is that... furniture? Did we hit a residential block?"

The zoomed-in footage showed a cloud of debris around the enemy flagship: bits of broken chairs, household goods, and random junk. But the residential blocks weren't a Vital Part. Blowing up someone’s sofa shouldn't have forced a retreat.

"...Fine. Pursue them immediately."

Something felt off, but Etta pushed it aside and ordered the jump. She wished she could talk to Yotta, but her sister was already gone.

"Understood, Miss Etta. We’ll execute Overdrive in fleet pairs as soon as they’re ready," her temporary adjutant said. 

Etta glanced at him. The guy’s BISHOP Communication was practically vibrating with hesitation. 

"If you have something to say, say it clearly—"

"Enemy fleet has executed a mass jump! Start-to-finish variance: 8,500 milliseconds!" the reporter interrupted. "Destination coordinates identified. They’re holding their position at the jump site. It looks like an ambush!"

Etta swallowed her rage at being interrupted. She considered the data. 

"A warp in eight seconds? Impressive. They must be specialists in hit-and-run tactics... Send the Samasa in first. Right after the scouts."

She wasn't going to let them defeat her fleet piece-by-piece with sequential warps. She waited in silence, fuming.

"First Fleet, Linkage Overdrive ready. Countdown beginning... 5... 4... 3... 2... Drive start."

Etta’s world turned blue. The blinding light stabbed at the back of her eyes. Because she could directly perceive the flow of Drive Particles, she absolutely loathed the headaches that came with an Overdrive.

"...Drive complete. All ships accounted for. The enemy is moving away, but our vanguard has already engaged."

The blue light faded, and the bridge stopped swimming. Etta rubbed her temples. 

"Good," she replied. "We’re finishing this here. There’s a good distance to the next drive point. We catch them now... Wait. What is that?"

She pointed at a swarm of ominous shadows on the radar screen. It was a massive number of Space Reservations, appearing dangerously close to their fleet.

"We don't know, Miss Etta! It’s been there since the scouts warped in!" the subordinate stammered.

"Useless," Etta hissed. 

She stared at the display. The sheer volume of reservations looked like grains of sand pouring through an hourglass.

"There aren't enough ships in the galaxy to make that many reservations. Even if there were, they’d be frigate-sized at best. And they’re too far away to be mass weapons... What is this?"

The number of reservations just kept growing. Etta ordered the visual feed to the main screen. 

"The space is actually distorting... Does anyone know what this is? Is this a tactic?!"

The bridge went silent. Many of her officers were military-trained, but they were all staring at the screen with the same look of existential dread.

"Sixth and Seventh Fleets have warped in. We’ll have the whole fleet here in five minutes. We’re at sixty percent strength and—AH!"

The reporter’s yelp drew everyone’s eyes back to the main screen.

"...Scrap metal?" someone whispered.

Floating in the area where the reservations had been made was a mangled mass of steel. It was, quite literally, a giant pile of junk.

"There’s more... what is that? A decommissioned hull?"

"They just keep coming! Is that a rock?"

"Why are they dumping this? Is that a... a wardrobe?"

The bridge erupted into confused chatter. Etta stared, speechless. The void was rapidly filling with a gargantuan mountain of garbage.

"They loaded their ships with trash just to... what? Use a drive shooter to dump it? This makes no sense!"

If it was a scare tactic, it was way too much effort. Etta’s skin crawled with a growing sense of unease.

"It’s heavy... Sister," Tetta, the Sonarman, whispered, her head tilting curiously. "That mass... it’s so heavy. How are they moving it?"

Etta was about to snap that of course a mountain of steel was heavy, but a frantic voice cut her off.

"M-Miss Etta! Report! A grave report!"

One of the sonar operators was staring at his instruments, eyes wide with horror. 

"What?!" Etta demanded.

The operator turned his head toward her with the mechanical stiffness of a rusted robot. When he spoke, everyone on the bridge finally realized the trap they’d walked into.

"The amount of mass warping into this sector has caused a localized depletion of Drive Particles... Unless those reservations stop, the rest of our fleet... they can't get here. They're stranded."

Everyone's Collected Feelings (Trash).
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"Heh... Heh-heh-heh... Worked like a charm."

Slumped in the Captain's Seat, Taro wore a smug, punchable grin as he watched the Radar Screen reflected in his visor.

"I’d say we shaved off nearly forty percent of their fleet. Handling four hundred ships with almost zero damage is great and all, but the cost-effectiveness is abysmal. I never want to do that again."

Marl spoke with a look of pure relief. Taro was on the same page, so he flashed her a thumbs-up. "Tell me about it."

She wasn't exaggerating. The bill for this operation was astronomical. Because they’d had to Drive such high-mass objects over a massive distance, they’d been forced to scour the surrounding sectors and buy up every fixed Drive Particle on the market. Sure, Drive Particles naturally increased over time, but making them artificially portable was a wallet-murdering endeavor.

Still, disabling a force that outnumbered their own was a massive win. According to Dr. Arzimof’s math, it would take at least two to three weeks for the natural particle density to recover enough for the enemy fleet to Drive again.

"The Doctor’s investigation is moving along nicely, too. Besides, those guys over there don't even know when his results are coming out. We can't just sit around and wait for them to catch up," Taro said, sounding incredibly pleased with himself.

He glanced at Marl, who was nodding with satisfaction, and then shifted his gaze to Koume. The AI was being strangely quiet.

"..................Mr. Teiro, do you have business with Koume?"

Tilting the head of her Android Body, Koume gave him a wide-eyed, exaggeratedly innocent look. A cold sweat broke out on Taro’s neck.

"......Personal experience tells me that when you’re this quiet, it usually means something terrible is about to happen."

"Oh my, Mr. Teiro. If you have grown weary of the mortal coil, you only had to say so. Koume would be delighted to support your exit with all her might."

"Ahaha, I’m not quite bored enough to die yet... Wait, did you just tell me to kill myself?"

"No, no, perish the thought. On a completely unrelated note, I have recently added a new function to this Android Body, Mr. Teiro. Don't you want to know what it is? You do, don't you?"

"No, I really don't. And I can clearly see you’ve attached a drill to your left hand. Also, that didn't change the subject at all!"

"I must disagree, Mr. Teiro. The dual-hand attachment system has been standard equipment since my purchase. The new feature is that I can finally reverse the rotation of this drill. Is it not magnificent?"

"I don't care! I don't care from the bottom of my soul!"

As the two of them descended into their usual bickering, Marl let out a heavy, world-weary sigh.

"The battle isn't over, and we're still outnumbered, Admiral."

"This girl is acting way too human lately... Yeah, I know, Marl. But if we keep using these multi-stage tactics to scatter them across Area B, they’ll be totally stuck. We’ve got this, right?"

"As if it’ll be that simple. I actually agree with Koume’s concern."

Marl shrugged, her lip pouting. When Taro threw her a confused Koume’s concern? look, she silently pulled up the access logs for the Data Bank on BISHOP.

"The Mercenaries' past combat history? Why are you digging this up now?" Taro asked, keeping his tone light. Koume turned a serene, mask-like face toward him.

"To be precise, these are the records for the De Ild Samasa 2, Mr. Teiro. Since it and the Fleet Carrier serve as that corporation's primary capital ships, the records are notoriously vague. Mr. Phantom and the Naraza Association have gathered as much as possible, but we have reached the limit of our intel."

"Well, it’s classified stuff. I’m more surprised you managed to get this much."

"I concur, Mr. Teiro. However, one does not simply build a Super-Dreadnought just to have more room for armor and Beams."

"True. But I hate to burst your bubble—if you think the size of the ship is proportional to the size of that, you’d better manage your expectations before you get hurt. Guhehe."

"That was a truly pathetic attempt at a dirty jo— My, what a magnificent spinning back kick, Miss Marl. At any rate, it stands to reason that with such a massive hull, the cargo capacity must be astronomical. I wonder what exactly they’re hauling in there?"

"Dammit, Marl... quit aiming for the kidneys..." Taro groaned from the floor. "What else would it be? Ammunition and supplies. They’re on an expedition, after all."

"Particle accelerators for Beams require almost no physical ammunition, Mr. Teiro. They aren't like this ship. By the way, is the Samasa 2 equipped with extensive Carrier modules?"

"No, I don't think so. It's not a modular ship, so they couldn't just slap them on... wait. Wait a second. Are you serious?"

A sickening feeling hit Taro’s gut. He scrambled up, snatched his visor off the floor where it had rolled after the kick, and bolted back to his seat.

"Plum to RS3! Give me the Drive Particle readings! What’s the fluctuation range?"

Taro barked the question at the Survey Ship, which was bristling with scanners. A few seconds of silence passed before the reply came.

[THIS IS RS3. PARTICLE CONCENTRATION IS STILL TRENDING DOWNWARD, ADMIRAL TEIRO.]

"R-Right. Okay, that’s good... Wait, are there any anomalies in the data? Any weird spikes or dips in the graph?"

[NEGATIVE. NO SUCH SIGNS HAVE BEEN DETECTED THUS FAR... HM? LET ME SEE THAT... AH, ADMIRAL, STAND BY...... WHEN WAS THIS TAKEN?]

Muffled shouting echoed over the comms. The holograph of the RS3 Captain flickered in Taro’s visor as the man frantically looked between his displays. Finally, the Captain turned back to the camera.

[APPROXIMATELY FIVE MINUTES AGO, THERE WERE TWO MOMENTS WHERE THE RATE OF PARTICLE DECAY SLOWED DRASTICALLY. THE DURATION WAS ABOUT 170 MILLISECONDS EACH. BOTH FALL WITHIN THE MARGIN OF ERROR, BUT—]

The Captain looked like he was about to dismiss it. Taro’s face contorted in horror. He slammed his hand onto the fleet-wide broadcast.

"Dammit! They’re coming! All ships, full power retreat! Get us out of here!"

Taro screamed into the mic.

And the moment he did, it happened. Even the Plum, with its modest sensors, could now easily detect a massive surge of dense Drive Particles erupting from the vicinity of the enemy Super-Dreadnought.



"Heh. They’re panicking..."

Etta of the Mercenaries chuckled as she watched the BISHOP Communications scrolling in the distance. "Still, based on the readings, it looks like they've deployed at least five hundred large Drive Shooters. I wonder where they got them? We have no reports of large Carriers in the area. Does the delivery industry really use that many Shooters?"

The Overdrive Shooter—a transport device that utilized Overdrive—was essentially a ship-sized jump engine. They were notoriously expensive.

"No, Shooters are terrible for standard cargo. The acceleration from continuous Micro Drives would liquefy the contents. Since they own inhabited planets, they're likely into primary resource development. That's where Shooters are most common," the Reporting Officer replied, wiping sweat from his brow. 

He looked immensely relieved. They had narrowly avoided disaster by dispersing the massive stockpile of Drive Particles stored within the Samasa 2. If they hadn't, he likely would have been the one to take the fall. No one ever knew where Miss Etta’s wrath would land.

"I suppose that makes sense... Oh well. More importantly, the enemy is as competent as the reports suggested. Their retreat order went out right before we dispersed the particles. Admiral Sod actually provided some decent intel for once."

Etta leaned back in her seat, relaxing. Victory was now just a matter of time.

"It was also Admiral Sod who suggested installing the Additional Tanks for Drive Particles before we departed. Perhaps we can overlook the failure of his preemptive strike now?"

The Reporting Officer, perhaps feeling a bit too bold in his relief, chimed in. Etta’s gaze snapped to him, cold and sharp.

"Indeed. But for a lowly Reporting Officer to be evaluating his superiors? You’ve certainly grown bold."

Her voice was like ice. The Bridge fell into a deathly silence. Every crew member suddenly found something very important to look at on their consoles, handling the controls with exaggerated care. The Reporting Officer clamped his hand over his mouth and stumbled back a step.

"Hey. You."

Etta tilted her head, peering into the man’s face. The officer swallowed hard, his throat making an audible gulp straight out of a comic book.

"Y-Yes?" he rasped.

"Your bandwidth is incredibly narrow. It’s hard to look at. Were you born that way?"

Etta saw the world through a kaleidoscope of Electromagnetic Waves. To her eyes, the volume of BISHOP data streaming from the man’s head was pathetic compared to a normal human.

"Eh? A-Ah, yes. That is correct. But I can perform my duties as well as anyone! I’ve trained to ensure a continuous output!"

The officer forced a desperate, twitchy smile. Etta gave a disinterested hum, but her mind was already scanning his files. 

"Don't move," she commanded. She cross-referenced the Bridge sensors. "Weight, sixty-two kilograms. Biological signs confirmed. Human. Fine, I like you. Your record isn't bad either. For the duration of this battle, you will serve as my Adjutant. Work hard, and I might consider your 'treatment' afterward."

Etta believed that raw ambition and greed were the only things that truly moved people, and this man seemed to have plenty. His file practically screamed desperate for a promotion. His defense of Admiral Sod earlier was the kind of comment usually reserved for those much higher in the food chain; if it had slipped out, it meant he was already mentally living in a higher position.

Plus, and this was important to Etta, the man was quite easy on the eyes.

"We lost a lot of staff in that sudden all-out attack, so I'm short-handed. Well? Do you accept?"

She knew the answer, but she liked to hear it. The man stood dazed for a moment before his face split into a look of pure joy. 

"YES, MA'AM!" he barked, his voice absurdly loud in the quiet Bridge.

"Good. Let's get to it... First assignment. We’ve managed to stop the enemy's delaying tactics with the Samasa’s particles. But there’s a catch. Do you see it?"

The new Adjutant straightened his collar and cleared his throat.

"Yes, Miss Etta. Since we can only perform Overdrive in the immediate area around the Samasa where the particles were dispersed, we've essentially created a traffic jam. Trying to fix our formation from here will cause a massive delay."

"Correct. That's one. Anything else?"

"Well... if the enemy keeps doing this, we might burn through our entire supply of dispersible particles. If we get separated in deep space without them, it’ll be a disaster."

"Keep going."

"Right. Using particles to jump the entire fleet at once is inefficient. If we narrow down the number of ships we’re jumping, the same amount of particles will take us much further. Since the biggest risk is running out when we need them most, why not split the follow-up force into a separate detachment entirely?"

"So, if the capacity is limited anyway, we might as well split them up now. No point carrying a heavy load if it stops us from reaching the destination... Yes. I like that."

Etta smirked. Her new Adjutant was proving even more useful than she’d hoped.

"This isn't a one-way Corridor. Even if it’s a detour, moving a separate force will force the enemy to split their own strength. Excellent. Coordinate the fleet in that direction."

Etta stood up, giving the man one more long, appraising look. Maybe having a man around won't be so bad after all, she thought, already daydreaming about exactly how she’d "enjoy" his company tonight.
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“Two... no, wait. Three. They’re moving in different directions.”

Etta murmured the words vacantly, her eyes still squeezed shut. 

“Three, huh?” Taro muttered back. A bitter taste filled his mouth. Great. Just what we needed.

“One of them is taking the shortest detour toward us,” Marl noted, leaning over to peer at the display in Taro’s hands. “But where is the other one going?”

Taro glared at the map on his handheld terminal. “Hell if I know.”

Marl puffed out her cheeks in annoyance. “Ugh, you’re so useless! Think for once!”

“Hey, it’s not that! Didn't you hear Etta? She hesitated before saying three.”

“So what if she—wait. You mean Stealth Ships?”

“Most likely. They’ve got a small army of Sonarmen over there, so their coordination is probably top-tier. It’s what I’d do in their shoes.”

“If they catch us at night, we’re screwed,” Marl said, her voice dropping an octave. “Without Etta’s constant monitoring, a Surprise Attack would be a total disaster.”

“Exactly. We need to pivot. Fast.”

Taro rolled up his sleeves and began dragging icons across the Tactical Screen, mapping out a new flight path for the fleet. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Etta stifling a massive yawn. A cold shiver ran down his spine. 

“We don't know exactly how much they’ve figured out about Etta’s range, so let’s plan for the worst-case scenario. Initially, we were going to take this Route and engage in hit-and-run tactics while retreating, but...”

Taro drew a sharp line toward the coordinates of The Facility. It was the most logical path to ensure they hit the perfect window of time and space needed for their "Delta Jungle" operation.

“We have to scrap that Route,” Marl agreed, her fingers dancing through the air to project a giant red [X] over Taro’s line. “If we’re avoiding combat at night, we’re going to hit Delta Point way too early.”

She glanced at Taro. “What’s the buffer? Five percent?”

“Make it five,” Taro confirmed.

Marl tapped the screen, and suddenly a dozen new potential Routes bloomed across the map, all leading to the same destination but taking various scenic detours.

“I’d love to get Bella’s input on this, but she’s probably up to her neck in it right now...” Taro rubbed his chin. “Man, this is a mess.”

Currently, the Rising Sun Main Fleet was locked in a desperate rearguard action against the enemy pursuit force. Bella didn't even have time to blink, let alone consult on navigation. For the enemy, chasing a fleeing target was child's play; for RS, the job was to be as annoying as possible without actually getting caught. It was a high-stakes game of keep-away where they had to buy time without taking any major losses.

“She’s going to scream at us that we’re supposed to be the operations headquarters,” Marl sighed. “Mathematically, this Route here is the best fit, but I don’t know. I’m not feeling it.”

“You think I am? I’m flying blind here. But someone has to make the call.”

“True... The biggest risk is arriving too late. If we prioritize safety, this Route is the winner.”

“...No,” Taro countered after a long silence. “It’s the opposite. If we’re late, we can figure something out. But if we get there early, the whole operation is a bust.”

Marl’s eyes went wide. “Are you... are you saying you’d abandon Alan? We can’t just cancel the plan now!”

Taro flinched under her accusatory stare. “I’ll do everything in my power to make sure it doesn't come to that,” he said defensively. “But look at the situation. Alan helped write this plan. He knew the risks when he signed up. He knows there’s a chance we won't make the window.”

“Alan knew? Wait! Nobody told me that! I thought the plan was to prioritize rescue in the worst-case scenario!”

“Ugh, that idiot was probably just acting cool for you. Realistically? Rescue is impossible during that operation. If he has to run for it, we’re all in trouble anyway. The plan is to aim for the bullseye, and if we miss, we miss on the side of being late. We’ll take this Route.”

“What a jerk...” Marl grumbled, though her eyes looked a little watery. “I actually thought he was a decent guy for an idiot. His company was finally getting off the ground, too... I wonder if he has a family? If he dies, does his stuff go to the government? Or do we inherit the company?”

“Hey, he’s not dead yet! Stop talking like his funeral is tomorrow! You’re creeping me out!”

Taro kept one eye on his notifications for any SOS from Bella while he finalized the new Route. The Assault force, spearheaded by the Battleship Plum, was currently being held in reserve. They were the "Final Boss" that would only turn around to strike if the enemy got close enough to smell their exhaust.

“Still, I can’t believe those guys are actually pulling their weight...”

Taro watched the tactical feed with a look of pure disbelief. Every few minutes, a colossal Beam of light lanced through the vacuum. It was the "Techno Boy"—essentially the Battleship Techno Break strapped onto the Battleship Cherry Boy—and it was sniping the pursuing enemy from extreme range with terrifying precision. Aside from Bella’s occasional harassing fire, almost all the damage dealt to the enemy fleet was coming from the Techno Boy and the Battleship Samasa.

“I called them a bunch of disgusting creeps earlier,” Marl admitted, looking slightly pained. “I guess I owe them an apology. They’re basically our MVPs right now.”

She was likely remembering the recruitment disaster from a few hours prior. 

The Black Hawk Corp—a group of losers whose ships, the Techno Break and Cherry Boy, were named after internet slang for "dying while masturbating" and "virginity"—had nearly dissolved after the fight with Admiral Sod. Most of them were amateurs who had realized that space combat was actually quite terrifying.

The Rising Sun negotiators had tried everything: more money, hazard pay, post-war pensions, medals of honor. Nothing worked. In fact, when the negotiators offered to find them "real jobs" after the war, the crew had nearly rioted in protest of the idea of actual labor.

That’s when Koume had stepped in. “Perhaps we should leave this to Mr. Teiro. I believe he is the only one who truly speaks their language.”

Taro had been pushed into the room with the weeping negotiators and sat down with the Black Hawk crew.

“‘Unwanted meddling’ my ass,” Taro had told them. “You guys just don’t want to work. It’s okay. Neither do I. But listen—I’ve got a lead on a job. You watch raw, high-end adult videos from the Central systems and write detailed reviews. You can do it all from home. I can even get you tours of the filming sets. The pay is crap, but it’s a 'socially recognized' career... What? Yeah, don't worry, there's plenty of 2D stuff too.”

The professional negotiators had watched, mouths agape, as Taro spoke to the mercenaries like long-lost brothers.

“If you’re feeling brave, you can join our Security Department,” Taro continued. “The instructor is a hard-ass, but we’ve got a school. If you tell them you’re a combat veteran, you’ll be living the [MMK] life. You know? Motete Motete Komacchau—so popular with the ladies it’s actually a problem. We’re short-staffed everywhere. Unlike other companies, we actually have to see people face-to-face, so you’ll have to get used to that... unless you take the work-from-home review job. Criminal records? We can talk about it. We’re all friends here.”

An hour later, Taro had walked out with a smug grin.

“It’s handled,” he told Marl. “A few of them were holdouts, but they folded when I promised Koume’s old gym clothes as a tournament prize. We’re still negotiating on the AI-generated adult video imports, though. Apparently, android fetishes are a big thing in their circle. Oh, and we’re all going on a giant group blind date after the war. Just... try to be nice to them.”

“That is disgusting! They agreed because of gym clothes? And Koume only has one set!”

“Yeah, they’re going to shred them into palm-sized squares for the whole crew. They were already fist-fighting over who gets the piece with her name tag on it. It’ll be fine.”

“What is wrong with those people?” Marl had shrieked. “And what is wrong with you for being so casual about it?!”

That was then. Now, the Black Hawk Corp was fighting with the ferocity of lions under the command of the Suga Siblings. 

“You think they’ll run out of Drive Particles if they keep jumping like this?” Taro asked, his voice dripping with exhaustion.

“You’re kidding, right?” Marl snapped. “They calculated that stockpile perfectly. At this rate, the final showdown is going to be something like 200 against 400. Can you even win against those odds?”

“No way. Not unless we take out that super-dreadnought. But it’s probably crawling with Sonarmen; no torpedo is ever going to touch it.”

“I figured... Sigh. I guess we have to go through with that plan then. God, I hate this.”

A heavy silence settled over the Bridge, broken only by the soft, rhythmic snoring of the sleeping Etta.

“Excuse me, Mr. Teiro. I have prepared the items you requested. However, I cannot verify if these are considered ‘complete’ by your standards.”

Koume appeared at the entrance carrying a silver tray. Taro perked up and joined Marl in approaching the android.

“What is this? Hot jelly?” Marl poked the white blobs on the tray and made a face. “I’ll pass. Looks slimy.”

“Actually, it’s a traditional dish from my homeland for celebrating the New Year,” Taro explained. “It’s... uh... I forget the name. Basically, it’s pounded rice. It’s also a notorious Silent Killer. Every year, it claims several lives back home. But man, it’s addictive.”

Taro picked up a piece, dipped it in a soy-based sauce, and popped it into his mouth. It wasn't as stretchy as the real deal and the texture was a bit grainy, but it was close enough to hit the nostalgia button.

“A celebration food that kills people?” Marl asked, horrified. “And why are you celebrating the New Year anyway? Just because the calendar number goes up?”

“I mean... I don't know? Because we survived the winter, I guess?”

“Winter? That makes no sense. Planets have different seasons depending on where you are. Somewhere out there, it’s the middle of summer right now. Why would they celebrate a New Year then?”

Taro paused, a blob of white dough halfway to his mouth. “Huh. Now that you mention it... that is weird.”

In the middle of a star system filled with lethal beam fire, they stood there having the most trivial conversation imaginable. They knew the destination was close. They knew they would soon have to put their lives on the line. But that was exactly why they needed this—a moment of normalcy to keep their sanity intact.

“We are approaching the fourth checkpoint, Mr. Teiro,” Koume announced. “Time to Delta Point is approximately 32 hours and 20 minutes. We are currently four hours ahead of schedule, so we will need to decelerate or find a distraction... Also, may I try one?”

Koume reached out and snatched a piece of the white dough. Before Taro or Marl could protest, she popped it into her mouth.

“I see. So this is the flavor. Oh? Why are you two staring? I cannot digest organic matter, but I can simulate the act of eating. If I simply adjust my internal...” 

Koume stopped. Her hands went to her throat. She began jerking her neck back and forth, side to side. 

“...Mmmph! It appears a piece of ‘Mochi’ has become lodged in my primary intake valve. This is... problematic.”

Taro watched her struggle to swallow the "Silent Killer" and felt a strange sense of pride. She was definitely becoming more human every day.

And because he was so distracted by her evolution, he didn't even notice that she had correctly identified the food as Mochi.



Happy New Year!
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"We set out with two thousand ships, and now we’re down to four hundred. How perfectly depressing."

Etta of the Mercenaries let out a thin, sharp laugh. No one on the bridge took her words at face value; they all assumed she was just being her usual caustic self, likely aiming the sarcasm at their own incompetence.

"The enemy's numbers have dwindled as well, and we still have Admiral Sod’s four hundred ships. The opposition likely has two hundred at most. I don't see a problem," a Staff Officer replied, his voice brimming with the unearned confidence of someone wearing a brand-new insignia.

Etta recalled a certain passionate encounter from the previous night and shot him a sultry, predatory look. "I suppose you’re right. It’ll be fine. But we can’t exactly afford to slack off, can we?"

She dropped her voice into a saccharine lilt. The Staff Officer grinned back, looking like a cat that had found a very specific bowl of cream.

"Of course not. By the way, regarding the split of our forces... I noticed you designated the Electronic Warfare Craft as a separate detachment?"

Etta gave a dismissive shrug. "Oh, sorry about that. I gave the order directly. Did I bruise your ego?"

"N-No! Not at all. It’s just, as a Staff Officer, I need to grasp the overall strategy. May I ask the reasoning?"

"Reasoning? I didn't have any. They’re a Surprise Attack force. If I lumped them in with the standard fleet, they wouldn’t be able to flex their Electronic Warfare muscles, now would they?"

"That’s true, but we have intelligence suggesting the enemy has an incredibly talented Sonarman. Even Miss Yotta—"

"Don’t you dare use that name!"

Her scream echoed through the bridge, plunging the room into a suffocating silence. Etta glared at the Staff Officer with murderous eyes before shifting her gaze to Tetta, who was currently trembling like a leaf. Compared to her older sister, Tetta was a complete letdown, but looking at her was the only thing keeping Etta’s rage from boiling over.

"...The enemy Sonarman has a fatal weakness. We’re just going to poke at it until it breaks," Etta spat out.

The Staff Officer squeaked a tiny "Yes, Ma'am," though he still looked like he had a dozen more questions.

"You're wondering if it's a gamble, right? Since we don't know exactly when their Sonarman sleeps?" Etta asked, her voice dripping with boredom. She caught the officer's silent nod and let out a sharp, nasty snort before her lips curled into a malicious grin. "There are a thousand ways to handle this. Just shut up and watch."



Twenty hours had passed since the Rising Sun began its retreat. The void was a mess of long-range sniping from Large-caliber Cannons and sporadic, violent skirmishes. Both sides were bleeding, sustaining damage that was becoming impossible to ignore.

Each fleet had lost about ten percent of its strength. To an outsider, it looked like the RS side was punching way above its weight class given the numbers, but considering the distance left to reach The Facility, it was anyone’s game. The fleets ground forward, locked in a slow-motion sprint toward the finish line.

Just as the fleet crossed the two-thirds mark and Taro was beginning to think they might actually make it without a total disaster, reality intervened.

"Miffu? Juft miffu?"

Taro sat in the dining hall, his cheeks bulging with mochi kneaded with enough sesame to choke a horse. He looked toward Etta—the one currently poking her own piece of mochi with a look of profound confusion.

"Yes, three. Three little black dots, Teiro. More than two, fewer than four."

Etta muttered this with the intensity of a scientist discovering a new element, her eyes never leaving the mochi. Taro glanced at Marl, who was across the table happily devouring a gray mass that was roughly ninety percent sesame and ten percent rice. She responded with a silent, "don't look at me" shrug.

"President, shall we head to the bridge?"

Taro looked up at the Security Department Section Manager, who was currently filling in for Alan on the second bridge. Taro shook his head. "Nah. We’ve got this for now," he said, pushing himself up from the table. "You guys heard the lady. Clear the table for us, would you?"

Accompanied by Etta and Marl, Taro headed for the exit.

"You're stuffed, but are you feeling sleepy at all?" Taro asked as they grabbed the handrail of the High-speed Moving Lane. Etta shook her head silently and latched onto Taro’s waist.

"I'm fine. Stop... treating me like a baby."

Etta pouted. The lane accelerated, the sudden G-force pulling them horizontal until they were effectively flying parallel to the floor.

"What do they think they're doing with only three ships? Did some idiots decide to go rogue?" Taro wondered aloud.

Etta had pinged what were almost certainly enemy Stealth Ships. She was the type of girl who would admit it if she was guessing, so if she said three, there were three. But out of a fleet of a hundred, why only three? Taro felt a greasy sense of unease.

"Teiro, Koume said she’ll be along shortly. She’s coming from the Workshop, so it’ll take a minute," Marl said from behind him. She was somehow still eating that tan-colored sesame lump while hanging onto a high-speed rail. When she saw Taro looking, she tucked it behind her back like a guilty toddler.

"Look, I'm not gonna steal your snack... but seriously, Marl, do we need to build you a dedicated sesame Cultivation Station?"

"I-I don't eat that much! It’s just... well, my Personal System just flagged a message."

[FAT BURNING AGENT DEPLOYED]

"You are definitely eating too much! Look at Etta—she’s literally having lipids pumped into her. Meanwhile, I’m over here with a constant zinc deficiency warning... and what the hell is Plum doing in the Workshop anyway?"

Plum's Workshop was less of a "shop" and more of a "high-end industrial fabrication plant." Marl had designed it herself, and it was capable of doing pretty much anything short of mass production.

"She said she was 'optimizing' her chassis. She asked me if it was mechanically feasible to decompose organic matter for energy transport. I think she wants to build herself a digestive system."

"No, no, no! Why would she get rid of the best part of being a robot? Where is she even going with this? ...Wait, is it actually possible?"

"Not at that size, no. Miniaturization tech isn't there yet."

"Thank god. I was worried for a second."

They reached the bridge and immediately fell into their respective grooves.

"Data Link updated, Teiro. Setting Alert Level to 3?"

"Let's stick with 2. Three ships aren't a threat—yet."

"Coordinates sent," Etta chimed in. "Projected vectors and trace lines on screen."

"Thanks, Etta. Holler if they twitch."

The Stealth Ships weren't showing up on active scans, but they were definitely there. Three "Provisional" markers blinked on the Radar Screen, drawing the trio's focus.

"Lock-on complete. Bella's asking for permission to delete them," Marl reported.

"I mean, obviously we should... wait. Hold on." Taro felt a cold prickle on the back of his neck. "Marl, if we give the ECM a directional focus, we can hit them from a distance, right?"

"Sure. But the signal strength drops off with range."

"Right... but... oh, crap. This is a trap, isn't it?"

A memory from the Imperial Navy Officer Academy bubbled up. It was from a history class—the subject Taro sucked at most—and the memory wasn't a happy one.

"Colonel Doan’s reconnaissance tactics... but they're doing it with live pilots. This is going to be a long day."

Taro’s face twisted. Marl looked at him, confused. "Colonel who?"

Taro kept his eyes on the screen. "An old-school Navy Colonel. He came up with 'Exposure Tactics.' Basically, you flood the area where you think a stealth unit is with drones. Even stealth ships can be pinged if you get a drone close enough. It’s a brute-force search."

Marl tilted her head. "But they’re the ones using stealth, not us."

"The genius of Doan wasn't just the drones; it was the cost-benefit analysis. He turned 'throwing crap at the wall' into a legitimate tactical doctrine. He proved when it was worth the sacrifice."

"I still don't see the—"

"If we shoot them now, we're telling them Etta is awake."

Marl started to nod, then froze. "Wait... oh. Oh."

She chewed on the thought for a second, her expression souring. "So, if we intercept them at long range—"

"The moment we stop intercepting them, they’ll know exactly when Etta goes to sleep. Then the whole Stealth Fleet jumps us. They hit the Warp Jammers, and we're space dust."

"And if we let them get close?"

"We're in their kill zone. And even if it's only three ships, they're Electronic Warfare units. They'll redline their systems to fry ours without caring if they survive the feedback. We’ll lose a ship or two for sure."

"...I see. But if we take the hit, Etta’s schedule stays a secret."

"Exactly. We don't have to be total martyrs, though. We’ll roll some dice—intercept some far out, let some get close. Keep 'em guessing. Either way, we need to kick this fleet into high gear."

Taro threw together a randomized interception table and flicked it to Marl. She began transmitting the new orders to the fleet. After a moment, she paused, her voice tinged with disgust.

"Teiro... these stealth ships they're sending. They aren't drones, are they?"

Taro didn't look at her. "Probably not."

"You called it a drone tactic... but no sane pilot would sign up for a mission where the goal is to be shot down."

"Yeah, well... I have a pretty good idea of how they’re convincing people." Taro thought back to the Suicide Ships and the hollow-eyed crews they'd found.

"It might be effective, but... God, it's horrible. Why would anyone do this?" Marl’s voice was thick with a mix of anger and grief. Etta sat beside them, scowling and twisting a lock of her hair.

"Who knows? Money, power, or maybe they were just born rotten. I couldn't tell you—wait."

An unauthorized ping cut through the fleet’s encrypted network. Taro stared at the notification in shock, then spat on the floor.

"We’ve got an incoming comms request from the enemy. You want to know why they’re doing this? Let’s ask the scumbag ourselves."
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“Well, well. Do I have the pleasure of meeting the infamous Mr. Teiro for the first time? We surely know enough about one another by now that introductions would be redundant, wouldn’t they?”

A woman's voice crackled through Taro’s comms. A holographic display shimmered into life, projecting the upper body of a young woman wearing a poised, practiced smile. Under any other circumstances, a face like that might have made Taro’s heart skip a beat, but it was a different story when the caller was the enemy commander.

“Yeah, yeah, hey there. Great timing, actually. I was just thinking of giving you a ring myself. Miss Etta... oh, wait. No, no. Wrong one. Not my Etta—the bad one over there.”

Taro directed the first half of his sentence into the Mike, then clicked the transmission off to mutter the second half to his crew on the Bridge. Rising Sun Etta, currently rubbing the sleep from her bleary eyes, twisted her face into a mask of pure annoyance and looked away as if the entire universe bored her.

“Oh, is that so? Perhaps I should have waited a bit longer for your call, then,” the Mercenaries Etta replied, shrugging with playful theater. 

Taro snorted, unimpressed. He cocked a provocative eyebrow. “So, what’s the occasion? What do you want?”

“What do I want? Let’s see. To put it simply: a Surrender Recommendation. You’re at the end of your rope, aren't you? You’ve done quite well, honestly. Even if you threw up your hands and gave up now, no one would blame you. In fact, why not come work for us?”

Etta let out a silky chuckle. 

“Go to hell,” Taro shot back. “I’d rather die quietly than serve a piece of work like you. If you’re going to tell jokes, at least find some that are actually funny, you monster.”

“My, how cold. But think clearly. Unless you’re a total moron, you must realize things are about to get very ugly for you. Look into the eyes of your three companions. Do you really want to throw their lives away?”

Three companions? 

“Three... oh, yeah. Of course they’re precious to me. That’s exactly why I’m going to kick your teeth in as fast as humanly possible. We’re already geared up for it. If you’re just here to talk trash, I’m hanging up.”

Taro cut the connection unilaterally and spun around to face Marl.

“Hey, Marl. Quick question. Do people usually count androids as 'one person, two people'?”

Marl tilted her head, tapping a finger against her chin. “I wonder... Some might, I suppose, but it’s definitely not common. Usually, it’s 'one unit, two units.' Except for Koume, obviously.”

“Right. Figures,” Taro muttered, falling into deep thought. 

After a moment, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper and a pen—items so old they were basically Antiques. He scribbled a set of instructions in Galactic Standard Language and thrust the paper toward Marl.

“Give this to Koume. Things are about to get interesting.”

Marl tried to peek at the note, but Taro hurriedly waved her off, shaking his head to signal that it was for Koume’s eyes only.

“Fine, fine,” Marl huffed, puffing out her cheeks in a faux pout. “But you better explain everything later. I hate being the only one not in on the joke.”

She wasn't actually angry, though. Taro watched her hustle off the Bridge, waited a few beats, and then sent a request to reopen the channel to the enemy.

“Hanging up so suddenly? What an impolite brat,” the Mercenaries Etta reappeared, her voice now sharp with genuine irritation. “Didn't your mama teach you any manners? And yet, here you are, crawling back to call me.”

Taro’s eye twitched at the mention of 'mama,' but he forced himself to stay cool. 

“Mama, huh? Sorry, don’t remember her. Anyway, I only called back to give you a heads-up. If you’re gonna tuck your tail and run, now’s your last chance.”

He dialed the smugness up to eleven, wearing the most mocking, punchable expression he could muster. He couldn't tell if it was actually working, but the woman on the screen let out a curious, airy hum.

“And what, pray tell, are you planning to do?”

Her gaze felt like it was boring a hole through the screen, trying to peel back his skull and read his thoughts. Taro clenched his fist out of sight and wiped his sweaty palm on his trousers. He heard footsteps—Marl returning—but he didn't dare break eye contact with the hologram.

“Like I’d tell a moron like you. It’s a... uh, you know. A plan to wipe you all out in one shot! A real 'all-or-nothing' move!”

“My, such confidence... but are you truly alright?” Etta’s eyes narrowed into a predatory, cat-like slit. A hauntingly gentle smile played on her lips. She slowly raised an index finger, pointing it directly at the camera. “Can you really win against us with that little plan? There won't be a second chance, you know. Are there no flaws? Are you absolutely sure? What if something unexpected happens? Did you carry a zero? Is your estimate too naive? Really, truly... are you going to be okay?”

The questions hit him like rapid-fire physical blows. Taro knew she was just trying to rattle him, but a cold sweat broke out nonetheless. Those eyes... it felt like she already knew everything. Taro instinctively took a step back.

“We’ll win... we have to... I’ve checked the data... a thousand times...”

Taro averted his eyes from her serpentine gaze and frantically began accessing the ship's database—specifically the file containing his "secret" trump card. Beside him, Marl was waving her arms and saying something, but her voice was a muffled roar in his ears.

“...Pfft. Honestly, that’s enough. I’m sorry for scaring you so much.”

The suffocating pressure vanished instantly. Etta was laughing now, sounding like any ordinary girl you'd meet on the street. Taro shook his head to clear the fog and opened his mouth to snap back.

The screen went black. She had hung up on him.



On the enemy flagship, the Mercenaries Etta leaned back in her Captain’s Seat, looking like the cat that had swallowed the canary.

“What a greenhorn. He folded after just a little pressure. Though, I must say, the BISHOP COMMUNICATION BAND is shockingly wide. The ship's hardware is impressive, but more importantly, the sheer volume of data they process is immense. It was quite a chore to intercept and decrypt it all. Simply marvelous.”

Etta spoke with a giddy, almost manic energy. Her Adjutant nodded stoically. “Is that so?”

“It is!” Etta chirped. She reached out and handed a Pulse Chip to the man. “I’ve got the gist of their 'trump card.' It seems they’ve fired a massive volley of live rounds in advance, set to INERTIAL CRUISE. They’re timed to slam into the coordinates where we’d drop out of OVERDRIVE. The plan was filed under the codename 'Dense Jungle.' Nearly five thousand rounds. Quite the logistical nightmare for them, I imagine.”

The Adjutant’s eyes widened as he scanned the data. “I see... hitting us during the fleet reorganization phase immediately after a Drive-out. We’d be sitting ducks. It’s actually a viable tactic.”

“Yes, and they’ve accelerated the rounds to a terrifying velocity. Oh? What’s the matter? You look a bit green.”

“...No, I’m fine, ma’am. I just shuddered at the thought of actually flying into that.”

“Well, go rest in your quarters for a bit. But do get used to it; we have a long way to go. Oh, wait.” Etta stopped the Adjutant as he turned to leave. She grinned wickedly. “Signal the fleet. Reduce our cruising speed to 70% of current output.”

The Adjutant froze. “Reduce speed? Not increase it?”

Etta tapped the chip in his hand. “Precisely. They’ve been running away to bait us into a chase. The sporadic skirmishes were just to keep us focused while they timed the arrival of those live rounds. Since those bullets are just drifting on inertia, they can’t exactly hit the brakes or change their arrival time, can they?”

She looked immensely proud of herself. The Adjutant let out a breath of realization and mirrored her smirk.

“I see. We let the 'Dense Jungle' pass right by us, then march in at our leisure. Understood. I’ll relay the orders immediately.”

The Adjutant gave a crisp salute and hurried off. Etta watched him go, wondering if he really was feeling sick—he seemed to be moving awfully fast.



“I swear, when you dropped the firewalls and started bumbling around the database, I thought you’d finally lost your marbles,” Marl said, clutching her chest in relief.

Taro let out a decidedly unheroic, villainous cackle. “Guhehe! Phantom and Admiral Sod warned me that BISHOP traffic can be leaked if someone knows what they’re doing. This is a total win for the Info-War department. Besides, she said something that gave her away.”

“Gave her away?”

“Yeah. She called us 'three people.' She was counting you, Etta, and Koume. To us, that’s normal, but to a stranger? They’d see two people and an android. Most people don't count 'units' as 'people.'”

“Ah. So you realized she was watching us through the cameras... and then she called us 'companions,' which is definitely too friendly for a robot. Unless she thought you were such a hardcore android-fetishist that the distinction didn't matter.”

“Hey! I only sexually harass organic lifeforms, thank you very much! I’ve never done anything like that to Koume. Even if they had a spy—and that’s a big 'if'—even Ando wouldn't make that mistake.”

Taro turned his attention back to the Radar Screen. The enemy fleet icons were already beginning to decelerate. Marl leaned over to look.

“I have to hand it to you, though. That was some Oscar-worthy acting. You really looked like you were about to pee your pants.”

“I was actually scared, okay?” Taro admitted with a shiver. “She’s definitely using something. Hypnosis? Some high-tech subliminal frequency? I felt like my soul was being sucked out through the screen. It wasn't like she was mind-controlling me, but it felt like she was... I don't know, playing my emotions like a fiddle.”

Marl looked skeptical for a second, then nodded as if a piece of a puzzle had clicked into place. “There are labs that use BISHOP to manipulate visual impressions. Advertising agencies sink billions into that kind of 'sensory marketing.' It’s not impossible... But wait, how did you rewrite the database that fast? Was it Koume?”

Marl smirked. Taro opened his mouth to answer, but a flat, mechanical voice beat him to it.

“I am capable of establishing a direct hardware uplink to terminals without the use of BISHOP, Miss Marl,” Koume said, stepping onto the Bridge. She was staring blankly at her right arm—or rather, the stump where her right wrist used to be. “As it was an emergency, I breached the nearest private quarters to access a terminal. In my haste, the room was left in a state of moderate disarray. I shall have to apologize to the occupant.”

Taro stared at the missing hand in horror. “You... you actually built a Rocket Punch?!”

Koume looked at him and gave a tiny, terrifying smirk. 

“Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. A weapon of extreme peril that incorporates propulsion and high explosives into one's own limb—a concept no sane person would entertain. The warhead is disposable, requires a specialized attachment, and I only have two shots. It is inefficient. It is wasteful. It is the antithesis of versatility. However, humans are creatures who adore the absurd and the wasteful, often referring to such things as 'Romance.' Therefore, I have decided to embrace Romance as well.”

“I... uh, right. Cool. Glad we're on the same page,” Taro stammered. “But, uh, no casualties, right? You didn't blow anyone up?”

“Negative, Mr. Teiro. No biological organisms were harmed. However, I did accidentally terminal-velocity-delete two love dolls. Their garments were labeled 'Julia' and 'Rosa.'”

Taro winced. “Alan’s room... Sorry, Alan. My condolences to Julia and Rosa.”

He offered a brief prayer toward the crew quarters, then checked the time on the electronic seal on his wrist. 

“Now that they’ve slowed down, we’re going to take a lot more harassment from their ELECTRONIC WARFARE CRAFT. It’s gonna hurt, but if we can just grit our teeth and bear it until we hit the mark...”

Taro smiled as the timer on his wrist synced up perfectly with their projected arrival at DELTA POINT.

“It’s finally our turn to play.”
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Sorry for the late post, everyone. Life just doesn’t go the way you want it to orz.

The relentless raids by the Electronic Warfare Craft were tearing the RS Fleet a new one.

Under normal circumstances, a surprise attack by a handful of ships wouldn’t amount to much more than a blip on a report. However, these pilots were launching desperate, suicidal strikes with zero regard for their own survival, packing enough punch to drag ships of their own size straight into the abyss with them.

"Enemy squad silenced, Mr. Teiro. However, contact with Cruisers RS-44 and RS-48 has been severed. We’re picking up beacon responses, so it’s likely their communication systems are toast."

It was a trade-off: a standard ship for a far more expensive Electronic Warfare Craft. But while the standard ships were merely losing their ability to fight back electronically, the Electronic Warfare Craft were being physically obliterated along with every soul on board. In any sane military manual, the side losing the specialized craft would be considered the losers.

"I hope the life support systems are still holding... Did anyone eject?" Taro asked, his voice strained.

"Negative, Mr. Teiro. It appears we’ll need to dispatch the Recovery Craft immediately."

"Dammit, I hope they make it... Wait, how many ships is that now?"

"Sixty-two, Mr. Teiro."

"Sixty-tw—... You know what? Let's just pretend I didn't hear that."

The tragedy lay in the fact that the "weight" of a single ship wasn't equal for both sides. It wasn't about the absolute value of the hull or the crew; it was the ratio of losses to total fleet strength. In that regard, the RS Fleet was getting the raw end of the deal.

"By the way, Mr. Teiro. I have good news and bad news. Which do you want first?"

Koume, who had been keeping Taro company on the bridge of the Battleship Plum, spoke up with sudden realization. Marl was currently out cold taking a nap, and the "good" Etta was lost in dreamland, leaving the bridge unusually quiet with just the two of them.

"I can't imagine anything being worse than losing thirty percent of my combat strength, so hit me. I'm unshockable at this point. Give me the bad stuff first."

Taro grumbled from the Captain’s Seat, his face a mask of bitterness. On the edge of his vision, the radar screen flickered as it updated the positions of his own ships arriving one by one after their Overdrive jumps.

"Understood, Mr. Teiro. Our Fixed-Point Observation Team has just confirmed an enemy Reinforcement Unit. This is a separate force from the fleet that split off earlier. The observation team included a message: 'Go for it, Prez! You can do it!'"

"Oh, for real? Is that the group Dean was supposed to be pinning down? 'Go for it'? That's a bit casual, isn't it? So, how bad is it? One fleet? Two?"

"Ten fleets. Approximately five hundred ships."

"That’s a whole damn Corps! 'Go for it'?! Are they kidding me?! Those guys are definitely laughing at me behind their keyboards!"

"Furthermore," Koume continued, unfazed, "several Fleet Carriers have been spotted among the reinforcements. It seems the enemy has no intention of leaving a reserve at the Imperial Center. They’ve likely signed temporary Non-Aggression Treaties with everyone in the vicinity."

"Man, those Mercenaries are loaded. They must’ve made a killing during the WIND Crisis... well, I guess we did too. But a Carrier Strike Fleet? Dammit. I guess I have no choice but to use my secret weapon."

"Mr. Teiro, no matter how many times you open and close that side-table drawer, you are not going to find a Time Machine in there. Honestly, it’s getting quite creepy to watch."

It’s gotta be in here somewhere, Taro thought desperately. "No, no, it’s definitely here. It’s worth a shot... Anyway, what’s the 'good' news?"

"Right. A Subsection Chief in the Accounting Department just had a baby. A healthy baby boy, apparently."

"Oh, well, that's wonderful! Congratulations to him! BUT WHY ARE YOU TELLING ME THAT NOW?! THAT IS NOT 'GOOD NEWS' FOR THIS SITUATION!"

Taro slid out of his seat in a heap. He began thrashing around on the floor in a full-blown tantrum before eventually going limp, limbs splayed out like a discarded marionette.

"Actually, I’ve got even more bad news," Taro muttered, staring blankly at the ceiling. "The parliament is getting cold feet about the war. If we lose this fleet battle, any hope of a guerrilla resistance is dead in the water."

Koume walked over and stood over his prone body. "It would seem so. However, as long as the enemy’s goal is The Facility, there is a high probability they won’t even bother chasing us into our territory. Was this not part of your calculations?"

"Well, yeah. But actually being backed into a corner feels a lot different than theorizing about it. This next engagement is the 'Final Boss' battle."

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. And was that not also anticipated?"

"I mean, sure, but... when it’s staring you in the face, it’s a bit of a shock. Especially since—"

Taro let out a sharp breath and tried to spring to his feet with a cool Neckspring. He failed miserably, thumping back onto the floor, before finally standing up the old-fashioned way while rubbing his bruised head.

"—it’s about to start any second now."

With a small, tired smile, Taro pointed a thumb toward the radar screen. Koume followed his gaze to Delta Point. The last of the Cruisers were sluggishly dropping out of warp and merging with the fleet, turning their bows to form the final wall between the enemy and The Facility.

"If you're going to try and look cool, Mr. Teiro, please at least land the kip-up next time. On a related note, the actual good news is this: the scheduled start for Operation Delta Jungle and the current time are almost perfectly synced."

Koume spoke while looking off into the void. Taro simply muttered, "I know," and triggered an [ALERT FUNCTION] via BISHOP to jolt Marl awake.



"[LINKAGE MAINTAINED AT 80% PLUS. DRIVE-OUT IN 2 MINUTES, 33 SECONDS.] Once Samasa and the Advance Entry Fleet arrive, the Main Force, including this vessel, will commence entry in approximately sixty seconds."

The man who had become the Adjutant to the Mercenaries Supreme Commander a mere few hours ago spoke while glancing at his terminal. Etta, lounging in a Captain’s Seat that was far too plush for a warship, acknowledged him with a lazy wave of her hand.

"Still no word from Admiral Sod?"

Etta’s voice was laced with irritation. The Adjutant straightened his back. "Regrettably, no."

"The update frequency dropped off until it went dark. It’s likely they’re taking a Route that leads away from us to cut off the enemy’s retreat."

Etta smirked. "Not a bad move. The fewer survivors we have to deal with after this war, the better... Well, it’s almost time. Let’s have some fun. We’ll rendezvous with the split fleet in a few hours, and then the reinforcements will arrive. No need to rush. We can take our sweet time."

Etta picked up a cup of water and downed several tablets. They were high-dosage drugs with nasty side effects, but she didn't care. She was certain this next clash would be the end of it.

"Ah... there it is. Everything is so clear now."

Her vision exploded into psychedelic colors. The ship's interior was suddenly a swirling vortex of light representing BISHOP Communications, cramming future data—both vital and trivial—into her mind. Usually, the sensory overload was a headache, but now it felt divine. She could read the flow of fate like an open book.

"[10 SECONDS TO DRIVE-OUT. 9... 8...]"

The Adjutant’s voice sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well. Etta felt a surge of contempt for vocal communication—a medium that could only convey the boring, stagnant 'present'—unlike the glorious BISHOP.

"[3... 2... 1... DRIVE-OUT.]"

The torrent of particles outside the viewport vanished, replaced by the heavy silence of deep space. In the periphery of her drug-heightened consciousness, Etta watched her crew scramble to perform their post-jump scans.

"Enemy fleet gathered directly ahead! No large celestial bodies detected. Wait—optical sensors are picking up a massive amount of debris in close proximity. A small Debris Belt? But based on these coordinates, it shouldn't be here..."

The Adjutant’s voice wavered with anxiety. Etta let out a soft, admiring hum and checked the sensor logs. The list showed over a hundred thousand individual pieces of junk. And some of them were in very, very inconvenient spots.

"...I see. They’re positioned at the exact limit of the Drive-out interference zone. Perfectly calculated. Maybe five thousand of them are active?"

Etta praised the move as if she were an impartial judge at a contest, a grin spreading across her lips.

"Well, well. It seems I’ve been had."

She ran through the possibilities in a heartbeat and settled on the most likely truth: her specific ability was known to the enemy.

"Fufu... fine. This finally makes it interesting."

Etta lived for the razor’s edge. She had always run her company on high-stakes gambles, and she had won almost every single time. The rare defeats were just the spice that made the eventual victory taste that much sweeter.

That little girl said enjoying war is for fools, but she's wrong. Whether you enjoy it or not, the work is the same. You might as well have a good time while you’re at it.

Etta turned her gaze to her side, where her temporary 'little sister' stood trembling.

"Come here, Tetta. I need your strength... Yes, lean closer."

Etta pulled the smiling girl into an embrace, adjusting Tetta’s head so she could better sync with the girl’s BISHOP signal.

"A whole lot of debris is about to start flying our way. They’re aimed right at us. I want you to track every single piece and calculate their coordinates. Don’t worry about anything complicated. Just do that for me."

Etta gave her a quick, clinical kiss as a 'reward,' beaming at the delighted girl.

"The enemy will use BISHOP to guide a swarm of warheads. I will read their intent and intercept. Simple. Elegant. A pure trial of strength where all the cards are on the table and there's no room for tricks. A duel of future-sight, where the one who looks the furthest wins. Oh, it’s marvelous! This is what a real game feels like!"

Etta writhed in her seat, overcome by a wave of raw, borderline-erotic excitement. She basked in the rush for a moment, then instantly wiped the smile from her face.

"Come then, little President. Let me show you your place."
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A quiet update. I might finally be in an environment where I can write again.

Zayed. A galactic armpit so obscure that 99.99% of the Empire's citizens wouldn't even recognize the name if it popped up in their consciousness. Once a bustling hub, it had become a hollowed-out husk—a remnant of the Early Imperial Expansion Era that everyone had spent the last few centuries ignoring. Now, it served as the backdrop for a plan so shady people were afraid to even mention it out loud.

In the void of the Zayed system, two fleets squared off: one hundred and fifty ships against three hundred. The hundred and fifty were arrayed as a shield for The Facility, while the three hundred charged forward like a spear intended to gut them.

"The enemy only has two weapons capable of actually hurting the Samasa," the captain of the massive battleship barked over the comms. The Battleship Samasa loomed over the rest of its fleet, a titan among gnats. "Keep your eyes peeled for that weird gunship and those physical shells we’ve heard about."

His bridge crew, looking far too relaxed for a life-and-death struggle, chuckled. They treated the bridge like a high-end firing range, swapping jokes about how easy this would be. They were corporate mercenaries, battle-hardened and arrogant, and they knew they were the best money could buy.

"Main guns, fire! Let’s make sure they never forget the name Samasa!"

On the other side of the vacuum, the twin captains of the Techno Boy—the heavy hitters of the RS side’s Volunteer Force—were having a very different conversation. Despite the "we’re probably going to die" atmosphere, they looked perfectly at home.

"Standard procedure says we aim for the Shield Ships, but we’re going to ignore that. We’re just gonna keep blasting the small fry," one twin said. "The enemy knows our flagship is basically a Carrier. If we thin out their air defense, they’ll be too scared to make a move."

"Classic, brother," the other twin grinned. "Stealing Commander Bella’s orders and reciting them like they’re your own brilliant ideas? That’s the kind of low-tier scum behavior I can really get behind."

They both smirked. Around them, the amateur crew was vibrating with enough nervous tension to power a small planet, but the twins' casual banter seemed to help them unclench just a little.

"Alright, you losers, fire the main guns! Show 'em not to mess with a nerd! Goraaa!"

Colossal streaks of blue light tore through the darkness as both battleships opened up, their salvos crossing paths in the silence of space. The exchange of death repeated every few minutes, and with every pass, the casualty list grew on both sides.

"Seal bulkhead four, now! If it reaches turret two, we’re all space dust!"

"Fire suppression is in the red! I don't care if you have to spit on it, get those fires out!"

"Dammit! The Reserve Bridge is gone! How are we supposed to aim the rear guns now?!"

"Keep moving! If we stop, we’re dead! A shield isn't gonna stop a slug that big anyway!"

If history ever bothered to record this battle, these screams would be lost to the footnotes. These nameless warriors were giving everything they had just to stay in the fight.

"Boss, we’re hitting the Second Engagement Range. Ready to initiate Collective Control?"

"No, not yet," Bella replied, her voice muffled by the cigar clamped between her teeth. She stood on her bridge with her jacket draped over her shoulders like a cape, arms nowhere near the sleeves. Her Gift, Collective Control, was the perfect tool for a fleet commander, but she was holding back. If the enemy is really peeking into our heads, moving the fleet based on my thoughts alone is a suicide run. "Wait until we’re so close that it doesn't matter if they're watching us think. Besides, I’ve got a plan."



"Admiral, it’s started. Long-range scanners are picking up multiple high-energy signatures."

"I see..." Admiral Sod stood at the head of a fleet that eclipsed both opposing forces combined. He watched the distant flashes of light from the safety of the void. "Fine. Advance the fleet. Prepare the drives."

As the cogs of war turned, the two Supreme Commanders at the heart of the chaos found themselves in a rare moment of synchronicity. Despite being bitter enemies on opposite sides of the line, they both stared at their displays, eyes wide with shock, and uttered the exact same words at the exact same time.

"—What a monster!—"

Mercenaries Etta had assumed the first wave of a thousand physical shells was mostly a bluff—a cloud of dummies meant to distract her. She’d figured maybe a hundred of them would actually be capable of dodging her Debris Incineration Beams.

She was wrong. 

Every single one of the thousand incoming warheads was dancing, pulling complex, jagged maneuvers that mocked her targeting systems. She had decrypted the enemy flagship’s command sequences and synchronized her entire fleet's Anti-air Barrage Interception to counter them. It was a masterclass in defensive warfare, and yet, it wasn't enough.

She had expected to swat them all out of the sky. Instead, nearly two hundred shells tore through her Air Defense Network.

The terrifying part was that she knew she hadn't missed anything. She had intercepted the BISHOP commands the enemy commander was sending to the shells with 100% accuracy. The messages weren't even encrypted; they were simple, bare-bones instructions.

The problem was the sheer, impossible volume of it.

"Cruiser MS17 is sunk! MS213 is gone! Shield Ship Da Riga has taken major damage—she’s a floating brick! Defense hole detected in C-Block! MS121 reports moderate—wait, no, [MAJOR DAMAGE ASSESSMENT]. MS54 is hit, fires spreading—"

Etta barely heard the dispassionate reports. The side effects of her drugs were starting to kick in, twisting her face into a mask of pain, but she waved the adjutant off.

"...What is that?! How?! No one should be able to do that!"

Etta shrieked, her eyes bloodshot. Beside her, Tetta winced as she gripped his arm hard enough to bruise.

"Minor damage to MS48 and MS91..." the adjutant continued, pausing to look at the data. "They must have an incredible number of operators on that ship handling Warhead Control. It looks new, but maybe it’s an old-school high-crew design like the Samasa?"

"No," Etta hissed, her voice dropping to a whisper. "That’s one person. I know it. Same source, same wavelength, same habits. It’s definitely just one guy... but even in The Facility, no one was that..."

Her voice trailed off into a low mutter as she retreated into her own mind. 

"I underestimated them. I actually believed Admiral Sod’s reports... If all five thousand of those things are real warheads, we have four waves left. We can survive, but the cost is going to be astronomical."

She closed her eyes for a long five minutes, calculating. Finally, she sighed. "That was one hell of an expensive lesson."

"Change of plans," Etta barked. "We’re switching to a war of attrition. No more aggressive pushes until the Strike Fleet reinforcements arrive. Get me a line to Admiral Sod, and tell those EAP military goons to move their asses. If they hit the enemy from behind now, this is over. No more playing around. We crush them here and now with everything we’ve got."

As her fleet began to shift from an offensive wedge into a defensive shell, she whispered one last time: "...What a monster."



On the bridge of the Battleship Plum, the usual rowdy atmosphere had been replaced by a silence so heavy it felt like a funeral. The only sound was Taro’s ragged, heavy breathing.

"...They shot down nearly eighty percent of them?" Taro groaned, massaging his temples. My brain feels like it’s been through a blender. "Teiro-chan is officially depressed, guys. That was a total shock."

"She can really see them..." Marl muttered, her brow furrowed in pure frustration. "That’s cheating! Reading BISHOP emissions is basically the same as reading someone's mind!"

Taro wiped a smear of blood from his nose with the back of his hand. Why does overusing BISHOP always lead to nosebleeds? It's so messy. "Yeah, tell me about it," he agreed weakly.

"It truly is the height of unfairness, Miss Marl," Koume said, her expression perfectly calm even as her fingers flew across the controls. "Koume is quite offended. This is a blatant violation of privacy."

Taro blinked at her. "You care about privacy? I mean, you’re an AI. Does that even apply?"

"Hmm? Are you suggesting I should strip, Mr. Teiro? That I should get naked right here on the bridge? Is that your wish?"

"Wait, what? How did we get there? No, I’m not interested! Sorry!"

"Even I have a few secrets I’d rather keep to myself, Mr. Teiro," Koume continued smoothly. "For instance, the fact that I’ve been using the Battleship Plum’s high-powered scanners to track the exact locations of your hidden—cough, cough—'adult' books in real-time."

"What are you doing?! Do something about my privacy then! Also, that fake cough didn't hide anything!"

Taro huffed and chucked a hand towel at her. Koume swatted it out of the air without even looking. Taro grumbled a "nuuuuguuu" of defeat, but his mind was already back on the tactical map, busily prepping the Second Wave.

"So, Teiro, what's the move?" Marl asked, her voice tight with worry. "The shells are helping, but that giant hunk of junk is still sitting there. They’re focusing everything on protecting it."

Taro looked at the enemy super-dreadnought on his visor and let out a long, weary sigh. 

"If we don’t kill that thing, we’re done. They’re playing defense for now, but once we run out of warheads, they’re gonna steamroll us. If we lose a ship a minute, our main force is toast in two hours. I’m not feeling that vibe."

Taro shivered at the thought. That is definitely not a 'happily ever after' scenario.

"At worst, we could try to ram them with the Plum, but she’d just read the move and back off. We’re stuck."

He shrugged, looking completely defeated. Marl looked anxious, and Koume remained a statue. Taro let the silence hang for a second before raising an eyebrow.

"So, with that said... let's take that thing out. Our secret weapon just arrived."

A camera feed from the Battleship Plum’s airlock flickered onto the main screen. A figure in a spacesuit appeared, navigating a small jetpack with practiced ease. Taro smirked. As the figure entered the ship, a flash of blue hair was visible through the visor. I bet she's still got that cigar in her mouth.

"I used to wonder how a company run by idiots doing idiotic, crooked things could stay at the top," Taro mused. "But man, being able to peek at BISHOP is a hell of a cheat code. You can do anything. Phantom-san said we should assassinate her the moment we get what we need, and honestly? He’s probably right."

In an age where every action was tied to BISHOP, there was no secret she couldn't uncover, save for thoughts kept strictly internal. She was practically a god.

"But so what? I’m gonna make her realize who she's dealing with."

Taro cut off his daydream of being an all-powerful ruler, clenched his fist, and muttered:

"What a monster."

Two commanders. One phrase.

The words were identical, but the expressions behind them couldn't have been more different.

One was a bitter snarl of defeat.

The other was a fierce, hungry grin.
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It’s been a while, so here’s a rapid-fire consecutive update by way of apology!

"Enemy Shield Ship RS8 is losing speed. [MODERATE DAMAGE ASSESSMENT]. That was a hit from the Samasa. There’s a gaping hole in E Block; what’s the call? Do we pursue, or keep the offensive?"

Despite the chaos of a space battle, the bridge was unnervingly quiet. While the crew worked like caffeinated drones, only the adjutant’s voice rang out with any gusto.

"Good work. We’ve always had the edge in a brainless slugfest," Etta said, her face twisted in a grimace. The drugs were kicking in, and the side effects were a nightmare. "But our timing sucks. We need to prep for that second wave of shells."

Etta set about the grueling task of massive calculation. The tide of war was currently leaning in their favor, but it wouldn't be long before that agonizing rain of physical shells came screaming back down on them.

I swear, I wish Coleman had developed a pill that didn't feel like a lobotomy before he kicked the bucket... 

"All ships, patch your Future Prediction Control into my station," she commanded. "I’m going to feed the data back to you just like last time."

The thought of repeating that physically and mentally draining process made her want to weep, but Etta braced herself. She noticed Tetta standing beside her, looking like a lost puppy, and forced a strained, "I-have-this-under-control" smile.

"Just like before, Tetta. All I need you to do is pick out the coordinates for the incoming junk."

She tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. Tetta gave a weak "Yes," but the cloud of anxiety hanging over her didn't lift.

"Big sister... you look like you’re in pain."

"Do I? Well, I’m fine. Don’t you worry your little head; just focus on your own job."

Etta turned away, signaling the end of the conversation. She waited. The moment Tetta’s Wide-area Scan Function spiked with activity, Etta intercepted the data. She began processing the info before it was even officially transmitted—a feat of mental gymnastics only possible for someone like her, capable of peering directly into BISHOP’s Future Detection. It was, quite literally, the fastest reaction time in the known universe.

It’s fine. I’ve got the rhythm now. I can cut our losses way better than the first time.

Etta talked herself up as she began mapping the interception. 

The fleet revolved around the Samasa’s raw striking power, so protecting the big girl was the top priority. The super-dreadnought could shrug off a few kinetic rounds, sure, but if her engines or Turrets took a hit, their combat effectiveness would plummet. "Not sinking" wasn't the same as "winning."

"Priority targets: the large-mass warheads. If the pattern holds, there should be about ten of them."

Those were the nukes—the same ones that had deleted her Cruisers in a single flash. The blast radius was absurd; Etta had been left speechless. She’d read the intel, but seeing a ship vanish in person was a different kind of trauma.

"Large Mass... there they are. Hehe. You really are a masterpiece, Tetta. Being able to see them coming makes this a walk in the park."

Etta praised her "sister"—the girl who could literally see mass—while internally mourning how fleeting the girl's life was. What a waste. I could have found so many uses for her.

"Alright, it’s almost time... You! Issue Code 8. Time it for the exact moment the second wave hits."

The adjutant blinked, looking like a deer in headlights. They hurriedly closed their eyes, likely frantically searching BISHOP for the definition of Code 8.

"Code 8? W-wait a minute! Those ships haven't even arrived in the sector yet, have they?"

The adjutant’s face twitched as the realization of the plan hit them. Etta let out a derisive snort. "I sent them ahead."

"The enemy doesn't have the spare ships for a flanking maneuver, and they aren't even looking for one. I’ve judged the route safe... Now, get to it. Be ready."

Etta shut down the conversation and dumped every ounce of her focus into anti-air control. Her job was to beam the future coordinates of every single incoming shell to every single ship in the fleet. Even with her brain overclocked on drugs, the sheer volume of data was a mountain to climb.

"I really should have dragged some frigates along for a screen, even if I had to tow them... Well, here we go!"

The warhead coordinates Tetta calculated bloomed in Etta’s mind. She scanned for targets. The main cannon duel was still raging, so she couldn't just tell the ships to turn on a dime; she had to find vessels whose Anti-air Batteries were already pointed the right way.

[ALL VESSELS: COMMENCE SIMULTANEOUS FIRE]
[EFFECTIVE HIT RATE: 3%]
[12 WARHEADS DESTROYED]

The adjutant read the stats with a monotone drone. Etta was satisfied, but she shot the adjutant a murderous glare anyway.

"Issue Operation Code 8! What are you waiting for?!" she screamed, her eyes still squeezed shut. 

The adjutant squeaked, "M-my apologies!" Etta made a mental note to dock their pay and lower their performance review.

"...Operation Code 8 issued. Attack commencing shortly."

The adjutant sounded depressed, but Etta ignored them. She tightened her eyelids—which were probably vibrating with bloodshot intensity—and shoved her concentration even higher.

[EFFECTIVE HIT RATE: 6%. 25 WARHEADS DESTROYED]
[EFFECTIVE HIT RATE: 8%. 30 WARHEADS DESTROYED]

The results ticked up. The accuracy was climbing steadily, far outpacing her defense against the first wave.

"Enemy warhead cluster entering the danger zone. Remaining count: 527... 515... 488. Warheads have reached the [YELLOW ZONE]. Vanguard units commencing interception with Debris Incineration Beams. Threat level in the sector is—"

It was going perfectly. The shell count was dropping toward 400 without a single scratch on her ships. At this rate, it would be a flawless victory.

"......He... hehe... AHAHA!"

She couldn't help it. A victory lap giggle escaped her lips.

But just as she reached the peak of her triumph, the universe decided to pull the rug out.

"......Wh-!?"

Her eyes snapped open. Panic surged. Not understanding what the hell was happening, Etta physically shoved Tetta out of the way and lunged toward the main display.

"What just—?!"

It happened in a heartbeat. A few seconds, maybe. Etta’s brain, usually five steps ahead, was lagging. For her, this was a logical impossibility. An "Error 404: Victory Not Found" situation.

"......Forty-four enemy shells have impacted the Samasa, Miss Etta. Two turrets are gone. The engine block and propulsion systems have sustained catastrophic damage. She can no longer keep pace with the fleet. No damage to other vessels, but... unfortunately, the Samasa is a [MAJOR DAMAGE ASSESSMENT]."

The adjutant’s voice was a low, somber drone in the sudden silence.

Etta stood frozen, her mouth hanging open.

"That's... impossible..."

Her own whisper sounded like a thunderclap in her ears.

Her control had been perfect! Except for those forty-four shells that hit the Samasa, she’d stopped everything! 

But the unthinkable had happened: when the shell count dropped to 100, the warheads—which had been moving with the President's predictable, "monster-tier" precision—suddenly switched. It was as if a different hand had grabbed the joystick.



"Hehe! It actually worked. I thought I was going to be total dead weight in this fight, but I guess I’ve still got it."

Bella’s low, sultry voice purred right into Taro’s ear. Her warm breath tickled him, making the poor guy squirm in his seat.

"Y-yeah. Haha. Glad it worked out... U-um, could you maybe back up a bit? Taro-chan is feeling things... specifically happy and embarrassed things..."

Taro leaned as far back as the pilot’s chair would allow, his face turning a shade of red that matched the warning lights. Bella was sitting right on his lap, looking dangerously provocative, having spent the last minute with her cheek pressed against his.

"Hehe, fine, fine. The battle’s not over yet. Besides, it looks like a certain little girl is trying to burn a hole in me with her eyes."

Bella shrugged and hitched a thumb over her shoulder. She slid off Taro’s lap and strutted away. Taro glanced back to see Marl with her cheeks puffed out so far she looked like a blowfish, hurriedly snapping her head away to look at anything else.

"I must admit, I am impressed, Miss Bella. Had you planned for this eventuality?"

Koume gave a polite, formal bow. Bella just gave a wry smirk and waved it off as she plopped into a spare seat.

"My talent is Fleet Mastery Control. I can’t juggle as much as the kid here, but I can handle multiple streams of data at once. We’d talked about it before—the idea that I could probably pull off a decent imitation of his Warhead Control if he gave me a bypass."

"I see. That is logical, Miss Bella. Perhaps we should commission another ship dedicated to physical munitions."

"Nah, don't get ahead of yourself. Mine was just a cheap imitation. It only worked because the kid handled the heavy lifting, and the enemy wasn't ready for a mid-game sub."

Bella lit up a cigar and took a long, satisfied drag. Taro watched her through the smoke, knowing full well she was being modest. 

In reality, she had manually piloted thirty warheads with surgical precision. The "Switcheroo Gambit" had worked better than he’d ever dreamed; he’d only hoped for a couple of lucky hits to shake them up.

"Bella-san, I’d honestly rather have you commanding the whole fleet than micromanaging shells, but I wouldn't mind putting a few racks on your personal ship... Anyway, how’s the Big Ugly doing?"

"Hold on," Marl called out.

"With an explosion that big, we definitely shredded a few of their guns... and—ooh, yeah. Looks like we tagged the engine room. Her speed is dropping like a rock."

An image popped up on Taro’s visor, courtesy of Marl. Red markers highlighted the jagged, burning holes in the enemy’s pride and joy.

"Talk about a lucky break. If she can't move, their options are basically 'die' or 'die slower.' Though, knowing those two, they’ll probably just leave the Samasa to rot... Whoa!"

The deck plates shuddered. A status window blinked into existence.

[[WARNING: BACKUP FUEL SYSTEM ABNORMALITY DETECTED]]

"I might be able to fix it from here, but I'm gonna go kick it in person. Fuel leaks make me twitchy," Marl said, ripping off her visor and sprinting out of the bridge.

"Good luck!" Taro shouted after her, then turned back to Bella. "...So, what do you think? Will they ditch it?"

"Hmm? Oh, absolutely. Based on their track record? They'll leave 'em behind. Lives are cheap in that fleet."

Bella’s voice was flat, but her eyes held a spark of genuine disgust. Taro nodded in agreement and reached for the comms to order a general push.

"Hold it!" Bella’s voice barked.

"Huh? Is it a bad time? I figured we should strike while they’re reeling..."

"The logic is sound, but look again. Something’s funky."

Taro squinted at the Radar Screen. To his eyes, it looked like a standard mess of blips and debris.

"That movement... that's not a defensive screen... Is that... an offensive?" Bella whispered.

"No way," Taro countered. "They just lost their heavyweight hitter! And we’ve still got the third wave of shells on deck! If they charge us now, they’re just doing us a favor—"

[[CAUTION: NUMEROUS SPACE RESERVATIONS DETECTED AROUND ALLIED FLEET]]

Koume’s voice was ice-cold and heavy. "It is a massive deployment, Mr. Teiro. They are threading the needles between the Anti-Drive Particles."

That meant whatever was coming was small—small enough to slip through the gaps in their warp-interference field. Taro’s blood ran cold as the realization hit him.

"N-no, wait. The Observation Team said they were still sectors away! There’s no way they could be here this—"

The screen flickered. Drive particles vanished, replaced by solid, terrifying mass. The camera feed cut to a visual, revealing a literal swarm of small craft.

"ALL SHIPS, PREPARE FOR ANTI-AIR DEFENSE! MAN THE BATTERIES! GODDAMMIT, THE CARRIERS ARE ALREADY HERE!"

Taro’s scream echoed through the bridge.
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That’s it for the apology spree. I look forward to your continued support! m( )m

“Hey, hey, that’s quite the bonfire. That’s one of ours, isn’t it?”

Clad in a pilot suit and helmet, Taiki of the Kato Tribe spoke while peering through the hardened glass of his bomber—well, technically a fighter-spec bomber, but it was complicated. Outside, a ship was engulfed in flames.

“That’s Chief Branson’s ship. Dammit, he was a good guy,” Gon, the leader of the Bombing Squadron Cats, crackled over the radio.

“We don’t know if he’s dead yet,” Taiki grunted. He shifted his gaze to the radar display, which was currently stained a terrifying, solid red. “How many of these bastards are there? Don’t tell me they’re all manned. If they are, we’re never making it home.”

By "manned," Taiki meant whether actual humans were at the sticks rather than AIs or remote drones. In a close-quarters dogfight where split seconds decided life or death, the presence of BISHOP created an insurmountable gap in lethality. BISHOP allowed a pilot to see into the near future.

“No idea. But judging by their maneuvers, I’d guess maybe thirty percent are meat-filled. As for the count, Plum’s data says about six hundred.”

“Wow. I hate that data. I’d like to return it for a refund, please.”

“Oh? Well, I’ve got even better news then. The carrying capacity of the enemy’s fleet carriers is over two thousand. Word is they aren’t at full capacity, but we should expect at least a second or third wave.”

“Ha! Hilarious. What makes them think they aren't fully loaded?”

“The timing. They arrived too fast. It means they’re carrying a mountain of propulsion fuel and drive particles instead of extra craft. They traded toys for speed… Alright, enough chatter. Let’s get to work.”

In the slots where beam launchers usually hung, Taiki’s craft now carried four earred spheres equipped with small rotary air-to-air turrets. Accompanied by twenty drones, they accelerated into a magnificent formation flight.

“Cha, Old Man Yuki, stay on my tail. Focus entirely on support. Taiki, you’re free to roam. You work better that way anyway. Take eight drones with you.”

Gon barked instructions, punctuating them with sharp hand gestures. 

“You know me too well,” Taiki said with a smirk. He peeled away from the other three, banking his craft toward a different sector. Is there a moron around here somewhere? No, that one’s no good. Already dropped his payload.

Taiki scanned the sky for a juicy target, but most of the prey nearby had already fired their launchers. The Cats’ mission was to protect their allies, which meant prioritizing enemies that still had their big guns attached.

“Taiki, target of opportunity at your eleven o'clock high. We’re going to intercept the ones diving on the Cruiser Caspan.”

“Found 'em. Roger, Boss. On my way.”

A pleasant G-force pressed Taiki into his seat as he banked. It gave him the comforting sensation of actually being in a ship. In his opinion, battleships like the Plum were so stable they felt like sitting in a stationary building.

“Count is… thirty ships. Whoa there, you guys are in an awful hurry. That’s a bad habit.”

Taiki executed a wide flanking maneuver around the squadron heading for the Caspan, then dove, grazing the top of a craft that was a fraction too slow to react. As they crossed paths, he let loose a punishing volley from his underslung turret.

“Nice! That’s two down. Well, one was my drone’s kill. Still, that rumor about their commander being a mind-reader might be true. These guys already had their turrets swiveling toward you before you even moved.”

“Is that so? Then the plan’s working. By the way, the enemy’s using Lancer-types.”

“Tch, figures. Was that Cha’s call?”

“Yeah.”

“Dammit, if he says so, it’s true. We can’t beat them in a straight drag race. Stay sharp.”

“Copy that. You too.”

Taiki yanked his craft into a turn that would have turned a human’s internal organs into jelly, pouncing on his next victim.

“Haha! This is insane! Our boss really is a freak of nature.”

Taiki laughed at the sheer absurdity of his HUD. The moment an enemy entered his range, the lock-on was completed instantly. It was a pilot's dream. The Cats’ craft were data-linked with the Plum, and the mother ship’s processing power laughed off the enemy’s jamming. The turret fire was hitting with almost comical precision.

“I might actually have to worry about ammo at this rate… Dammit! They clipped me! Which one was it?!”

Taiki felt the vibration and saw his shield gauge dip. He yanked the stick back, entering a steep climb. The crushing G-force made the corners of his mouth droop, and a bit of drool escaped his lips.

“The controller is… You!”

Ignoring the drones trying to follow his turn, Taiki focused his fire on the one craft that was beginning to lag behind his erratic movements. Since he was a Kato, the only things that could keep up with him were either a drone that didn't care about physics or another Kato.

“Lock. Fire!”

Bolts of light streaked out. An enemy bomber disintegrated. Immediately, the surrounding enemy drones began to wander aimlessly. As expected, he had taken out the operator.

“At this rate, they should just map the trigger and the lock-on to the same button. I’ll suggest that in the report.”

Muttering to himself, Taiki picked off three more drones in rapid succession. Suddenly, the remaining enemy drones pulled an acceleration maneuver that even Taiki couldn’t match, fleeing back toward their main force.

“This is Cruiser Caspan. We’re in your debt. Thanks for the save.”

“Yeah, yeah. Do me a favor and tell the President to give us a fat bonus after the war.”

Taiki gave his wings a jaunty waggle for the Caspan’s crew and accelerated toward his next hunt. The enemies he’d been harassing seemed to have abandoned their assault on the cruiser and were repositioning. He could have chased them, but against high-speed Lancer-types, the relative velocity would eventually zero out. In space, that was the same as standing still, which meant he couldn't use the Kato Tribe's natural sturdiness for high-speed maneuvers. Besides, there was no reason to take the risk.

“Plenty more fish in the sea. This is gonna be a long day.”

The satisfaction of the kill evaporated the moment Taiki looked at his radar again. The sheer number of red dots was enough to make his stomach turn.



“Whoa, whoa, this is bad. There are so many of 'em. Are we actually gonna be okay?”

The man sitting in the anti-air control rig muttered in disbelief. He was tucked into a cramped, spherical booth where the walls were covered in screens projecting a panoramic view of the battlefield.

“It looks like the final boss fight in Super Combat 8… Man, the graphics are amazing. We aren't actually inside the turret, right?”

A voice drifted in from the adjacent booth—another gunner on the anti-air team. The man glanced at the open door behind him. “Well, obviously not.”

“True. If we were out there, we’d be a hundred percent dead the second a beam hit the hull. That’s how it worked in Super Combat, right?”

“Actually, in the Spacom 3 prequel, it was like that. They were recreating ancient ships, so instead of screens, you looked through hardened glass at raw space. One-hit kills and no extra lives. That difficulty was legendary.”

“For real? I didn't start until 5. Let me borrow 3 sometime, I’m curious.”

“I don’t care what you’re curious about! Shut up and shoot! They’re already on us!” a voice roared over the comms.

“Ah, right. Our bad,” the man said casually, gripping his controller to begin the slaughter.

“Wait… Uh, Chief? Like, half my screen is being blocked by the Techno Break. Is it bad if I shoot it?”

On the screen of the gunner aboard the Battleship Cherry Boy, the Battleship Techno Break—which was currently coupled to them upside down—loomed large.

“Ugh… Just try not to hit it. It’s small-caliber stuff, so the shields should bounce it off. Probably. Look, it’s better than letting a launcher hit us, so if you have a shot at an enemy, just… close one eye and pull the trigger.”

“You’re serious? This is total Hard Mode… WHOA! HERE THEY COME!”

Light flared from an incoming enemy bomber, and the screen flashed blue. The man reflexively squeezed his eyes shut and braced for impact, but of course, nothing happened.

“YOU IDIOT! FIRE BACK! YOU’RE SAFE IN HERE!”

The Chief’s roar brought him back to his senses. Right, forgot. He scrambled to resume control. Calculating the predicted future positions provided by BISHOP, he accounted for distance and muzzle velocity, then opened up with the small-caliber beam gatling gun.

“D-dammit! That should have hit! Is there lag?!” 

The man cursed as the enemy bomber zipped past his reticle.

“It just means the enemy’s future-prediction was better than yours. Heh. I already bagged two,” the voice from the next room bragged.

“Shut up!” the man snapped, his eyes going wide as saucers as he hunted for a new target.

“Correction,” the Chief chimed in. “The ones you hit were drones. The maneuvers on the manned ones are insane, so don’t get cocky.”

A dejected “For real?” came from the next room, making the first man feel slightly better.

“Whoa, the top’s really spewing fire now…”

An enemy launcher had apparently connected with the Techno Break on his screen; explosions were rippling across its hull.

“Maybe we should bail? There are like two hundred ships diving on just us. They’re totally targeting us specifically.”

“For real?” the man replied to his neighbor, already picturing his escape route. “Why us? If they’re men, they should go for the flagship!”

“No way. Nobody goes for Teiro-san’s sector. That guy’s anti-air curtain is freaking legendary. You can’t even call it ‘thin’ as a joke anymore.”

“Seriously? You’ve seen it?”

“Yeah, I saw a replay in the simulator. It’s not human. He’s operating forty batteries simultaneously. It doesn’t even make sense. Guess what his hit-rate T-score was?”

“I dunno. Over 80?”

“No. 102. I literally laughed out loud. Nobody even says ‘102’ these days… It’s gotta be a Gift or something.”

“For real? That’s cracked.”

“Yeah. Cracked.”

“Super cracked.”

“SHUT UP, BOTH OF YOU! FOCUS! OUR LIVES ARE ON THE LINE!”

The Chief’s roar silenced them both. The man knew the Chief was right, but he couldn't shake the feeling of detachment. Other than the question of whether this was actually "reality," the situation was identical to playing his favorite games.

“I mean, I’ll do my best… but is it really gonna matter if we shoot down a few? There are as many enemies out there as there are people at the Alpha Star System Animation Festival.”

“The Imperial Military’s First Mobile Fleet doesn’t even have that many ships…” the Chief sighed. “Fine. If you guys actually pull this off, I’ll give you a bonus. What do you want?”

“For real? Honestly, I don't care about money. I just don't want to die.”

“The Alpha Star System is Rising Sun territory,” the Chief said, his tone turning conspiratorial. “Exerting influence over the Animation Festival would be child's play. What if I promised you every single new release you wanted? Guaranteed?”

The two men suddenly became the undisputed ship-to-air aces of the fleet.
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"Haa… haa… what happened to… the Third Wave over here?"

Taro wheezed, trying to reign in his ragged breathing. His eyes were wide open, staring blankly at nothing. He was currently submerged so deep in the ocean of BISHOP operations and high-speed data processing that actual visual information was just an annoying distraction.

"Regrettably, we only confirmed three direct hits, Mr. Teiro. However, we have successfully baited the enemy fleet’s attention. Aside from the incoming swarms of ship-borne craft, we’ve sustained no significant damage."

Koume’s voice filtered into his ears. Taro didn’t dare break the razor-sharp focus he was using to juggle enemy tracking and anti-air fire control, but he gave a vague wave to no one in particular.

"I see… Bella-san, was it? Thanks…"

He mumbled the words like a man talking in his sleep. Eventually, he felt a soft, firm squeeze on his raised hand. Someone had grabbed him.

"Don’t go pouting over ‘only’ three hits, kid. Personally, I think those three were worth their weight in gold."

The voice came from right beside him. Taro didn’t have the mental RAM left to calculate the current market value of three hits, so he just gave a weak, confused tilt of his head.

"The Second Wave from before? If things had kept going that way, every single one of those warheads would’ve been swatted out of the sky like flies," Bella said, her voice dripping with confidence. 

Taro swallowed his 'So what?' and waited for the punchline.

"And that’s even though you were the one piloting those pesky warheads halfway through! The fact that three of my last-minute, makeshift shots actually connected means one thing. It means—"

She paused, her grip on his hand tightening.

"The other side is officially hitting their limit."

Her voice was a whisper, thick with relief. Deep within his hazy consciousness, Taro processed this with a dull 'I see,' and a tiny, ghostly smile tuged at the corner of his mouth.

"You’re the Generalissimo, so just focus on your job. Leave the rest to me. If they’re at a breaking point, then right now is the climax."

The warmth left his hand. Then, he heard the faint snick of a lighter. Taro managed to squeeze out one last concern: "But, your mind… they'll see…"

"So they peek inside my head? Big deal," Bella shot back. "In this business, you often find yourself in situations where you know exactly what’s coming and you’re still too screwed to do anything about it."



The bridge of the Mercenaries’ flagship was usually a quiet place, but now it was smothered in a silence so thick it was suffocating. There was no combat-induced shouting, no frantic reporting, no idle chatter. Everyone on the bridge looked utterly lost.

"Their movements… they’ve changed… Guns… she’s finally moved…"

Etta panted painfully, her eyes a roadmap of burst capillaries. She wasn’t naturally gifted at parallel processing; micro-managing a massive fleet along with its ship-borne craft was a task that was currently grinding her soul into paste.

"Guns… Bella Arzimof, was it? We’re seeing a massive HAD deployment around the vessel identified as the enemy’s Second Command Ship. Our ship-borne craft can’t get anywhere near it. It seems the rumors of her talent weren't exaggerated," Etta’s Adjutant remarked, sounding as bored as if he were discussing the weather.

Etta found his nonchalance incredibly grating. She shot him a look that could kill.

"She’s not… there… The commands… are coming from the flagship…"

How can he be so dense? she wondered, her irritation spiking into irrational fury. Of course, he didn't have her abilities, but the fact that he couldn't just know made her want to scream.

"Is that so? In that case, shall I lower the attack priority on the Second Command Ship?"

"Whatever… just do it…"

"As you wish. However, I must remind you that as I am not a tactical specialist, I cannot take responsibility for the outcome. According to company regulations, in such an event, the duty falls to a qualified officer or the highest-ranking commander present."

"I said do it!" Etta shrieked.

The nearby commander jumped, his whole body trembling. The Adjutant, however, remained perfectly aloof. Etta fumed, wondering why this man existed solely to push her buttons.

"…Tetta, a word," Etta whispered, leaning toward the girl beside her. She double-checked that the Adjutant wasn't eavesdropping on the comm frequencies and opened a Confidential Line via BISHOP.

"You can detect mass, right? Can you do it at close range? Like, specifically, a person in this room?"

[YES, BIG SISTER. ACCURACY ACTUALLY INCREASES AT CLOSE RANGE.]

"Good. Then measure the mass of that Adjutant over there. Get me his weight."

[THE ADJUTANT? I MEAN, I CAN, BUT…]

"Just do it. I don't have time to explain."

Etta waited. When Tetta finally pinged back the data, Etta let out a long, shuddering breath of relief. The Adjutant’s weight was that of a standard, squishy human male. He wasn't a Cyborg. No matter how much someone tried to fake it, a metal chassis was heavy. Etta had been terrified that the Phantom—a man capable of wearing anyone’s face—had infiltrated her bridge.

"……Hmph."

Now that she was certain he was just a naturally obnoxious jerk and not a shapeshifting assassin, she decided to have him transferred to a frontline meat-grinder infantry unit the moment the war ended.

"The EAP military… they should have… checked in by now… what’s the status…" Etta asked, her face twisted in a mask of pure loathing.

The Adjutant gave a sharp "Ha!" and tilted his head. "Nothing in the Data Bank yet… Ah, wait. My apologies. It just arrived. They say they are 'proceeding with all haste.' No departure logs yet, but that’s likely just comms lag over the distance. The ships might actually beat the data here."

Etta smirked through her exhaustion. If they could pincer the enemy now, victory was a mathematical certainty. She was at her limit, sure, but the enemy had to be worse off.

She had spent years ruling the Enzio region from the shadows, guided by the infallible Coleman's Formula. Rising Sun had been a nasty, irregular glitch in her system, but she had recovered. The EAP military was essentially the Mercenaries’ lapdog now, holding the most influence within the Alliance. Selling them high-end ships at a discount—while stuffing the cargo holds with untraceable bribes—had been a masterstroke of investment.

"Heh… hehehe… there’s no way… I can lose…"

It was messy, it was chaotic, and it wasn't going exactly to plan, but the big picture was still in her favor. The EAP military. The reinforcement fleet of One Corps tailing the advance carriers. Admiral Sod’s Advance Unit with its mountains of steel. They were divided for now, but it was only a matter of time before the trap snapped shut.

"The one who wins… is me…"

Etta flashed a smile so ghoulish it made Tetta visibly flinch.



On a galactic scale, it was a stone’s throw away. To a human, it was the ass-end of the EAP Alliance Territory, far beyond Zayed. This was the border of White Dingo Territory, a space where both sides had slammed fleets into each other more times than anyone cared to count. In this volatile patch of stars, two massive fleets sat staring each other down.

"Don't give me that! It's obviously a bluff! The Dingoes wouldn't dream of attacking us alone without Rising Sun to hold their hands! We have the superior force!"

A man was currently screaming at a boy who looked like he barely needed to shave. The man, who represented the EAP Alliance United Fleet, showed zero respect for the boy—who happened to be the Alliance Top. In fact, he looked like he’d rather be anywhere else, a perfect snapshot of the EAP’s internal power struggle.

"I’m well aware of that, Mr. Toh. Really, I am. But we can’t exactly ignore them, can we?"

Rin Barkhorn, President of Little Tokyo and technically the highest-ranking official in the EAP, spoke with a calm, brave face. He didn't flinch, even though the man shouting at him was twice his size.

"This is a Dingo provocation! We shouldn't bite! It’s worse than meaningless—it’s a distraction!" Toh roared, slamming his fists onto the desk. 

They were in the private office of the Cruiser Barkhorn. Rin reached out, picked up a small statue of the Hero Tiger that had been knocked over by the impact, and set it back upright.

"It’s not entirely meaningless," Rin said smoothly. "By parking our fleet here, the civilians on the nearby stations can sleep easier. Besides, this is the White Dingo we’re talking about. They don’t do 'meaningless.' They might have something nasty up their sleeves."

"If that’s the case, leave a skeleton crew! There’s no reason to keep the main force pinned down here!"

"Well, about that… it's a bit embarrassing, but Little Tokyo doesn't have the assets to do anything more than basic patrols. Sending this one small fleet was already a stretch. We really need the military to stay and hold the line."

"What about Takasaki? How long are those cowards going to stay hididng in the docks?"

"They took a beating in the Enzio Campaign, remember? Don't be unreasonable. Besides, Takasaki just scaled back their EAP operations after the spin-off. I doubt they'd come even if I begged. And I think you know exactly why they feel that way, don't you?"

"……Hmph. Those people were price-gouging and profiteering. We simply procured ships at a fair market value. If anything, we’re the ones who saved the Alliance’s bottom line."

"If you say so. Let’s just agree to disagree. Anyway, are we done? I’m a busy man."

Rin stood up and gestured toward the door. Toh looked like he wanted to spit nails, but he just let out a loud, theatrical click of his tongue and stomped out.

"……Man, I bet the Big Boss is screaming at him to hurry up and join the party," Rin muttered, his face relaxing into a boyish, innocent expression. He picked up a recording mic and clicked it on.

"Testing, one two. This is Rin Barkhorn to Ding the Dingo. Hey, the military is getting twitchy and looks ready to move. Could you give us a 'moderate' attack soon? I’ve got a few unmanned ships prepped for you to blow up. Make it look good, okay? Thanks."
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"Damn it, we took a hell of a beating. How many of us are even left?"

In the dim, cramped cockpit of a small frigate, Alan grumbled at the console. He tried to wipe the stinging sweat from his eyes with a bandana, only to realize the fabric was already sopping wet. He let out a disgusted groan.

"Twenty-nine ships remain, Mr. Alan, Head of Intelligence. It’s grown a bit lonely out here, hasn't it?"

The somber voice of Natalia—leader of the Dandelion unit—crackled through the comms. 

"Right," Alan grunted. He used his bare hand to swipe at the fresh stream of sweat trickling down his forehead. "Sorry for dragging you into this mess. I wish I’d come up with a better way."

He scratched his head, looking more than a little sheepish. He was trying to sound professional and serious, and he hoped she was buying it, but he couldn't help feeling a twinge of literal exposure. The heat in the cockpit had become so unbearable that he had stripped off every single stitch of clothing. Currently, the Head of Intelligence was conducting a top-secret military operation stark naked, save for a damp bandana and a pair of socks.

"Think nothing of it. If the Former Sunflower Squad is ever to see the light of day again, we must be prepared to go this far. If anything, I am grateful you gave us the opportunity."

Natalia’s response was characteristically feminine yet sharp.

Once famous as the Enzio Alliance’s premier Electronic Warfare Craft Unit, the Sunflower Squad had been the elite of the elite. They hadn’t just tormented Rising Sun during the Enzio Campaign; they had spent years systematically dismantling anyone who dared challenge them in the digital theater.

But then the Alliance collapsed, their reputation tanked, and the revelation that their electronic warfare craft had served as the vanguard for Mercenary puppet infiltration made them the pariahs of the post-war galaxy. Rising Sun had snatched them up—their talent was too good to waste—and put them to work on various missions to scrub the "traitor" stain from their names. Still, public perception didn't change overnight. Rebranding the unit as Dandelion had been a desperate attempt at a fresh start.

"Save the thanks for Teiro," Alan said. "I just made a cold, rational judgment that you were the right tools for the job. The boss is the softie. He’s genuinely worried that if things keep going like this, you won’t have a place left in the universe to call home."

"Is that so? Well, even so. To be evaluated fairly without prejudice is a gift in itself."

"Hmph. If you say so. I'll take it."

Alan waved a dismissive hand and glanced down at the Electronic Sheet stuck to his forearm. The transparent display showed the time—the most critical variable—right next to a blinking red notification: [WARNING: ABNORMAL BODY TEMPERATURE].

"Yeah, I know. I’m cooking. Thanks for the update," he muttered.

Alan leaned forward, squinting through the reinforced glass of the cockpit. Beyond the pane, the void was alive with the crisscrossing lances of beam fire and the stroboscopic flicker of distant explosions. The battle was finally reaching its screaming climax.

"So... which side is actually winning?"

He leaned even further forward, trying to get a better look. Because of the mission's strict silence requirements, they couldn't run a Wide-area Scan or use long-range comms. He was flying blind in the middle of a supernova-sized clusterfuck.

"Hard to say, but it looks like a total brawl," Natalia reported. "Through the optical zoom, I can see fine beams darting everywhere."

"Fine beams... Right, Carriers. This is gonna get ugly if we don't move."

They were supposed to arrive alongside the third wave of kinetic munitions. Now that the fourth wave was practically on top of them, they were running dangerously behind schedule.

"The delay from earlier is finally catching up to us..." Natalia’s voice trailed off.

"Drop it. I don't want to hear it. Listen to me: I didn't promise you guys a nice plaque and a posthumous medal. You’re going to stay alive and let people cheer for you in person. Got it?"

"But—"

"I said drop it! Sure, being late might mean a few more casualties for the Main Fleet, but they’re in a Fleet Combat. Over there, getting knocked out of the fight doesn't automatically mean you're dead. Not like it does for us."

Alan cut her off before she could argue further, adding a sharp, "And another thing."

"If we’d left those people to die back there, this whole operation might have collapsed anyway. I made the call to save them because I decided it was necessary for the mission. It wasn't sympathy. It was logic. Clear?"

Alan ended the transmission before she could reply and let out a long, ragged sigh in the sweltering sauna of his cockpit.

A dozen hours ago, the Dandelion Squad had hit a string of minor errors and freak accidents on their way to the Delta point. They’d been forced into a horrific trolley problem: prioritize the mission clock or save a group of stranded lives. Every second lost meant another life potentially snuffed out in the Main Fleet. In the end, Alan had overruled Natalia’s cold logic and chosen to save the people right in front of them.

"Nobody ever knows which choice is the right one until they're already buried," Alan whispered to the empty air.

He picked up a needle—he’d lost count of how many he’d used today—and jammed another IV drip into his arm. The cockpit was pushing fifty degrees Celsius. He was basically a human prune; without the constant hydration, he’d have stroked out hours ago. To keep their signature low, almost all cooling systems were offline. The life support was doing just enough to keep his blood from boiling, and not a degree more.

"Man... considering the heat, Natalia’s probably sitting there in her birthday suit, too. Or her underwear at best. Maybe I should try a video call next time. If she’s heat-stroked enough, she might forget to turn the privacy filter on."

Alan chuckled at his own terrible joke, trying to whistle past the graveyard. But his brief moment of irreverence was shattered by a burst of static.

"[...STATIC... TEAM MOAT CRAFT... CAPTURED... BREAKING AWAY... MY APOLOGIES... PRAYING FOR THE EXECUTION...]"

The distorted voice of a man echoed through the speaker. Alan bolted upright in his seat, twisting around to look through the rear view. He saw a single ship peeling away from the formation, trailing smoke as it vanished into the dark.

"I swear to god," Alan growled, slamming his fist against the glass. "If anyone dares complain about us being late after this, I will personally tear them limb to limb."

He snapped a sharp salute to the dying light of the ship, holding it until the last spark faded from view.

The destination was close now. Close enough to touch.

But for the men and women of Dandelion, it felt like it was an eternity away.



"Isn't it about time you gave up, Young President? If this damage keeps piling up, things are going to get... messy, wouldn't you say?"

Etta’s hateful face sneered from Taro's visor.

"Maybe," Taro replied, leaning back in his command chair with forced nonchalance. Marl had left the ship a while ago; it was just him and Koume alone on the bridge now.

The battle had ground into a total stalemate.

Taro and his crew had survived the initial swarm of Carrier-borne craft, and Bella’s tactical genius had neutralized the subsequent fleet-wide offensive. Bella’s command style was "The Royal Road"—a textbook-perfect, rock-solid approach that was so fundamentally sound it didn't matter if the enemy could read her mind. She had turned a chaotic, high-stakes brawl into a boring, predictable slugging match. And that was exactly what they needed to survive.

"But hey, it works both ways, doesn't it?" Taro countered. "Imagine being a massive power and getting embarrassed by a 'tiny regional company.' You even brought a Carrier, and this is the best you can do? It’s a bit pathetic, Etta."

I’m bluffing through my teeth, and I think she knows it. 

Rising Sun didn't have the strength left to counterattack. To make matters worse, the enemy Carrier hadn't launched its second or third waves yet. If Taro tried to push forward, those ships would just jump him from behind and wipe the fleet out in a pincer. Instead, the enemy was busy swatting down Taro’s warhead groups. Those warheads weren't equipped with Anti-Drive Particles; they were sitting ducks.

"Fufu... true enough. But a win is a win. I don't care about the process anymore. I finally understand what my sister was talking about."

The battle of attrition dragged on. In terms of pure ship-to-ship maneuvering, Bella had the edge, but the sheer weight of enemy numbers kept the scales balanced. Both fleets were bleeding out. By now, nearly half of the ships that had started the fight were either scrap metal or drifting husks.

"Yeah, I hear you. But I’m running a democracy over here—mostly. I can't exactly agree with the 'winning is everything' vibe. Plus, I just plain don't like you."

But the balance was about to break. On Plum’s Radar Screen, massive [SPACE RESERVATION] signatures were blooming around the enemy fleet. Reinforcements. Within minutes, an entire legion—likely with its own Carrier—would drop out of warp. And that wasn't even counting Admiral Sod’s fleet lurking somewhere out there.

"Oh, how inconvenient for you! I thought you space-dwellers lived in a world where anything goes. It seems the roles have been reversed! Aha... Ahahaha!"

Etta’s shrill laughter grated on Taro’s nerves. He winced at the noise and gave a theatrical shrug.

"Really, you’ve all done quite well. For an enemy, you were magnificent. I never dreamed it would come to this. You’ve defied every Formula I have. But, alas. You simply ran into the wrong opponent."

Etta smirked, looking like a cat that had finally caught the mouse. Taro felt his blood boil, but he kept his face a mask of bored resignation.

"Well... you’re not wrong. Can’t argue with math. I guess sheer mass wins in the end... wait, haha... you’ve got to be kidding me. There's more?"

Another set of Space Reservations locked in. Taro’s smile turned into a jagged, twitchy grimace. Ships were already beginning to flicker into existence from the first set of reservations. There were so many he didn't even want to count them.

"Those are the units that couldn't reach me because you decided to pelt me with space debris," Etta said, her voice dripping with sadistic glee. "Fufu... it looks like all that effort was for nothing."

She looked delighted—manic, even. To Taro, she looked like she was losing her mind. Her skin was a sickly hue, and her eyes were a roadmap of burst capillaries.

"Now, for the ultimatum: Guide me to The Facility. I know you’ve moved it nearby. I could just annihilate you and search the wreckage, but that sounds tedious. You’ve clearly left plenty of decoys."

Etta leaned in, her eyes wide. Taro looked down, brooding in silence for a long moment, before finally looking up with the face of a man who had lost everything.

"If you get what you want, will you actually leave?" Taro asked, his voice weak.

Etta gave him a thin, razor-sharp smile.

"You have my word. Oh, I’ll still be claiming the rights to the Zayed region and a hefty sum of reparations—something you can pay off in, say, a few years of back-breaking labor. Fleet repairs aren't cheap, after all. And I’d appreciate it if you stopped sticking your nose into EAP business. We have a market to maintain."

"..............."

"Fufu, don't look so glum. I don't actually want you gone. The regional balance is precisely tuned: Rising Sun and the White Dingoes team up to keep the EAP in check. If you disappear, the EAP might just crush the Dingoes and unify the whole sector. If that happens, the market value drops to zero. Boring, right?"

"Fine... understood," Taro muttered. "But I can't take all several hundred of your ships. There aren't enough particles over there to support a fleet that size."

"A joke, surely. I’ll go with just one ship. But don't try anything clever. If I so much as sneeze, the rest of my fleet has orders to glass you. And for safety’s sake, we’ll sign a formal ceasefire. One of the conditions is the immediate cessation of your investigation into The Facility."

"Yeah... I got it."

Taro’s answer was blunt. Etta nodded, looking utterly satisfied.

Rising Sun had agreed to the ceasefire.

[WILL THE MATCH BE DECIDED LIKE THIS?]
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It would be a bit much to leave the hate simmering like this, so even though it was scheduled for next week, I’m just going to post it now.



The Battleship Plum continued to lead the enemy flagship toward the Facility.

On the Plum’s bridge, Taro was sprawled out on the floor, staring blankly at the ceiling.

"……Well, we somehow made it work."

His voice was completely drained of tension. Koume, who was staring at the ceiling in the exact same pose as Taro, gave a slow, rhythmic nod.

"Indeed, Mr. Teiro. When I heard Mr. Alan was running behind schedule, I truly wondered what would become of us."

"Yeah, tell me about it. When I found that out, I just thought, Welp, I’m dead. Nice knowing me."

"However, he fulfilled his role. Miss Marl is also currently seeing her part through to the end. That leaves only one piece left on the board."

Koume extended her index finger and tilted her head with a tiny, prim smile. Taro grunted a "Yup," then swung his legs up with a sudden burst of energy, attempting to pop back onto his feet with a flashy neckspring.

"Shall we go then, Mr. Teiro? Also, out of curiosity, why are you walking like a broken marionette?"

"Ow, ow… I twisted my ankle. I wonder if the company insurance covers this?"

"Denied, Mr. Teiro. Even a fool should know when to give the nonsense a rest."

"Figures… Damn, you’re as foul-mouthed as ever."

The two of them hobbled and marched forward, coming to a halt before the seat where their savior lay in slumber.

"Wonder what she’s dreaming about."

Taro peered into the seat, watching the rhythm of Etta’s soft breathing. Her color looked good; it seemed things would stay on schedule.

[PERSONAL SYSTEM: ALL GREEN. VARIANCE WITHIN 5% OF PROJECTED AVERAGE, MR. TEIRO. AWAKENING IN 5 SECONDS… 4… 3…]

As Koume’s countdown began, Taro waited for the moment. The second the count hit zero, he reached out to give the tip of Etta’s nose a playful poke.

"Good morning, Sleeping Princess. Time for the adults to get up. You’re a fine young lady now, aren't you?"

Taro spoke with a tone of grand expectation. She was the final piece of the operation, an absolutely essential existence.

"Mmm…… Morning, Teiro…… Yeah, I think so too. But you know, sticking your finger in my nostril while you say it really ruins the mood."

Etta’s eyes slowly fluttered open. Her first act upon waking was to deliver a sharp, resounding slap to Taro’s cheek before giving a long, luxurious stretch.

"Ow………… but, heh… hehehe… we did it. It’s done."

Crouching on the floor and clutching his stinging cheek, Taro let out a creepy, triumphant chuckle.



"Not a bad ship."

Etta of the Mercenaries muttered as she watched the enemy battleship on her monitor. She was currently soaking in the satisfaction of victory, yet her mood remained clouded. The side effects of her medication were hitting hard, leaving her feeling wretchedly sluggish.

"Is that so, Elder Sister? ……To me, it looks somewhat… distorted," Tetta said hesitantly from her side.

Etta gave a small, condescending laugh and glanced at the girl.

"A ship resembles those who sail it, Tetta. Especially when it comes to those who possess a Gift. That’s why it looks warped."

Etta turned back to study the enemy ship that had put up such a magnificent, albeit futile, performance.

To someone used to the uniform look of Modular Ships, this vessel—likely a One-off or a Full Custom—certainly appeared "distorted." It was covered in equipment whose purpose was impossible to determine from sight alone. To the uninitiated, it was an eerie, unsettling sight.

"Miss Etta. We have confirmed the location of the Facility. Putting it on the main screen now."

The Adjutant’s sudden report made Etta’s eyes snap wide. she bolted upright from her seat.

"……Finally. At last, we meet. You really made me work for this."

Etta let out a sigh of pure relief as the Facility filled the screen. This was it—the source of the Mercenaries' dirty laundry. While there were several similar structures in the area, this was the largest. If there was any evidence linking them to the site, it was almost certainly hidden here.

"The past can be erased. I won’t let anyone investigate further. I’ll jam the area so hard the Optical Information itself vanishes from existence…… and then, finally, everything will be over."

Etta rubbed her trembling hands together to steady them, then used her BISHOP to manual-override the fire control system. Whether this Facility officially belonged to Rising Sun was a legal gray area, and attacking it during a ceasefire was technically a massive "no-no," but it was the sort of problem she could easily bury with enough excuses.

[“……ETTA. MISS ETTA. IF YOU ARE PLANNING TO ATTACK THAT FACILITY, I STRONGLY ADVISE YOU TO RECONSIDER. THERE ARE CIVILIANS LIVING ABOARD.”]

The voice came through the long-distance comms. As soon as Etta recognized the speaker, her face twisted in disgust.

"Decided to crawl out of the woodwork now, Mr. Sod? I believe I fired you. Did you miss the memo?"

[“YES, I AM WELL AWARE. HOWEVER, I JUDGED THIS TO BE TOO IMPORTANT TO IGNORE. I REPEAT: THERE ARE NUMEROUS CIVILIANS ON THAT STATION. REGARDLESS OF YOUR REASONS, YOU MUST ALLOW THEM TO EVACUATE FIRST.”]

"Don't be stupid. Evacuation? As if I’d allow that. Besides, this is outer space. A few casualties here and there are—"

[“MISS ETTA. THEY ARE IMPERIAL CITIZENS. THE PEOPLE ON THAT STATION ARE REFUGEES LEFT BEHIND BY HISTORY. THEY WERE BORN WITHIN THE EMPIRE. REGARDLESS OF HOW THEY ENDED UP THERE, THEY BELONG TO NO FACTION. DO YOU UNDERSTAND? LEGALLY SPEAKING, THERE IS A HIGH PROBABILITY THEY ARE STILL CLASSIFIED AS ‘GALACTIC IMPERIAL CITIZENS.’”]

"……That’s…… that’s preposterous."

[“WE DO NOT KNOW THE NATURE OF THAT FACILITY. PERHAPS IT IS A LEGITIMATE TARGET. IN WARTIME, SACRIFICES ARE UNAVOIDABLE. HOWEVER, DURING A CEASEFIRE, YOU HAVE AMPLE TIME TO LET THEM ESCAPE. IF YOU ATTACK NOW, IT WILL BE RECORDED AS NOTHING LESS THAN A MASSACRE.”]

"……Shut up! Shut your mouth! So what?! That fact will vanish along with everything else!"

Enraged, Etta threw her hand up. She slaved All Ship Batteries to the station and initiated a hard lock.

"Tetta! There’s no sign of cloaking or jamming on that thing, right? There are definitely people inside? I won’t have them slipping away!"

"E-Elder Sister Etta… Please, stop this…"

"Just answer the damn question! Are there people in there or not?!"

"Y-Yes. I detect a large number of life-signs moving—"

Before Tetta could finish, Etta unleashed hell. She fired every single gun on the ship. It was a tantrum in ballistic form—everything from the main cannons to the Debris Incineration Beams lashed out at once.

"It’s my win! Ah, it feels wonderful!"

Etta writhed in a cocktail of excitement and sheer pleasure. She had been forced to swallow so much bitterness and humiliation that this moment of destruction brought an almost unbearable euphoria. She felt omnipotent.

"A magnificent firework! I’ll remember this for the rest of my life!"

The beams of light raced toward the Facility, cutting through the void without a hint of interference. Etta wondered if she’d even be able to remain standing once the explosion hit. The sense of accomplishment was going to be beyond anything she could imagine.

"……………………"

But that moment never arrived.

Etta stood there, gaping like a fish, frozen in place. Her mind simply refused to process what her eyes were seeing.

The beams had been on a direct collision course.

But a split second before impact, without so much as a flicker of warning, the entire Facility simply… vanished.

"Wha…… what…… happened?"

Etta asked the empty air, her brain still short-circuiting. No one answered for a long moment, until finally, the Adjutant she loathed so much spoke up.

"We have observed a massive surge of Drive Particles. It appears the station performed an Overdrive."

Etta spun on him, her face a mask of fury.

"Don't talk to me like I’m an idiot! That’s a space station! Performing an Overdrive on a mass that size is physically impossible!"

Etta’s scream echoed through the bridge. Fighting through a fresh migraine brought on by the drugs, she frantically accessed the ship's logs to see what had actually happened.

[“AH-HAH. YOU ACTUALLY PULLED THE TRIGGER, DIDN'T YOU?”]

A third party’s voice cut through the air. Etta snapped her head up to see the enemy ship displayed on the main screen.

"What did you do?! Where did you hide it?! Tell me!"

The enemy President appeared on the screen, looking incredibly smug and entirely too relaxed.

[“WHY WOULD I TELL YOU? I DON'T WANNA.”]

"Y-You little brat!"

[“YOU JUST GOT PLAYED BY THAT BRAT, HAG.”]

"……Tetta! Find it! This has to be the same trick they used to teleport that debris. They must have used a massive array of Drive Shooters…… It’s that woman with the Engineering Gift. She must have built a New Weapon…… It can't have gone far! The Drive Particle density here is too low for a long jump!"

Etta grabbed Tetta by the shoulders, shaking her violently. Tetta cowered, her face pale with terror.

"E-Elder Sister… I don't know. It’s not anywhere nearby…… Once it gets too far, I can’t tell it apart from the asteroids……"

"Useless!" Etta spat, shoving the girl aside. She glared at the man on the screen.

[“HEY NOW, DON'T BULLY THE POOR GIRL. I DON'T KNOW WHO SHE IS, BUT SHE’S RIGHT—IT’S NOT IN THE NEIGHBORHOOD. IT’S NOWHERE NEAR THIS STAR SYSTEM. ACTUALLY, YOU LOOK WIPED OUT. COULDN’T YOU SEE WHAT WAS INSIDE BISHOP?”]

"……No, that’s impossible. A device like that doesn't even exist in the Central. You’re lying!"

[“WOW, YOU’RE STUBBORN, LADY. THINK. ISN’T THERE A DEVICE THAT CAN DO THAT CLOSE BY? SINCE THEY’RE ALL STATE-OWNED AND BANNED IN IMPERIAL TERRITORY, I GUESS YOU PRIVILEGED BRATS FROM THE CENTRAL NEVER EVEN THOUGHT ABOUT USING ONE FOR WAR.”]

Taro fell silent, a shark-like grin on his face. Etta stared at him, her mind racing, until finally, a horrifying realization dawned on her.

"A Star…… gate…………?" she whispered.

At Etta's murmur, the man on the screen's smile widened into a look of pure triumph.

Alright, time for the counterattack.
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"It’s a private Stargate, see. A tiny little venture like ours shouldn’t really have one of these, but hey—perks of the job."

Taro flashed a bitter, jagged grin at the loathsome woman staring back from his visor. 

Normally, if you just wanted to hop to the next star system over, a ship-mounted Overdrive unit could do the heavy lifting. But if you wanted to leap across half the galaxy? You needed the big guns. You needed a dedicated Stargate—a massive, specialized megastructure that cost a literal, eye-popping fortune.

Rising Sun only owned the thing because Taro was a master of the "aggressive negotiation." When the Empire began its re-expansion into the Alpha and Enzio Sectors, Dean had fed Taro the intel early. Taro had effectively held the region's entire population and its wealth hostage, implicitly threatening to pack up every warm body and credit chip and vanish unless the Empire handed over the keys to the gate.

Back in the Old Empire days, the resources in those distant reaches were untouchable. Now, that gate was the backbone of the Rising Sun Alliance’s operations in the Alpha Sector. Even though salvaging armor plates at Nuke had eventually overtaken it as their top earner, the gate was still a massive cash cow.

"Thanks to you, our development operations have been dead in the water for two weeks," Taro grumbled, sounding thoroughly exhausted. Man, just thinking about the absolute reaming I’m going to take from our partner companies gives me a migraine.

He sounded fed up, but truthfully, he wasn't worried. He was already mentally tallying up the damages and adding a hefty "jerk tax" to the massive reparations bill he planned to shove down the throat of the woman on his screen.

"..................How?"

After a long, stunned silence, the Mercenary leader, Etta, finally found her voice. She took a ragged, suffocating breath.

"How did you calculate the coordinates for the destination? Stargates are designed to operate as a mutual link between two units. Theoretically, single-gate operation is possible, but..."

In response to her question, Taro reached over and pulled "his" Etta into a side-hug.

"We happen to have the world’s greatest Sonarman on staff. Once she caught the beacon from the other side, she nailed the exact coordinates in one shot! ...Wait, ow. Okay, okay! I’m sorry! I got carried away!"

Etta—the good one—was currently scowling with enough intensity to melt bulkheads. Taro timidly released her and cleared his throat.

"......I see. So that’s how it is," the enemy Etta muttered. "This entire battle... it was all just a stall. You weren't waiting for evidence. You were just buying time for that Sonarman to wake up."

The look on the Mercenary leader’s face shifted from stunned resignation to a slow-boiling, incandescent rage. Technically, not everything had been a distraction, but Taro didn't see any reason to correct her. He just let her stew.

"Actually, using the Ray Tracing Method to scrub through the past takes forever," Taro added. "Dr. Arzimof says it’ll produce rock-solid physical evidence, but we’re looking at another half-month of processing time at least."

That part was the honest-to-God truth. Even with the doctor's genius-level oversight, the investigation was moving at a snail's pace because they had so much historical data to sift through.

"You really... you really think you can make a fool out of me like this?" 

The enemy President’s brow began to twitch uncontrollably. Her face was contorted into a mask of pure malice. Taro could practically feel the heat of her fury radiating through the comms.

"I will never forgive you for this! I don't care what it takes—I will ruin you!"

Etta screamed into the mic, her composure finally shattering. Taro just stared at her with a deadpan expression. "Forgive me?" he asked, tilting his head.

"Yes! You will pay for this! You, everyone you know, everyone you love—"

"Shut up, you absolute dumpster fire! That’s my line!"

Taro roared back, his voice drowning hers out completely. He slammed his fist into the pilot’s seat. It hurt like hell, but he didn't let it show. He leaned in close to the camera, pointing a finger directly at her.

"You’re a piece of work, lady. You look at human beings like they’re just another resource to be mined, and you’re so high on your own supply that you think you’re some kind of god."

The memory of the despair on the faces of the Garuda Station residents still haunted him. At the time, he’d had no words for them; he’d just looked at the floor in shame. It disgusted him that he and this woman were even members of the same species. To him, she wasn't a person—she was just a concentrated lump of evil.

"It’s not just Garuda Station. You played Enzio and the EAP against each other just to turn their homes into your personal fishing grounds. Well, listen up and remember this: I’m not letting you tuck your tail and run back to the Empire, and I’m sure as hell not handing you over to some 'court of law.' What happens to you is up to the people of Garuda Station. Don't go dreaming of an easy death."

Taro’s voice was quiet now, but it carried the weight of a death sentence. The woman in the visor actually flinched, shrinking back ever so slightly.

"Heh... hehe... look at you, talking big. Don't tell me you think you’ve already won? This fight isn't over."

Her face was twitching so hard it looked like it might slide off. Taro glared at her for a beat, then let out a sharp, mocking laugh.

"You really are delusional, aren't you? I’m genuinely curious—do you honestly think you have a card left to play?"

"I do! Nothing is finished! All you did was stop a massacre that hadn't even happened yet! That is all!"

"Wrong," Taro snapped. "You’re done. You’re in checkmate."

"Hehe... you're a fool. I'm sure you’ve broadcasted or recorded that little stunt back there, but so what? That’s not 'evidence.' It’s not verifiable physical proof. It doesn't matter what people say—I’ll just deny it. Over and over. Until it goes away."

"Oh, I'm sure you will. We live in an age where you can fake high-end CG in real-time with the right jamming suite. 'It’s just a well-made deepfake,' right? 'Just the desperate last gasps of a failing company trying to smear a rival.' I can see the press release now."

"Exactly! So you do understand. And my fleet is still out there, waiting for my command."

"Then why do you think a guy like me—who understands all that—is telling you that you’re screwed?"

".................."

"The people who needed to see it have already seen it," Taro said, his tone turning dismissive. "You still don't get it? Fine. Shoo. Go on. Your 'precious' fleet is waiting for you, isn't it?"

Taro made a flicking motion with his hand, like he was shooing a persistent fly. The enemy Etta looked utterly bewildered.

"What? Did you think we were gonna have some heroic one-on-one duel? I don't have time for that crap. Ammo is expensive, and besides, I’ve got a mountain of questions I need to beat out of you."

Garuda Station was just one facility; they hadn't tracked down the rest yet. Taro wanted nothing more than to turn her into a cloud of glowing ions right now, but he needed her alive for the intel.

"Plus, we still have to talk about what happened at Coleman... Now, get lost. Feel free to take a shot at us on your way out, but we’ll just hop the Stargate before the beams even reach us."

Taro leaned back in his seat, folding his arms and closing his eyes to show he was done talking. On the other side of the visor, the woman hesitated, her face a mess of confusion and rage, before she vanished in a flash of blue light.

"Hope you enjoy the despair," Taro muttered.



During the Overdrive jump back toward the sector where her Main Fleet waited, the Mercenary Etta didn't say a word. She was trying to convince herself she could still win, but the enemy President’s words were stuck in her throat like a jagged piece of glass.

"............"

The Bridge was deathly silent. Every time a subordinate shifted in their seat or the fabric of Tetta’s uniform rustled, it sounded like a thunderclap in her ears.

"......I am..."

Etta spoke to the empty air, taking a sharp breath.

"I am a chosen human being. It is impossible for me to lose. I can read the hearts of men! Even Coleman recognized my worth!"

She was practically chanting it now, a desperate prayer to her own ego.

"I still have a thousand ships. Nothing has changed. Nothing is over. I will regroup, and then I will grind that man’s fleet into dust. Ceasefire be damned. I’ll seize control of the narrative, I’ll scrub the data... yes. Nothing has changed."

Etta kept muttering to herself, checking the time with frantic, shaky movements. They were seconds away from the drop, but every tick of the clock felt like an eternity.

[DRIVE-OUT IN 10... 9... 8...]

The Adjutant’s voice echoed through the Bridge. With every number, Etta visualized her massive fleet growing in size, clinging to the image like a life raft.

[...2... 1... DRIVE-OUT]

The world exploded in blue light, accompanied by the familiar, piercing whine of the drive disengaging. As her vision cleared, Etta opened her mouth to bark an order, her heart racing with anticipation.

"............Ah."

That was the only sound she could make.

"............What... Why...?"

She surged out of her seat, clutching the console as if her life depended on it.

On the Radar Screen, the display was almost entirely white. Unidentified small vessels were appearing in such staggering numbers that they were literally burying the interface.

The "Main Fleet" she had been counting on was invisible—smothered under a carpet of icons. She couldn't even tell where her own ships were.

"............Ahhh..."

As the comms channels automatically stabilized, a literal wall of screaming voices flooded the Bridge. Etta took a stumbling step forward, her legs turning to jelly, as the main viewscreen resolved the sensor data into a visual.

It was a WIND Swarm. 

And there were more than a hundred thousand of them.
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Mercenaries Etta was currently reaching the absolute peak of a mental breakdown.

The fleet she’d pinned all her hopes on was being swarmed by an absurd, almost violent number of filthy mechanical lifeforms. Any semblance of an organized chain of command had evaporated. Most of her ships were flailing in a desperate bid for survival; while a single vessel might take out dozens of enemies before being blown to bits, the enemy had more than a hundred times their numbers. It was less a battle and more a chaotic scrap-metal processing plant.

“…………I don’t get it. I just don't get it,” Etta whimpered.

Her confusion wasn’t just born from the sight of her fleet being reduced to burning wreckage. There was something else. Despite the battlefield looking like a soup of pure chaos, the enemy fleet was just… drifting. They were loitering through the sector with a casual, almost bored level of composure.

“Doesn’t look like many of them are even heading that way, ma’am. Oh, wait, a few are. Never mind, they just got pulverized instantly. Maybe it’s some kind of New Weapon?” 

The Adjutant spoke in a breezy, lighthearted tone, as if he were discussing the weather rather than their impending doom. Usually, Etta would have blistered his ears with a string of creative profanities, but right now, she could only stare blankly and parrot him. 

“A New Weapon…?”

“Most of the Drive Particles in the sector have been sucked dry. Looks like the WIND drives used them all up. Except for the Carriers and a few other ships carrying reserves, everyone is stuck in the mud………… though, honestly, plenty of ships can’t even fly despite having particles.”

Warp Scramblers had been dumped into the sector in such obscene quantities that it was impossible to tell who was responsible. Unless a ship was packing a top-of-the-line drive system, they were essentially butterflies caught in a very large, very high-tech spiderweb.

“…………Wait. Someone’s still okay,” Etta muttered.

She stumbled forward with the gait of a hungover wraith, pressing her face so close to the Radar Screen that her nose practically smeared against the glass.

“MS77… 59… 38… Admiral. It’s Admiral Sod’s unit!”

Recognizing the numbering, Etta’s face split into a manic grin. She tripped over her own feet, scrambled across the floor, and hauled herself back into her command chair.

“Admiral! Admiral Sod! Can you hear me? Answer me! Give me a sitrep! What the hell is going on?!”

Etta practically nuzzled the communicator, her face flushed with a desperate joy. After a long stretch of static and electronic screaming, Sod’s voice finally crackled through.

“Miss Etta. The situation is exactly what it looks like. We’re surrounded by a hundred thousand WIND, and everyone is trying their best not to die. Or, wait, I think we’re down to seventy thousand now. It looks like it all started when an enemy Stealth Ship Unit punched through. So, that’s that. The ceasefire doesn't apply to the WIND, after all. The guys leading them can just claim they were ‘fleeing’ and the robots followed.”

The static-heavy holograph shrugged his shoulders with a look of supreme indifference. Etta shook her head violently, dismissing his logic. 

“I don’t care about that! Admiral, your fleet looks fine. You still have teeth, don’t you? Merge with my position immediately. We’re going to crush these bastards!”

“No, Miss Etta. I am no longer an Admiral.”

“Then I’m reinstating you! Now move! Surround them! How many do you have left? Two hundred? Three hundred? The enemy has less than a hundred ships! Hehe… we can still do this!”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to pass, Miss Etta.”

Sod’s refusal was as flat as a pancake. Etta sat there with her mouth hanging open like a landed fish before finally stammering, “Admiral…?”

“Did I stutter? I said no, Miss Etta. My fleet is currently preoccupied with self-defense and the recovery of Rescuees. We aren't in any condition for Fleet Combat. My priority is saving as many people as possible and getting the hell out of here.”

Etta’s relief curdled into an explosive rage. 

“What are you talking about?! This is an order! Give me those ships right now!”

Sod gave a weary, ‘good grief’ sort of sigh and shook his head.

“No. I can say it in every language in the Empire, but the answer remains the same: NO, Miss Etta. If you want to charge me with the Crime of Insubordination, feel free to punish me later. But right now? Not happening.”

“That fleet isn't your personal toy! I’m the one who decides where those ships go!”

“Sadly, Miss Etta, the current situation qualifies as an Emergency Refuge under Galactic Imperial Law. Every individual is entitled to use any means necessary to evacuate. If my fleet looks like they’re following me, it’s only because they’ve individually decided that I’m not an idiot and you are.”

“…………Now look here, Admiral Sod,” Etta said, forcing her twitching face into what she hoped was a calm expression. “I don’t want to have a petty argument. We have to think about the post-war world, right? We should be on the same side.”

Sod’s holographic eyes were cold—as if he were looking at something particularly boring and slightly damp. 

“You shouldn't have fired on The Facility. If you hadn't, we’d probably still be following your lead. But you pulled the trigger. The only thing waiting for you after this war is ruin, Miss Etta. We’ve lost.”

A heavy silence fell over the Bridge. Then, the bridge crew began to whisper. Etta caught the sound of a faint chuckle amidst the murmurs. Driven by pure, unadulterated impulse, she whipped out her pistol.

“Who laughed?! Step forward and own it!”

The Bridge went dead silent. Etta waved her trembling gun at no one in particular. A moment later, her Adjutant took a single step forward.

“My apologies, Miss Etta. It’s just that the Admiral’s words were so—”

BANG!

Before the Adjutant could finish, Etta pulled the trigger. With a sickening wet pop, the Adjutant’s arm was blown clean off. He slumped to the floor.

“Stop it, Miss Etta. You’ve lost your mind,” the holographic Sod said, looking like he’d just swallowed a lemon.

Etta glared at him, her eyes wide and bloodshot.

“It’s not over! Once I get back to the center………… no, as long as I’m alive, I can rebuild everything! I can grow a company ten times this size! I could build a corporation that puts the Mercenaries to shame in a week if I wanted to! I can read minds! There’s nothing I can’t do!”

She let out a creepy, high-pitched giggle. In response, the Admiral sighed.

“If you don't change, you’ll just end up right back here, Miss Etta. You’re alone. You have no friends, and you have no subordinates who trust you. Personally, I’d hate to work for someone who could peek at my thoughts. And this time, your enemy had exactly what they needed to counter that. That’s why you lost. It wasn't anything special. The enemy wasn't fighting us—they were just fighting you.”

“…………You’re fired,” Etta hissed.

“Wonderful. I’ve already got a lead on a new gig anyway………… so, I’ll leave the rest to you, Miss Marl. Without that Enigma thing, we would’ve been—”

Sod was saying something to someone behind him, but Etta wasn't listening anymore. The weight of her failure finally hit her, and she sank to the floor in a heap of lethargy.

“Sod………… that brat too………… I’ll kill them all……”

Suppressing her urge to just lie down and die with a healthy dose of pure spite, she used BISHOP to prep a Small Stealth Ship for her escape. She tried to stand up, but—

“Oops. Can’t have you doing that. Think of the poor guy who’d have to go find you.”

A massive force slammed her back down. She was pinned. In a blur of rage and confusion, she craned her neck only to see her Adjutant—the one she’d just shot—standing over her, literally treading on her. Etta’s eyes bugged out.

“Seriously though, shooting me out of the blue? That’s cold. You blew my arm right off.”

The Adjutant toyed with his severed arm as if it were a piece of a broken plastic toy. Then, using the limb like a club, he swung it and smashed the BISHOP control console into a million pieces with a single hit.

“No way…… you’re………… but…… the mass check——” Etta stammered, her brain finally misfiring under the sheer absurdity of the situation.

The Phantom tilted his head. “Mass? Oh.” He nodded as if he’d just solved a crossword puzzle. “You were trying to tell us apart by weight? Not a bad idea, but you still fail the class. How do you think I’ve survived this long? My usual opponents are the Imperial Military. Not petty small-fry like you.”

Phantom leaned down and shoved the stump of his severed arm toward Etta’s face. To her horror, the inside was completely hollow. There was literally nothing there. 

“My job is to take you alive. If I wanted to kill you, I could’ve done it a hundred times already. I could’ve just kidnapped you, too. But I didn't, because I was terrified that someone actually competent—like Admiral Sod—would take command of the fleet. If he’d been running the show from day one, we would’ve lost. Unlike you, he would’ve just methodically crushed us like he was taking a stroll down a flat road. Your power is scary, sure, but it only works if the other guy doesn't know about it.”

As he spoke, Phantom touched the severed arm back to its shoulder. The skin-tone vanished, replaced by a dull metallic sheen as the two parts merged like they were hugging. A second later, he was moving the arm perfectly, as if nothing had ever happened.

“Now then, I’m going to do this—”

Phantom reached out toward the wreckage of the command chair and, with agonizing slowness, lifted a massive chunk of it. The metal block, which had to weigh several hundred kilograms, groaned as it was ripped from its housing, casting a shadow over the room. His movements were so slow and deliberate that despite several armed guards being in the room, they just stood there, paralyzed.

“I am going to hurl this piece of junk with every ounce of my strength at the first person who tries to shoot me. Or at anyone who’s still in this room by the time I count to ten. Ready? One… two…”

By the time he hit "four," it was just the two of them on the Bridge. 

Etta, seeing the last of her hopes crushed by a man with a hollow arm and a very large piece of furniture, let out a tiny pathetic squeak and fainted.

Not one person being all-powerful, but everyone, in their own place, with their own strength.

The long war with the Mercenaries finally ends here.
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“...Perfect.”

Ortega Niven, the Special Equipment Section Manager for the galaxy-spanning Gigantech Corp, couldn't stop shaking. He stared at the monitor, mesmerized by the impossible conclusion playing out in the live feed.

“Did you see that? Despite that swarm of WIND, he’s playing them like a fiddle! And look at that other fleet—what a pathetic mess. This is the real deal. It’s hard to believe, but it’s real!”

Ortega shouted at the empty air, his voice cracking with manic energy. Sitting right in front of him was the magic box that had performed the miracle: the Enigma. It was a device capable of predicting WIND behavior and even intercepting their communications. It was a gold mine with buttons.

“Shall we initiate the plan, then?” his secretary asked from behind. 

“Absolutely,” Ortega chirped. He immediately fired off a status report to headquarters. “And tell the fleet not to fire! Not a single shot. We haven't officially declared war yet, remember? This is just our usual ‘pest control’ routine. Make sure the Security Manager understands that, or I'll have his head.”

The secretary nodded. “Understood. Accelerating the fleet now.”

A moment later, a pleasant weight pressed Ortega back into his seat as the ship surged forward. 

Maybe I oversold the presentation a bit... Ortega thought, checking the fleet’s disposition on BISHOP. Eh, whatever. It turned out to be true anyway.

Just in case the Enigma had been a total dud, Gigantech Corp had sent an absurdly large fleet of Anti-WIND Specialized Ships. It was exactly double the size of the combined Mercenaries and Rising Sun forces. It was a massive investment, but Ortega’s silver tongue had convinced his bosses that the Enigma was worth the risk. Clearly, the higher-ups were expecting a show.

“We can use this footage for the marketing campaign as-is. We won't even have to pitch it! Once our Security Department makes its move, the galactic news media will do the legwork for us. I can’t even imagine how many orders we’ll get. A hundred million? Hah! We’re just getting started.”

Once his excitement cooled to a simmer, Ortega picked up his communicator. He hailed the invisible ships currently tailing his fleet.

“We are commencing the operation. For the record, this is a rescue mission for WIND victims. We’ll be exterminating pests and dispersing Drive Particles. It’s definitely not an act of war. We aren't taking sides. For now, anyway. No problems with that, right?”

A voice crackled back over the comms.

“None at all, Mr. Ortega. Honestly, we don’t plan on keeping detailed records of this anyway. Go nuts. Our ‘surveillance’ is purely a formality.”

“Much appreciated, Colonel Dean. But man, the Imperial Military has it rough. Coming all the way out to the boonies? You must be homesick for the Central Worlds.”

“Haha! If you really feel that way, then stay put in the Central Worlds next time. You giants are too big to leave unsupervised.”

“Fair point. Terribly sorry for the trouble. But hey, I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here.”

Ortega smirked and cut the connection. Gigantech Corp, the biggest titan in the galaxy, only feared two things. This man belonged to one of them. 

Actually, with this device... maybe we only have to fear one, Ortega thought. He reached out and stroked the Enigma. The era is about to change.

He couldn't sit still a moment longer. He bolted toward the Bridge. The Security Department captain would probably give him a dirty look for intruding, but Ortega didn't care. He wanted a front-row seat to history.

“The Great Frontier Era starts today!” he screamed, sprinting down the hallway. 

The staff he passed stared at him like he’d finally lost his mind.



“Hey there, you two. Finally taking a lunch break?”

Taro, currently lugging a stack of Pulse Chip Storage Cases through the corridor of the Battleship Plum, heard a low, calm voice. He looked up and gave Phantom a tired, wry grin.

“We’ve got a mountain of work left. I only managed to squeeze out a fifteen-minute break just now.”

It was already five hours past the usual lunch hour. Taro and his crew were currently busier than they had been during the actual war, fueled by nothing but spite and minimal sleep.

“I’m starting to think eating is optional,” Marl sighed from beside him, looking completely drained. “Once you get past a certain level of hunger, you just stop feeling things.”

Phantom let out a mischievous chuckle. “Is that right? Then explain the sesame seed on your lip, Miss Marl.”

“No way!” Marl squeaked, clapping a hand over her mouth. A second later, she realized she’d been caught red-handed. Her face turned bright red as she looked at the floor.

“Hehe, you got played... wait, you little brat!” Taro gave her a flat look. “When I asked if you had any snacks earlier, you told me we were totally out!”

Marl stared at a random spot on the wall, stuck out her tongue, and shrugged. 

“Haha, well, go get some real food in the cafeteria,” Phantom said, gesturing down the hall. “But listen while we walk. The Doctor used the Ray Tracing Method and caught a few suspicious ship-shaped shadows. They’re verifying them now. Alan wanted me to tell you it looks very promising.”

Taro pumped his fist. “Yes! That’ll make things way easier. I mean, Ortega said Gigantech would force a solution as long as we had proof of the enemy shelling The Facility, but solid evidence is always better.”

“We need that physical evidence,” Marl added, her business instincts overriding her embarrassment. “It’ll make a massive difference in how much we can bill them.”

Taro nodded. God help the Mercenaries’ accountants, he thought. Marl was terrifyingly strict when it came to money.

“By the way, how’s Etta doing? Still catatonic?”

The captured enemy commander was exactly as Taro described. Phantom was handling the interrogation—apparently, he had the ‘required skills’ for it—but he’d warned them it would take time.

“It’s only been a few days. But BISHOP being offline is hitting her hard. When she’s conscious, she’s in a state of constant terror. I might not even need to use torture.”

Taro winced at the casual mention of the T-word. “Uh, don't go overboard, okay?”

“Haha, of course. Oh, one more thing. In light of this battle, the Naraza Association has decided to award you a medal. It’ll be official soon. The Medal of Freedom—given to those who liberate the oppressed. You’ve earned it, Teiro.”

Taro froze. “A medal? Me?!” 

He opened his mouth to refuse. In his mind, he’d just done what any decent person would do. Besides, he considered himself a bit of a scoundrel. Medals were for noble heroes, not guys like him. 

But before he could argue, he reached a fork in the hallway and stopped dead.

“Hey! Teiro! Don't just stop!” Marl slammed into his back. Taro felt something suspiciously soft press against him, but he just mumbled a quick “Sorry” and turned toward the side passage.

“......”

Taro stared down the dark hallway. Marl peered over his shoulder. “Is someone there? I don't see anyone... oh.”

She went quiet. Taro didn't say a word as he walked to the very end of the hall and stood before the heavy door. 

Beyond that door lay the devil’s machine—the device that could grant any knowledge for a price.

“......”

The hallway was silent, save for Marl’s breathing and the faint scent of coffee wafting off Phantom.

“...We did it,” Marl whispered. “We did it without using that thing.”

Taro took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah. It was rough... and we lost so much...”

He closed his eyes, offering a silent prayer to those who hadn't made it. He still wondered if he should have used the machine, but he knew he’d be asking himself that for the rest of his life. Once you knew the taste of a shortcut like that, you never truly forgot it.

“A man has done enough if he can protect those within his reach,” Phantom said, ruffling Taro’s hair. Taro didn't pull away. It felt strangely nostalgic. “And usually, even that is a miracle. You did well.”

“There are no guarantees with that machine, Mr. Teiro,” Koume’s voice drifted from behind them. “Even if it gave you the knowledge you wanted, it might have overwritten something vital. Not just memories, but practical things. You might have forgotten how to fly a ship. Or how to use a toilet.”

Taro laughed. “Yeah, that would’ve been a problem.” He turned to look at them all. “Thanks, everyone.”

He looked them straight in the eye. He felt a bit cheesy, but his heart was full.

“Save the mushy stuff for the general meeting tomorrow,” Marl said, giving him a thumbs-up. “We all survived this together.”

Taro raised his own thumb, bringing it close to hers. 

“I feel like... I’m finally standing on equal footing with you guys.”

An outsider. Taro had always felt like one. Not because of where or when he was born, but because of that device. It felt like he was cheating at the game of life while everyone else was playing fair. 

“Phantom-san... I’ll accept the medal. Humbly.”

He’d finally achieved something without the device. He could finally stand tall and say I did this.

“With this, I’m finally—”

He tightened his fist, gritting his teeth into a smile to keep from tearing up.

“—a Galactic Imperial Citizen, just like the rest of—”

Their fists were inches apart.

Then—

“Gah?!”

A massive shock tore through his body. His legs turned to jelly, and he hit the floor. His vision bled into a horrific crimson. He could see Marl and Phantom rushing toward him, but they looked like blurry ghosts.

[WRONG. YOU’LL NEVER BE ONE.]

A voice boomed inside his skull. It wasn't male or female; it was a raw concept, a jagged thought echoing in the void.

[YOU ARE AN EARTHLING.]

The voices multiplied, roaring like a tectonic shift. A soul-deep chill seized him. He clutched his own arms, but he couldn't feel his skin.

[THE EARTH.]

Through the red haze of his vision, countless silhouettes flickered into existence. They stood on a vast, infinite crimson floor, surrounding him, looking down with cold, silent eyes.

[FIND EARTH.]

Taro screamed with everything he had, but in the silence of the corridor, not a single sound escaped his lips.
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It was a sensational sequence of events: the exposure of a horrific, inhumane facility, the revelation that a mercenary group large enough to be a mega-corp had been using it, and the fact that a tiny Outer-region Corporate Alliance—the very people who tried to bring the truth to light—had crushed the villains who declared war to cover it all up.

These headlines were blasted across every media outlet in the Alpha Region Space. However, compared to the sheer, bloated scale of the Galactic Empire, this was still just a backwater incident. To the rest of the galaxy, it barely registered.

That changed a few days after the battle ended. 

THE GIANT STIRS.

That was the headline that started the firestorm. Within hours, every major media outlet in the Galactic Empire was screaming the news. It had been an age since Gigantech Corp last issued a formal declaration of war, and the announcement sent a tectonic shock through the galaxy.

"No! It’s Rising Sun! Rising! Sun! I don’t care if you’ve never heard of them—I haven’t either! Drop every other project! Investigate this company with everything we’ve got, right now!"

The moment Gigantech Corp announced they were forming a united front with the Rising Sun Alliance, a regional company that 99% of the Empire didn't know existed became the most famous name in the galaxy. Spies and investigators flooded the Alpha Region Space from every corner of the stars. The local network crashed repeatedly under the sheer weight of a billion "Who are these guys?" searches.

"What do you mean the Stargate has an eighty-four-hour wait?! Isn't there another route? I heard the Zayed sector is blockaded! I don't care about the cost—see if we can use the White Dingo route!"

The massive influx of people meant the Alpha Star System and White Dingo sectors, which bordered the Imperial Core Territory, were suddenly drowning in credits. Between resupply fees and port entry taxes, the customs revenue was hitting astronomical, "buy-your-own-planet" numbers. The Alpha Star System would have likely imploded under the pressure if the Gigantech Group hadn't stepped in to manage the logistics.

"Yes, yes. I understand, Comrade Phantom. A few unsavory types are heading your way. I’ll send the data for your records… No, don't worry about it. We can’t have people acting like thugs in the territory of a Medal of Freedom holder."

Wherever people gather, the scum of the galaxy follows. Fortunately, the Naraza Association provided such comprehensive intelligence that most malicious actors were blocked before they could even dock. Since most of these creeps had massive bounties on their heads, the Alpha Region Space soon became a magnet for every high-end bounty hunter looking for a payday.

"Regarding the series of inhumane acts committed in the territories outside the Galactic Empire’s jurisdiction, His Majesty the Emperor has expressed his profound regret. Under His Majesty’s will, the Galactic Imperial Government hereby approves the declaration of war against Mercenaries submitted by the Gigantech Group. We shall temporarily lift the legal shackles hindering their combat operations and grant them total freedom of action."

Ten days after the battle, the morale of Mercenaries and its affiliates—already circling the drain—officially hit rock bottom. Gigantech Corp had grandly mobilized five million personnel and a fleet of thousands, but in the end, there was no "great war." Nobody was stupid enough to throw their life away for a foregone conclusion. Resistance was futile, and more importantly, it was bad for the resume. Most Mercenaries employees were already busy polishing their CVs. Ordinarily, this kind of corporate "bullying" by a giant like Gigantech might have triggered a public boycott, but thanks to the government’s stance and the horror of The Facility, the citizens of the Empire were practically cheering for the giant to crush the pests.

"In the end, things turned out exactly as you wanted. But don't think you’re getting off easy. There’s a price to pay, and the public is going to be out for blood."

"I know that. We’ll have to dissolve the mercenary division at the very least… maybe the shipbuilding arms, too. I’ve got leads on where to dump the used equipment. We’ll survive."

This conversation took place in the boardroom of the Mercenaries headquarters. One participant was the man who had been running the show alongside Etta and Yotta; the other was Colonel Dean of the Imperial Military. The man intended to spin off every division that wasn't "war crimes and mercs" into an independent company, and it looked like he might actually pull it off.

He had already greased the wheels with the Naraza Association and the Imperial Military—a result of careful networking that started long before the war. He had hoped to win, of course, but he was a realist; he had a "Plan B" for failure. The massive internal reserves of Mercenaries would be swallowed by reparations, and his staff would flee, but he’d still have something. He was just grateful he could finally run a business without looking over his shoulder every five seconds.

"Fine. Don't worry about this end; I can make sure your records 'disappear.' But you understand the deal, right? If you stop being obedient, your connection to The Facility leaks to the press. Are we clear?"

"Perfectly. I’m not enough of an idiot to bite the hand that holds my leash… Hmph. I suppose the only thing that’s really changed is the person holding the reins."

It was decided at the very first summit meeting for post-war reparations: a portion of the Mercenaries group would be liquidated to form the Integrated Logistics Construction Support Company. Some found the move ethically questionable, but for most, it was just practical. The scale was large enough to ensure a steady stream of reparations for the survivors and victims of The Facility.

"We are prepared to cede several EAP territories currently under dispute to White Dingo. Furthermore, we fully support Rising Sun’s claim to sovereignty over the space around Zayed. As both victims and unwilling perpetrators, the EAP offers these concessions as a formal apology to both Alliances."

Rin Barkhorn spoke with gravity at the summit, acting as the representative for the EAP's military arm. It was, of course, a pre-arranged backroom deal, and it passed without a single objection. Normally, ceding territory would cause a riot among the citizens and a political firestorm over lost Zayed profits, but no one dared question the hero who had saved the EAP from puppet status. The personal approval ratings for Little Tokyo and Rin Barkhorn had eclipsed the records set by his legendary father.

"The Imperial Military and the Galactic Imperial Government, in recognition of Rising Sun’s heroic actions and their history of conscientious corporate conduct, have decided to reward them with the cession of Galactic Imperial Directly-governed Territory within the Alpha Region Space. You, Rising Sun, shall manage this as the Imperial Government-Certified Frontier Corporation, Mafian Corp. Serve the Empire well and pay your taxes."

Dean, whose promotion to General was already a done deal, made the announcement as the government representative. He had successfully tied the military's name to the resolution of a massive crisis, earning him glowing reviews. Furthermore, he had effectively tanked the Cornelius Faction’s plans for a frontier expansion, cementing his place as a power player in the Reinhardt Faction.

"Understood. We’ll give it our all. However, Rising Sun has determined that our newly expanded territory requires reorganization. We propose transferring control of certain sectors to White Dingo and the EAP. Additionally, as a token of our gratitude to Gigantech Corp for their unwavering support, we grant them exclusive sales rights for select products. Oh, and Rin and I are still Zuttomos."

Rising Sun’s proposal was accepted immediately. It looked like Dingo was the big winner—he had barely said a word and walked away with a mountain of concessions—but everyone agreed he’d earned it. Besides, the deal benefited everyone. Taro and his crew knew the future lay in developing the deep reaches of Outer Space; territorial disputes in the old sectors were just a headache they didn't need.

The media was collectively baffled by the mysterious word "Zuttomo." While Taro got a world-class ear-pulling from Marl for the stunt, he did eventually win the Alpha Region Space Buzzword Award for it.

"Respecting the will of all parties, Gigantech Corp hereby swears to oversee the post-war settlement with total responsibility."

The final fate of Mercenaries was left entirely to Gigantech. No one expected them to be stingy, and frankly, no one else had the infrastructure to process a corporate collapse that large. More importantly, Mercenaries still had enough teeth left to be dangerous; the only reason the shooting had stopped was because Gigantech was standing over them with a metaphorical sledgehammer.

A month after the summit, the peace terms were finalized. The Alpha Region Corporate Alliance and Gigantech Corp presented the conditions, and Mercenaries officially signed their surrender. The long war was over. Peace had finally returned to the Alpha Region Space.

Or, at least, it had for most people. For others, the real work was just beginning.

Etta, the former President of Mercenaries, had finally started talking about the facility they called New Eden.



Finally, Chapter 14 is over. That took forever…

The next chapter will be more low-key, but it’ll dive straight into the heart of the story! Probably! I hope!
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It had been roughly a hundred days since the war with the Mercenaries officially ended. Inside the executive office of Roma Station—the current headquarters of the Rising Sun Alliance—Taro was drowning in a sea of post-war paperwork. His eyes drifted toward the calendar on his desk, staring blankly at the date.

"Has it really been three months already? Crap, if I'm not careful, I’ll blink and realize I’ve turned into a senior citizen. That would suck."

Taro grumbled to himself, reflecting on a quarter-year that had flown by like a kinetic slug. 

Between high-level summits with neighboring powers and endless sessions with the Alliance Council, his schedule was a nightmare. He’d spent his days hand-writing letters to the families of over a hundred fallen soldiers and scrambling to manage the sudden influx of immigrants and spies. It occurred to him, far too late, that his last actual day off had been before the war even started.

"............Wait a second. Isn't this a total violation of the Labor Standards Act?"

Taro frowned as he recalled the Common Law he had personally drafted for the Alliance.

Under those rules, employees of companies based within the RS Alliance were strictly prohibited from working more than 120 hours in any 240-hour window. He’d modeled the legislation after his memories of Earth’s labor laws—which, shockingly, were a complete anomaly in the Galactic Empire.

"However, the law states that emergency situations are exempt, Mr. Teiro. And is that not exactly what we are facing?"

Koume, who was busy working at one of the three desks in the room, didn’t even look up as she spoke. 

"True enough, I guess..." Taro sighed, letting his weight sink into the plush backrest of his ergonomic chair.

"Furthermore, Mr. Teiro, there is a specific provision stating that the limits do not apply to those whose personal profits are tied directly to the company's success. Have you already forgotten the very clause you insisted on adding?"

"Ugh... Look, I have a strict policy of never remembering promises that are disadvantageous to me. You’d be surprised how many of our business partners operate on the same principle."

"You should save the sleep-talking for when you are actually unconscious, Mr. Teiro. While your excuse is amusing, as a human being, you are behaving like the absolute worst. Truly, you represent a segment of the population that ought to be eradicated."

"Haha! Yeah, I feel the same way half the time. Searching through contracts for specific clauses is a pain, and those guys really do get on my nerves."

"Physically?"

"............No, okay? No. The death penalty is definitely overkill. The fact that I even considered it for a split second is terrifying. I’m scaring myself here."

Taro used [BISHOP] to disengage the chair’s tilt-lock. He laced his fingers behind his head and stretched out as the seat reclined until it was nearly horizontal.

"Haaa... I’ve got enough money to spend the rest of my life just messing around. Why the hell am I still working? Dammit, maybe I should just rewrite the law."

He groaned, his sigh heavy with the weight of his own success. Taro’s personal wealth had long since reached "filthy rich" status; he was officially a man who never had to lift a finger again if he didn't want to.

"As an AI who must dedicate her entire existence to labor, I find your complaints difficult to process," Koume said, tilting her head slightly. "I can only inform you that working is the natural state of being. Labor is defined as a noble pursuit."

"Man, I am so jealous of your programming," Taro muttered, shrugging.

"Besides, even if you attempted to change the law, the market and the Council would likely revolt. In certain sectors—mostly manual labor—the working hour limits have actually hindered the competitiveness of Alliance firms. The current regulations were only passed after significant concessions. This is the limit of the status quo."

"I mean, I get it. But honestly, seeing kids like Sophia and her brother working from dawn till dusk? That’s just messed up, no matter how you slice it. They should just mechanize that stuff already."

"Indeed. However, in this galaxy, that is simply the norm, Mr. Teiro. Aside from a small circle of elites who receive a formal education, this is the reality for everyone—even in the Imperial Center. Furthermore, if you mechanize manual labor, you destroy the jobs. If the saved labor costs were redistributed to the workers, it might work, but we both know that will never happen."

"............Yeah, you're right. It definitely won't. The rich will just get richer. But wait, shouldn't talent gravitate toward better conditions? Statistically speaking? Like market theory—companies should compete by offering better perks until things balance out, right?"

"Mr. Teiro, have you forgotten the Right of Belligerency?"

Taro blinked, confused for a moment, before his face twisted in realization. 

"Oh... They’d just crush the competition physically, wouldn't they? Wait, is the entire galaxy just one big price-fixing cartel? 'Do what we do or we'll kill you'? That’s brutal."

"Perhaps not that blatant, but in essence, yes. However, since there is no single entity orchestrating it, it has simply become a culture. These rules are laid down by individual companies and organizations at their own discretion."

"Some 'culture'... In that case, we’re definitely the more civilized ones here. And I know it’s rich coming from a lazy bastard like me, but there’s more to life than just working."

Disgusted, Taro kicked his chair back into an upright position and rested his chin on his palm.

"Koume recognizes that humans are fundamentally lazy creatures. However, the desire to be lazy is often the primary engine of progress. Great inventions are frequently born from the urge to do less. The emotion of laziness itself is not inherently evil."

Koume delivered this philosophical nugget as if she were reciting a weather report. 

"Right?" Taro agreed. "There’s that saying, 'Necessity is the mother of invention.' Or was it 'mother’s milk'? Wait, 'mother’s milk' sounds kinda lewd... Anyway, if that's the case, my motivation to work is disappearing even faster. I’ve already built an environment where I can be as lazy as I want."

"Mr. Teiro, is it not because you wish to be free?"

"……Huh?"

"Freedom. Humans are creatures that can only define freedom within the context of restriction, Mr. Teiro. Perspective is relative. In an environment with zero constraints, freedom cannot exist—though, by that same token, neither does hardship."

"............Uhh, okay. So you’re saying I’m choosing to be tied down? Since when did you become a philosopher?"

"Negation, Mr. Teiro. Koume is merely an AI. While forced restriction is unpleasant and there are limits to what one can endure, choosing your own burden is an exercise of freedom in itself. Humans are curious beings; your emotional distinction between yourself and others is quite blurred. You will likely continue to struggle until everyone you care about enjoys the same freedom you do."

"No way. That’s basically the same as saying I have to work forever............ though, put that way, it doesn't sound so bad."

Working hard for the sake of others. If he followed Koume’s logic, it was the same as working for his own sake. It was a nice thought. Deep down, he knew she wasn't entirely wrong.

Then, sensing the trap Koume was about to spring, Taro spoke up.

"Besides, once I find Earth, I’ll finally be free from the 'curse' of having to look for it."

Taro smirked. Koume gave him a slow, solemn nod.

"Exactly, Mr. Teiro. And since you are now such a mature adult, you should be able to accept the following: the deadline for the Alliance’s Common Mental Age Assessment was last week. I 'accidentally' forgot to mention it to you. You should view this missed opportunity as a minor inconvenience—a small price to pay for the freedom you have claimed. You’ve truly grown up."

"HEY! CAN SOMEONE GET ME A DRILL?! A TUNGSTEN CARBIDE ONE! I NEED TO DISMANTLE A CERTAIN PIECE OF JUNK MACHINERY RIGHT NOW! I CAN'T BELIEVE I WAS ACTUALLY MOVED BY THAT SPEECH! ALSO, I AM CLEARLY NOT AN ADULT, AND YOU’RE THE ONE WHO JUST KILLED MY CHANCE TO BECOME ONE!"

Taro screamed as he lunged out of his chair. To his surprise, the office door swung open immediately.

"Sorry, Boss, no drill on me. Besides, even if you took her apart, the little lady would just put herself back together. Though, if you want a drill I'm not using............ No, wait, that's a bit too much self-burn even for me. You got a second?"

Alan walked in, dressed in his usual grease-stained work clothes and bandana. Taro gestured for him to take a seat with a "Sure, brother," and the man sat down with a heavy thud.

"Phew............ Alright, where do I even start?"

Alan exhaled a long breath and rubbed his chin with a grave expression. 

"Is this important?" Taro asked, his voice dropping.

"Yeah," Alan replied, looking troubled. As Taro straightened his posture, Alan leaned forward. "To be honest... I’m not sure how to say this. I’ve lived a lot of life, but I’ve always been crap at this kind of thing. I really wish I could’ve left this to Dr. Arzimof."

"Wait—hold on. Is it that bad? Did someone die?"

"No, no. Almost all the wounded are back on their feet. We did lose one guy in the General Affairs Department, but he was pushing ninety. Natural causes."

"A-Ah, right. I heard about him. I sent some condolence money and a pension for his family............ Wait, is the Dandelion Squad being targeted again?"

"Haven't heard a peep. Actually, the squad’s pretty popular these days. They took the brunt of the fighting, so everyone’s treating them like heroes."

"Okay... then what is it? Just spit it out!"

Taro stood up, his anxiety redlining. Alan stood up too. He took a couple of hesitant, apologetic steps toward Taro, then nodded as if finally steeling his resolve.

"The Mental Age Assessment check was last week. I really meant to tell you... I’m so sorry."

"I ALREADY KNOW! DAMMIT! I ALREADY KNOW!"

Taro threw himself back into his chair, covering his face in mock-sobs. Through the gaps in his fingers, he saw Alan’s "solemn" face vanish, replaced by a massive, shit-eating grin.

"Dammit, you definitely knew and kept quiet on purpose............ Alright, what’s the real news? The Head of Intelligence doesn't walk in here just to prank me when he’s supposed to be drowning in counter-espionage work."

Taro pouted. Alan shrugged, then leaned in close, the humor instantly draining from his eyes.

"We found Eden. Phantom went to the coordinates himself to verify. It’s the real deal. You’d better start coming up with an excuse to take a few days off."
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"Eden. Officially, New Eden. We simply called it the Facility. I might have mentioned it before."

Phantom stared into the middle distance from the cabin of the Stardust—a high-speed ship recently reinforced with an obscene amount of surplus cash. In the cabin, which was just barely large enough for six people to sit without rubbing elbows, were Taro, Marl, Koume, Bella, Phantom, and the Etta from the Rising Sun. Through the doorway leading to the cockpit, they could see Alan’s back as he gripped the control stick.

The Stardust was currently pulling maximum Gs, and Taro felt a wave of nausea as the relentless acceleration tried to rearrange his internal organs.

"Etta and Big Sister Yotta called it 'home.'"

The words came from Etta, who was curled up on one of the cabin's built-in seats with her knees tucked against her chest. Taro stole a glance at her face, but she remained perfectly expressionless.

"I see. Then perhaps we were the minority," Phantom said softly to her before continuing.

"Eden was Coleman’s private research laboratory, spread across multiple stations. There were likely quite a few branch facilities as well, so it’ll take time to track them all down... I suspect the research was focused on the artificial evolution of living organisms. That’s just a guess, though. I don’t know the 'why' behind it."

Phantom tilted his head and raised an eyebrow. Bella let out a sharp, disgusted snort.

"Judging by you and that girl, I’m guessing 'living organisms' is just a fancy word for humans. It’s not hard to imagine what kind of sick games they were playing there. That Facility boss is a real piece of work."

A chorus of low groans followed Bella’s remark. Since the Mercenaries’ Etta had inherited Coleman’s legacy, it was only logical to assume the Facility was another one of Coleman’s projects.

"The name 'Coleman' has been around for thousands of years. It doesn't seem like a title people inherit, so maybe he’s a series of clones? But a clone is still a separate person from the original, right?"

Marl looked deep in thought. Koume nodded in agreement.

"That is correct. For example, the natural world contains clones known as identical twins. Both possess identical DNA; however, they form distinct personalities as they develop. In short, they are different people."

I didn't know that! Taro thought, internally reeling at the fun fact.

"It’s hard to believe there’s such a thing as 'Mad Scientist DNA' that forces you to be evil from birth," Phantom said, looking toward Taro. "However, considering Garuda Station has been maintained for eons, it implies every single Coleman was a total scoundrel. It’s... logically unsatisfying."

Taro pondered the meaning behind Phantom’s gaze for a moment until a realization struck him.

"...Wait, for real?"

Taro’s face twisted in disgust as the unpleasant answer took shape. The others turned to him, their eyes demanding an explanation.

"No, I mean... it’s gotta be that, right? The Override."

Taro offered the answer with a total lack of confidence. After a beat of silence, Marl’s voice shot him down.

"That’s impossible. I mean, think about it. An Override Device that can copy a whole personality? That’s... well... maybe Plum has something like that, but I’ve never heard of it anywhere else..."

Marl’s voice trailed off into uncertainty. Taro let out a thoughtful grunt and looked toward the cockpit.

"What about those pirates made by overriding the people from Garuda Station? Does that count as a personality override?"

Alan, who was looking bored now that the ship didn't require any fancy maneuvering, turned around in his seat.

"That wasn't anything that high-tech. It was more like a 'modification' at best—stripping away certain senses or cranking others up. You dull their judgment, you brainwash them. That’s it. The other Etta’s confession and the data we pulled say the same thing."

Alan looked up at the ceiling as he recounted the details. Taro gave a distracted "Right," and fell into a silence that lasted for quite a while.

"...Well, no point overthinking it here. Let’s just hope we find some answers on the ground."

Wrapping up the discussion for himself, Taro left the group to their debate and hopped into the co-pilot’s seat next to Alan.

"Autopilot’s already engaged. Now we just watch the gauges and pray nothing breaks."

Alan spoke as if he expected Taro to actually help with the flying. Taro waved him off, signaling he had no such intention, and instead scanned the 360-degree monitors showing the void outside.

"That’s Alba over there... and I guess that’s Alpha? Honestly, this was a surprise."

Taro shifted his gaze to their heading. Far beyond their destination, distant stars twinkled, but the objective itself was still invisible to the naked eye.

"You mean the location of New Eden? Yeah. It makes sense when you think about it, but it's definitely a curveball."

Alan agreed, staring straight ahead.

"Who would've thought it was right here in the Delta Star System Interstellar Space... Talk about 'darkness at the foot of the beacon.'"

Taro muttered the old proverb. Alan looked at him with a puzzled expression. "There’s no 'underneath' a beacon, Taro. It’s a light in space."



"Well, it looks exactly like every other 'Evil Science Lab' station I’ve ever seen."

That was the first thing out of Taro’s mouth when they stepped onto New Eden. The place was built for function over fashion—dim, bleak, and industrial. No matter how much you squinted, it didn't look like anything worthy of the name "Eden."

"If all the bad guys lived in places that looked like skulls, we’d have a much easier time," Marl said, standing beside him. Taro gave her a wry smile.

"The Mercenaries... or rather, the other Etta, I suppose... they seem to have been very dedicated to keeping this place pristine. It’s exactly as it was back then," Phantom remarked, looking around with a hint of nostalgia.

"Is it safe?" Taro asked.

"It’s fine," Alan replied. "We’ve already seized the Central Control Room Core. I’ve got a few Intelligence Department guys on guard. All the automated defenses were pointed outward; they didn't seem to expect anyone to actually get inside. There are piles of guns everywhere, but they’re all handheld stuff for humans or Cyborgs."

Alan glanced toward Phantom.

"I wouldn't try to break in here even if a supermodel begged me. I’m guessing there used to be a whole swarm of guys like you in here?"

Alan looked exhausted just thinking about it. Phantom merely shrugged.

"Our sector was dedicated to researching how to build more powerful Cyborgs. We had everything from ancient, clunky models to types like me. Only a handful of us are still around, and my entire squad was born here. I’ve already sent them out as scouts to the key areas. I doubt we’ll find any surprises, but better safe than sorry... Come on. No point standing around."

Led by Phantom, the group set off. They hiked through several cluttered blocks, hopped on a High-speed Moving Lane, and eventually reached the Central Control Room Alan had mentioned.

"Yo, Intel guys! Everybody still breathing?"

Taro poked his head through the door and called out, earning a chorus of "Good work, sir!" from the half-dozen staff inside.

"Boy, it looks like our destination is further in. The guide isn't stopping."

Bella called out from behind him. Taro blinked, said "Huh?" and jogged out of the room to catch up with Phantom.

"Teiro, I’m staying in the control room to scrub the Data Bank. I’ll ping you if I find anything interesting," Alan shouted from behind.

"Ping me immediately if you find any beautiful women!" Taro shouted back, finally pulling up alongside Phantom.

"So, Phantom, where are we actually going?"

It was the obvious question on everyone's mind. Phantom didn't answer; instead, he cast a sideways glance at Marl.

"Marl? You okay?"

Taro noticed Marl looking uncharacteristically gloomy. She just muttered "It's nothing" and went back to being a silent shadow.

They walked in silence for several more minutes. After passing through a cramped Experimental Block, they entered what looked like the Living Quarters. This area was much more spacious, with wider hallways and more moving lanes, but the complete lack of people made it feel incredibly eerie.

"The vibes here are getting spooky... Sorry, everyone. I hate to do this, but I am currently being hit by a massive, urgent wave of gastrointestinal distress. Does anyone know where the bathroom is...?"

Taro spoke up, feeling terrible for ruining the somber atmosphere. Phantom started to raise his arm to point the way, but then hesitatingly lowered it.

"Now, where was it again...?"

Phantom looked genuinely stumped. He patted Etta’s head as she looked up at him in confusion, then began looking around like he was lost in his own house.

"Are you serious? I’m at code red here... My lifestyle has been a wreck lately..."

Taro joined the search, but the long, narrow Sector Connection Path offered no signs or maps. Desperate, he lunged for a nearby door and bypassed the lock in a heartbeat.

"...I think we might need this room for plot reasons later, so I can't do it here."

Taro backed out of the room, which was filled with medical equipment, and performed an awkward, butt-clenching waddle toward the door across the hall. His companions had scattered, all of them frantically trying to find a toilet for their leader.

"A question, Mr. Teiro. You just stated 'I might use this place later,' but what exactly would you have done if the room served no purpose?" Koume asked, standing perfectly still while Taro suffered.

"I don't know! I can't just do it in the suit! ...What is this place? It’s all ducts. Is this the HVAC center?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. However, this is specifically the distribution hub. The intake for filtration is likely in the connection sector on the far side."

"I don't care! What about that door over there...?"

"With all due respect, Mr. Teiro, none of the doors in this immediate vicinity are airtight. The air conditioning appears to be managed by zone. It is my projection that if any... pollutants... are introduced near the exhaust facility, the entire zone will be contaminated."

"Listen to me! This suit... vacuum sealed... safety locks... and I’m NOT wearing the special diaper today! Aaaaargh, that’s it! I’m doing it right here!"

"You must not, Mr. Teiro. That is an act unbecoming of a human being. Please, remember your dignity as a member of society. You will be ruthlessly mocked for at least six months."

"Then I’m throwing away my humanity, Koume! I'm done!"

"It’s over there, Taro. Just around that corner."

A voice called out from behind the screaming Taro. He turned around like a man seeking a savior and saw Marl pointing down the corridor.

"I’M SAVEEEEED! I LOVE YOU, MARRRRL!"

Taro took off at a blinding speed, moving with the terrifyingly efficient stride of a high-fashion model trying to hold back a flood. But then—

"...Wait. How did you know that?"

Taro skidded to a halt and looked back. Marl was standing there, her face so pale she looked like she was about to faint.
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"I... I know this place."

Marl’s voice wasn’t heavy with sadness; it was simmering with a low, jagged anger. She moved with a dazed, unsteady gait, turned a sharp corner, and let out a long, ragged sigh.

"You know it? But... Phantom!" 

Taro’s voice went up an octave, his tone accusing. In response, Phantom frantically waved his hands in front of his face like he was trying to ward off a swarm of invisible bees.

"I swear on my life! I wasn't trying to 'test' her or anything like that. The Cyborg Research Wing where I was stationed is way deeper in than this. I’ve almost never set foot in this sector!"

He sounded genuinely apologetic. Taro rushed to Marl’s side, throwing an arm around her shoulder to steady her as she swayed.

"Are you okay? I mean, maybe you’re just misremembering? These station blocks are all built with the same cookie-cutter layouts so people don't get lost, right? It’s probably just a coincidence!"

Taro prattled on, his concern so intense he’d actually managed to forget his bursting bladder for a moment. But Marl just shook her head and kept walking. She eventually reached a door, placed a trembling hand on it, and whispered, "The playroom... I think it’s the playroom," before shoving it open.

"...................."

Taro stepped inside and immediately went bone-dry of words. The room was a hollow shell, about twenty meters square, packed with countless boxy storage crates. They were overflowing with a mountain of stuffed animals and toys. The walls and floors were lined with a soft, bouncy material—clearly designed to keep a child from getting a bruise—and at first glance, it looked like a perfectly normal nursery. Except for one very specific, very mechanical detail.

"Wait... are these all mechanical?"

Taro picked up the nearest toy and nearly dropped it. The thing was made of heavy-duty metal. It was shaped like some kind of alien creature—a local species from some far-off rock, presumably—but its outer casing was stripped away, revealing a dense, terrifyingly complex cluster of internal gears and circuitry.

"I remember now... I always thought it was just some daycare in the city."

Marl spoke in a vacant, hollow tone and kept moving. Taro put the mechanical beast back and scrambled to keep up. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the rest of the crew filtering in, their expressions a mix of curiosity and dread.

"It was... this way. No, wait. Was it here?"

Marl reached the far wall and began running her hands over the surface, searching for something. She found it. She slid back a small panel near the floor, revealing an archaic, push-button interface.

"What in the hell is this?" Taro muttered.

As soon as Marl finished her sequence, one entire section of the wall hissed and slid upward into the ceiling. In its place stood a grid of glass-fronted cubby holes. Each one was crammed with an impossible volume of mechanical components, sorted by type and grade.

"That wall over there used to have the lathes and the assembly units. I remember playing here all day long."

Marl’s voice held a trace of nostalgia. Taro considered what her version of "playing" actually entailed and felt a wave of nausea.

"Wait, don't tell me... you made all of this?"

Marl gave a tiny, fragile nod.

"Yes. I must have been five or so. I built them... though it’s been so many years, I don't know if these are the exact ones."

She walked over to one of the toy crates and dumped it over, spilling the contents across the floor. Taro jumped, worried she was having a breakdown, but he quickly realized something was very, very wrong.

"No way. A five-year-old building this? That's not just 'talented,' that's broken."

The humanoid toys scattered on the floor began to twitch. One by one, they stood up under their own power. With jerky, mechanical movements, they began to march, shuffling into a neat, disciplined line. A few of them stayed on the ground, spinning in eerie, pathetic circles—likely due to decades of rust and internal decay.

"I told you, didn't I? People used to worship me as a genius."

Marl let out a sharp, cynical laugh. To Taro, it was the saddest sound in the galaxy. He felt a surge of hot indignation.

"Marl, you’re still a genius. I’ll vouch for that any day. And I’m not the only one. Everyone here knows it... Phantom! Where are we headed? I’ve got a list of things I want to look into, and I want to do it now."

He didn't look back, keeping his arm firmly around Marl’s shoulder.

"Right... well. The destination is Coleman's Private Area. Or, more accurately, the place we think is his private area. It’s hard to say. There’s a chance it’s just a whole lot of nothing."

Phantom sounded awkward, his confidence flagging. 

"That’s a little vague, don't you think?" Taro grumbled.

"Yeah. The truth is, nobody’s ever actually been inside. It’s completely severed from the station’s control systems. When you scan for it from the core, it just returns a void. On paper, that space doesn't exist."

"Well, if that doesn't scream 'evil lair,' I don't know what does. Is it possible the data bank in the control room is missing pieces?"

"Sharp. Exactly right. We can't find any record of past residents or staff lists. No research logs, no project schedules—nothing. Either everything is stored solely inside Coleman’s head, or... well, you get the idea."

"Got it. You could’ve just said that from the start, we wouldn't have argued... Marl, you want to take five? There was a medical bay back there."

Marl shook her head firmly.

"No. I’m going. How can I call myself a person if I don't find out who I really am?"

Her voice was steady now. Seeing her resolve return, Taro squeezed her hand and nodded to Phantom.

"Alright. Let’s move. But—"

Phantom stopped and gestured toward the exit. 

"You might want to hit the head first, Taro. I’d hate for you to have to let go of her hand because you had an... accident."



"Is this the place? Seriously? Even you can't punch through this, Phantom?"

Thirty minutes later, Taro stood with a twitching face in front of a gargantuan door, five meters high. It wasn't a door; it was a slab of solid metal thick enough to qualify as a tectonic plate. Breaking through it seemed as likely as flapping his arms and flying to the next star system.

"What do you think I am, a god? Even I have limits."

Phantom tapped the door with a metallic knuckle and gave a 'don't look at me' shrug. Koume stepped forward, placing a dainty hand against the cold metal.

"Mr. Teiro. External scans indicate this is a twelve-meter-thick Type B 8-layer Composite Armor Plate with Cubic Carbon Nitride Coating. My projections suggest this isn't just a door, but a spherical shell enclosing the entire area. Given the Razor Metal signatures, it is likely reinforced with an active shield. If we had a battleship-class main cannon or a NUKE, we might be able to melt a hole in it. Perhaps."

Koume delivered the report with her usual flair. Taro puffed out his chest, trying to look knowledgeable.

"Cubic-whatever armor... yeah, I know that stuff. I saw it on that local show, Iron, This Room. They did a special on alloys. It’s the stuff they use for ship vital parts, right?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. It is chemically similar to the micro-armor plates harvested from NUKES. Its hardness rating is currently classified as 'comparable to your own virginity retention power.'"

"That’s battleship-grade durability! ...Wait, shut up!"

"For your information, the Material Development Department has successfully synthesized it, and the patent is already filed. It is trademarked as 'Teiro’s C-Metal'—also known as 'Teiro Metal.' We are currently running a promotion: ten percent off for all verified virgins."

"When did you find time to do that?! And that's a horrible service! Anyone who buys it would be dying of shame! Also, I can feel the sheer malice radiating off that 'C'!"

"It is currently a bestseller."

"We’re going to go extinct! If the galaxy is full of nothing but virgins, the Empire is doomed!"

"May the Circle of Virgins reach every corner of the galaxy. Left-parenthesis-laughing-out-loud-right-parenthesis."

"Shut up! The verbalized '(lol)' is the most annoying part!"

Koume held up her hands in a large circle; Taro immediately lunged to pull them apart. Phantom, looking like he was five seconds away from a migraine, pried them off each other.

"Anyway," Phantom said, turning to Taro. "This is where you come in. We aren't getting through Teiro Metal with brute force. Philip, Hogan, is everything ready?"

The two cyborg special forces leaders snapped to attention. "Sir!" they barked in unison. They held up a neural interface headgear connected by a thick cable to the door’s control port and offered it to Taro.

"Can we please stop using that name...? Fine, fine, I’m the locksmith. I’ll do it."

Taro grabbed the headgear, pulled it on, and initialized BISHOP. He dove into the system, quickly hitting a wall of encrypted unlocking functions. He began to pick apart the logic.

"Heh... heheh. Not bad. This has some real teeth. Marl, hang on. Give me a second."

Taro’s smile was a bit strained. The encryption on this door was high-level—more sophisticated than anything he’d ever tackled.

"Give it everything you’ve got, Teiro," Alan’s voice crackled over the comms. "According to Dean, Coleman was a total STEM genius. If a narcissist like Dean calls someone else a genius, the guy's the real deal."

"I’m not losing to some old fossil’s brain," Taro muttered. He sat down on the floor and closed his eyes, sinking into total concentration.

"Nnngh...!"

Displays flashed behind his eyelids at strobe-light speeds. Decryption functions clashed with evasion algorithms in a chaotic, multidimensional dance. Taro reached for his internal limiters and clicked them off, plunging his consciousness into the deep, dark basement of his mind.

But then—

"No good. I can't crack it."

Taro slumped, his voice drained of all energy. The announcement of his failure sent a bigger shockwave through the group than if the door had suddenly exploded.
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"Wait, did I hear that right? You can't crack it?"

Alan’s voice crackled through the communicator, dripping with disbelief. Taro offered a noncommittal "Well..." before pivoting to a question of his own.

"Hey, Alan. Is every BISHOP communication band in this sector currently being routed through my terminal?"

"Yeah, pretty much. I mean, not every single one, but I’ve got ninety percent of the traffic funneled your way. It’s not like there’s anyone else out here to talk to anyway."

"I figured. In that case, we’re dead in the water for now. This encryption is the auto-generating type. No matter how many layers I peel back, it just re-encrypts itself instantly. I can’t even find a path to the root."

"Ah, I see. So that’s the game. You’re saying the BISHOP control hardware inside that room is just flat-out better than what you’re using?"

"Bingo. I’m throwing in the towel."

Taro stood up, letting out a long, loud groan as he stretched his stiff muscles. 

"Well, that’s a problem," Bella said, leaning against the wall with a cocked eyebrow. "If it’s a research lab’s BISHOP controller, it’s bound to be high-end. If your rig can't keep up, what are we looking at? A custom military order?"

"High-end doesn't even begin to describe it," Alan’s voice returned, sounding thoroughly unimpressed. "That room is running a unit in the 20,000 range. If you want a processor with a lower number than that, you’re looking at a massive headache. We might have to start requisitioning hardware from the military."

Taro tilted his head, looking confused. "Number?"

"The replication count," Marl chimed in from the side. "You probably know this already, but every Drive Particle Detection Element in the galaxy is a copy of a copy. BISHOP can only predict the future because of those elements, but the hardware degrades every time you replicate it. The lower the number, the better the performance."

"Righto," Taro nodded. Then he paused. "Wait, is 20,000 supposed to be a low number? It sounds huge."

Bella let out a pained laugh. "You’re kidding, right? The original source material degrades during the scanning process too. No one knows exactly how many copies you can squeeze out of a single element, but think about it—how many control units do you think have been manufactured in the thousands of years since BISHOP was built?"

Phantom took over the lecture. "In the military, the absolute top-tier gear uses the 1,000-range units. Everything else is 100,000-range if you’re lucky. The so-called 'Originals'—numbers 4, 20, and 35—are locked away by the Imperial Guard. Those are the oldest surviving elements in the Empire. For civilians? You’re lucky to see anything below a million."

Phantom looked around for confirmation, and the rest of the group nodded solemnly.

"Hypothetically speaking..." Taro started, sounding uncharacteristically shy. "What would one of those 'Originals' actually be worth?"

Marl sighed, the sound of someone explaining why the sun is hot. "You can’t put a price on them. They’re the foundation of society. People generally accept the Emperor’s authority because he holds the Originals. If the galaxy ever runs out of elements, His Majesty is the only one who can authorize more copies."

Taro made a face like he’d just swallowed a lemon. "Right. Got it."

"So, yeah, finding a unit below 20,000 is a nightmare," Marl continued. "If the station’s BISHOP is outperforming us, we’ll have to beg Mr. Dean to pull some strings and get us a few military ships to bridge the gap."

"Yeah, no, I get that. I do. But..." Taro hesitated. "Could we just use the Plum?"

"The Plum? I mean, maybe? But we don't know if the Plum’s controller is even under the 20,000 mark. It might be better to just link a bunch of 100,000-range units together."

"Actually... about that..."

Taro trailed off, shuffling his feet. Koume, sensing his hesitation, turned her head toward him with a robotic whir. 

"Mr. Teiro. Are you implying that you are aware of the specific element number used in the Plum’s BISHOP control device?"

The android sounded uncharacteristically intrigued. When Taro gave a slow nod, the communicator erupted with a chorus of "Oohs" and "Ahhs."

"Actually, that makes sense," Alan said. "Given how that ship performs, I wouldn't be shocked if she was packing something in the low thousands."

Nods of agreement all around. Taro bit his lip, wondering if he should just keep his mouth shut, but eventually decided it was too late for secrets.

"It’s a five."

Taro held up five fingers toward the nearest camera.

"Whoa!" Alan shouted. "The 5,000 range? That’s insane! Boss, you were right not to sell that thing. You would’ve walked away with a mountain of credits, but you’d never be able to buy it back."

"No, that's not—"

"Haha, I get it, I get it! You can’t put a price on the Plum. That ship has saved our necks more times than I can count."

"No! Listen to me!" Taro yelled. "It’s a five. Just five. One, two, three, four, five. At least, that’s the number listed under the 'Copy Counter' function."

The communicator went silent. The room went silent.

"........................What?"

"Don't make me say it again! Based on what you guys just said, does that mean it’s the fifth copy ever made from the absolute original?"

Taro turned to look at his crew, only to find them frozen in a state of pure, unadulterated shock.

"How should I phrase this?" Koume whispered, her head tilting a full ninety degrees to the side. "This is a catastrophic development."

"Gah! Quit it!" Taro barked. "You look too human for that to be anything but creepy! Look, I get it, low numbers are worth money. If we copy the Plum’s element and sell it, are we talking 'buy a planet' money?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro. Provided you ignore the fact that it is impossible."

"Oof. Why impossible?"

"Standard replication methods cause massive hardware degradation. The only organization capable of high-fidelity replication is the Drive Conductor Devices Replication Service—the DCD. They are managed directly by the Imperial Guard. And if the Guard manages it, His Majesty the Emperor manages it."

"Yikes. Okay, yeah. They sound like the kind of people I want to avoid at all costs. Are they even scarier than the 50 Materials?"

"Affirmative. The DCD itself is a small, reasonably priced wholesaler. However, in terms of raw authority, no organization in the galaxy surpasses them."

Taro paled. "Yeah, I can already see the future. The Empire seizes the Plum, and we all get 'disappeared' without a trial."

"That is a highly probable outcome," Koume agreed. "Furthermore, while we cannot take back what has been said in this room, you must never speak of this again. If word got out that someone found a way to replicate elements from a number five unit, they could start a galaxy-wide independence movement."

"Okay, so it’s that bad. Got it. Memory deleted. I am not starting a Great Galactic War today. I don’t even have the Force on my side."

Taro hugged himself and did an exaggerated shiver. Phantom stepped forward, placing a heavy hand on Taro’s shoulder.

"If we’re going to do this, we need to move fast," Phantom said. "And we need to do it without outside help—including Dean. After that last war, we’re already standing out too much."

"He’s right," Marl agreed. "Just getting here was a nightmare. We had to use body doubles and fake schedules just to slip away. That won’t work forever."

Taro nodded, his brain whirring. "Mr. Dean’s whole deal is 'The Prosperity of the Empire.' If we push things too far, he might actually become our enemy... and he’s definitely in my Top 3 list of People You Never Want To Fight."

"I concur," Phantom said with a grimace. "He’s not like the rest of the corrupt brass. He’s one of the most powerful men in the galaxy. If we cross him, we’re finished in a heartbeat."

Phantom opened his clenched fist as if to show their lives blowing away in the wind. 

"But we have a problem," Alan’s voice cut in. "Everyone’s forgotten that the Plum is a super-kilometer-class battleship. You can’t just fly a warship into the Delta Star System without a permit. Heck, you can’t even cross the neighboring systems without the military breathing down your neck."

The crew’s faces fell. Warships were strictly regulated during peacetime. They clogged up the Stargates and generally made the civilian population panic. Nobody wants a four-kilometer monster with enough firepower to crack a moon idling in their front yard.

As the silence stretched on, Bella suddenly grinned. 

"Why don't we just flip the script?" she asked. "Instead of rushing the job here in secret, why don't we just do it at home where we’re comfortable?"

Taro blinked. "Righto. You mean we move the whole station? That’s... actually not a bad idea. Wait, no, it’s a terrible idea. Even if we take it apart, moving something this big would require a Gigantech-scale transport ship."

"And?" Bella asked.

"And? There are only a handful of companies that own ships that big, and I don't trust any of them. Even if we rent one, they’ll want to inspect the cargo. We’d have to bribe or silence half the crew."

"So just buy one."

"Well, I guess if it were Gigantech, we could—wait, what?"

"I said: buy one. We’ve got the budget for it. If you own the ship, you don't have to explain the cargo to anyone. Besides, didn't you say it was your dream to fly a super-freighter? I bet Lyza would be thrilled."

Taro stared at her. "Bella... it’s an ultra-large transport ship. Those things are four kilometers long."

"Exactly. It’ll look good on your resume. Buy it."

Taro looked around the room. No one was laughing. In fact, they all looked like they were already picking out the paint color.

The decision was final. He was going shopping for a very large boat.
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The crew of the Rising Sun decided to pack it in for the day. Considering the sensitive nature of The Facility, they left Phantom and Alan behind as a skeleton crew while the rest of them headed back to the station in the Delta Star System to figure out their next move.

"I’m heading back ahead of you. I’m worried about Admiral Sod," Bella announced.

The moment they docked at the RS Delta Star System Branch, she turned on her heel and vanished. 

Admiral Sod was currently holding down the fort in the RS Alliance Territory, which meant he was likely drowning in all the paperwork Bella had left behind. While the man was reliable and his character was beyond reproach, he was still a relatively new hire—the RS Alliance had effectively poached his entire fleet and staff as part of a post-war reparations package—so leaving him unsupervised for too long was probably asking for trouble.

"By the way, it looks like Ryza is in the neighborhood. Koume went to pick her up. Apparently, she’s been heading up a massive logistics operation," Marl said, sinking into a plush seat in the branch’s ridiculously opulent President’s Office. 

Since their main base was back in the Alpha Star System, this room usually sat empty, yet the terminals were pristine and the expensive houseplants were thriving. Someone was clearly being paid well to keep the place spotless.

"The Alliance Territory is suffering from shortages across the board because of the population boom. It’s not just us—anyone in logistics is getting absolutely slammed right now."

Taro, finding his usual seat occupied by Marl, decided to perch on the edge of the executive desk instead of hunting for a spare chair. It was a bit uncouth, but it wasn't like he had anyone to impress.

"……Hey. You don’t have to baby me. I’m fine now," Marl said, her eyes fixed on the display window. 

The screen showed the bleak, monotonous surface of Planet Nuke. It wasn't much to look at, but at least the sandstorms offered more visual stimulation than the endless, empty void of space.

"What are you talking about? You were ghost-white earlier," Taro said, crossing his arms and giving her a skeptical look.

"Well, can you blame me?" Marl shrugged, her tone light but her smile a little forced. "It was a bit of a shock. I don't remember anyone doing anything weird to me, but considering who built that facility… still, it’s not like there’s any actual harm done, right?"

Taro watched her closely. She was definitely putting on a brave face, but she didn’t look like she was on the verge of a breakdown.

"I guess. No matter where you came from, you’re still Marl. But it’s gotta be eating at you, right?"

"……I mean, obviously. It’s my heritage. I used to lose sleep over it when I was a kid, even if I haven't thought about it in years. But honestly—" 

Marl leaned forward, invading Taro’s personal space to poke him firmly on the tip of his nose. 

"Your background is way more suspicious than mine! What is this 'Element 5' nonsense? Are you telling me you’ve just been napping since the Early Imperial Era?"

She squinted at him from inches away, her eyes brimming with suspicion. Taro, caught dead to rights, simply raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. 

"You’ve got me there," he chuckled.

"Right, let’s get this over with so we can go home. Ryza and Mr. Clark are out there working their tails off while we sit around chatting."

Marl gave Taro’s nose a final flick and headed for the door.

"I’ve compiled a cheat sheet for the Mega Transport Ship currently under construction at the Gigantech Shipyard. It’s in Database D-48. You’re the one flying the damn thing back, so make sure you actually study it, okay?"

She paused at the door, gave him a pointed "Understood?" and waved her hand dismissively before disappearing into the hall.

"Aye-aye, ma'am. I'm on it… Wait, oh no. This is the bad kind."

Taro let out a groan as he saw the file size for Database D-48. It was significantly larger than any of the other entries.

"Well, I guess since Marl handled all the technical mumbo-jumbo, this is probably only a fraction of what it could have been. Time to grind."

Muttering to himself, Taro pulled out an electronic pen and a sheet of electronic paper. For some reason, his brain refused to retain information unless he was physically writing it down.



After leaving the office, Marl turned the corner, checked to make sure the coast was clear, and leaned back against the wall with a long sigh.

"I am me, huh?"

She whispered the words Taro had said back to himself. She’d claimed she wasn't bothered, but the warmth blooming in her chest told a different story. Deep down, she’d been terrified.

"Hehe… Yeah. I am me. That sounds about right."

Taro probably hadn’t even realized he was being comforting—he’d likely just blurted out the first thing that came to mind—but that was exactly why his words carried so much weight.

Feeling significantly lighter, Marl pushed off the wall and started walking, a little tune escaping her lips.

She kept humming right up until a passing subordinate chirped, "My, you’re in a good mood today, ma'am!" at which point Marl immediately turned bright red and tried to hide her grin behind a very professional-sounding cough.



"……Okay, looking at it again, this is ridiculous. 'Big' doesn't cover it. I've said the word 'big' so many times today that it’s starting to lose all meaning."

Taro stood before the Gigantech Corp "Titan Mark 2," feeling utterly dwarfed by the sheer scale of the vessel.

"In terms of mass and dimensions, it actually surpasses a small Space Station," Koume explained tonelessly at his side. "Total length: approximately 4,000 meters. Width and height: 1,000 meters. It utilizes a teardrop aerodynamic profile with a standard cargo capacity of two billion cubic meters. In Open Gate Mode, that capacity quadruples. While the original Titan-type suffered from flaws in its module transport routes, the Mark 2 has rectified these issues."

Taro raised his hand like a student in a lecture. "Uh, Professor Koume?"

"Yes?"

"Two billion cubic meters means nothing to me. Can we get that in Kokeshi units?"

"That would be approximately 500 billion boxed Electric Kokeshi, Mr. Teiro. You could satisfy the entire galaxy’s demand for adult novelties in a single weekend."

"Whoa, seriously? The Titan is a beast!"

Marl, standing nearby, let out a soul-weary sigh. 

"Of all the units of measurement… why Kokeshi? You could have used two billion tons of water, or sixteen billion tons of iron. Anything but that."

"Nah, I can’t visualize that. It’s like when people try to measure things in 'Tokyo Domes.' I have no idea how big that is."

"A what? Is that some kind of tourist trap in Little Tokyo?"

"No, I’m pretty sure it was a traditional unit of volume back on Earth…"

"Whatever. Must have been a very famous landmark," Marl said, clearly bored. She turned to Koume. "Anyway, where’s Ryza?"

"I have already escorted her here, Miss Marl. See? Right there."

Koume gave a polite little bow and gestured grandly toward the pier wall. There, leaning against the metal, was a single wooden plank.

"What is this? Wait… is it actual wood?" Marl picked it up. It was a small, flat board that fit easily in her hands. She examined it with genuine curiosity.

"Yo, Ryza! Let’s get a move on—wait, this is a literal cutting board." 

Taro didn't even look as he delivered a swift smack to the back of Koume’s head.

"Oh, my mistake. I didn't notice. My deepest apologies, Miss Ryza… wait, no. This is, in fact, a cutting board." 

Koume bowed deeply to the piece of wood. Taro’s eyebrow twitched; Marl just looked confused.

"Come on, Koume. Even Ryza has her limits. Right, Ryza? …Wait, no, I'm talking to the cutting board now."

"I don't think it looks anything like her," Marl mused, "but it’s made of high-quality wood. Is it supposed to capture her 'vibe' or something?"

"No," Taro said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "It’s a perfect 1:1 replica of Ryza’s most alluring physical features. Some guys are really into that 'streamlined' look."

"Physical features? Oh… Oh. Damn, you guys are brutal. Right, Ryza? …Whoops, sorry, forgot. Just a cutting board."

Marl playfully stuck out her tongue, joining in on the bullying. Taro and Koume both grinned and gave her a enthusiastic thumbs-up.

"Ah—hello, Brother. It’s me. It seems I’ve found three volunteers who are dying to spend their afternoon polishing the beam lenses on some very old, very temperamental turrets. Do you think we could find a ship for them that’s prone to accidental discharges?"

Ryza’s voice drifted in from behind them, cold as a vacuum.

The trio froze. In perfect synchronization, they dropped to the floor and performed a flawless, high-speed kowtow.

"We are incredibly sorry! We had no idea you were actually here! We assumed you were still busy commanding the fleet!" Taro shouted with the frantic politeness of a man facing execution.

Ryza let out a sharp, haughty sniff. 

"The fact that I wasn't here wouldn't have made it any better. This single ship has more cargo capacity than my entire fleet combined. It’s inefficient to fly it empty, so I decided it would be more economical to just park the entire fleet inside this thing."

She pouted, her arms crossed. 

"Entirely reasonable!" Taro agreed from the floor.

Ryza glanced down at her own chest for a fraction of a second, then marched over to Marl.

"I truly do not understand what is so appealing about a redundant lump of fat," she muttered, reaching out and poking Marl squarely in the breast.

"It… it sank in," Taro whispered in awe. Beside him, Koume was busy trying to shove her own fist into her chest cavity to see if she could achieve the same depth.

"……Could you perhaps share some?" Ryza asked quietly.

"E-Eh? I mean, if it were possible, I’d love to, but…"

Ryza seemed to reach some internal conclusion and turned away. "Forget it. Let us go."

The trio scrambled to their feet, rubbing their sore knees, and trailed after her.

"Hehe. That was a close one, Mr. Teiro. I believe my 'clumsy girl' routine is really starting to land," Koume whispered.

"If she’s actually there, tell me! You’ve been acting way too human lately… and stop with the smug face. You’re not as funny as you think you are."

They stepped onto the high-speed moving lane that ran the length of the pier. Even as they zipped along, the entrance to the Titan seemed miles away, finally giving Taro a true sense of the ship's gargantuan proportions.

"It really is massive… If it’s four times the length of the Plum, that’s sixty-four times the total volume. God, it’s huge."

It wasn't just a ship; it was a flying city. Taro stared up at the hull in wonder. "What the hell am I going to name this thing?"

"How about the 'Cutting Board,' Mr. Teiro?" Koume suggested.

Taro sensed a murderous presence from the front and immediately ducked. He watched as Ryza reached back and forcibly pried Koume’s hands off the moving lane’s safety rail. Taro offered a crisp salute as Koume was swept away into the distance behind them at high speed.

What should I name it?
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"For now, let's just shove every damn thing we can find into the hold. Like Ryza said, empty space is just wasted money."

Once the crew boarded the ultra-large transport—now officially christened the Virgin Queen—their first order of business was to dismantle and recover Eden itself. After that, they were heading straight for the Delta Star System, the Galactic Empire’s biggest economic engine, for a massive procurement run.

A Titan-class vessel was an absolute unit of pure mass; even flying empty, the fuel costs were eye-watering. There was no way they were going to pass up a chance to do some business along the way.

Besides, Rising Sun was already eyeing the purchase of a second Titan-class—slated to be named the Dicker Max—so cramming as much large-scale transport know-how as possible was vital for the company's future.

"Still, I didn't think a station could be taken apart that easily. It was kind of a shock to the system. Isn't that, like, incredibly dangerous?"

Taro voiced his concern to Marl, his mind flashing back to the sight of the station being gutted. Marl merely tilted her head with a look that said 'Why are you like this?'

"It’s no different from a ship," she replied nonchalantly.

"I mean, sure, when you put it like that. But don't things... you know, go boom? Accidents?"

"Hmm, I've never heard of that happening. In its normal state, the station is just drifting on inertia. Even if you dismantle it, the modules aren't going to suddenly zoom off into the void. You undo the locks, and they just float there. Now, if someone hits the gas afterward, that’s a different story."

"I see. So, if we didn't have that giant egg to deal with, we could've just used a normal transport for a few round trips."

"Pretty much. It’s just that the egg is a bit... excessively large."

Taro peered through the door of the Cargo Command Post, which offered a panoramic view of the hold. There, secured by a dizzying array of cranes and cables, sat the spherical metal mass.

From this distance, it looked like a simple, oversized lawn ornament. However, when contrasted against the height of the staff working alongside it, its true, mountain-like scale became terrifyingly apparent.

"By the way, what are we stocking up on at Delta? I'm pretty sure we can't fill this entire void with just porn."

Taro directed the question away from Marl.

"So the porn is a non-negotiable, then...?" Ryza sighed, rubbing her temples. "For now, I believe focusing on general daily necessities is our best bet. Supply is trailing behind the population boom, though if we over-saturate a single niche, we risk bankrupting half the local companies."

Taro nodded. Good point. He decided to scrap his plan of cornering specific markets. If he used this gargantuan ship to monopolize a single sector, he’d end up liquidating every small-time transporter in the region.

"And if I do that, they'll use it as an excuse to declare war on me from all sides. That sounds like a pain... Right, daily necessities it is."

Taro began checking off items on the product list sent from the Delta Star System market, but he paused when a flash of inspiration hit him.

"Adult media isn't a public utility, so the Antimonopoly Act doesn't apply. And it's not like we're new to the market... Let's just do it. We'll either absorb the rivals or pay them a little 'piss off' money to go do business somewhere else."

In the remarks column of the purchase list, Taro scribbled: [ERO: DEMAND LIMIT] and fired it off to his subordinates.

If this were Dingo, they probably would have just declared war, crushed the competition, and seized the market by force. But that was a far cry from the Rising Sun corporate culture.

"Oh, by the way, the credit rating for the Alpha Region Space just went up by two levels," Marl said, her voice bright with expectation. "Analysts think it might even go up another notch soon."

"Yes!" Taro pumped his fist.

"So we moved from an 8 to a 6... Let's see. Plus one for political stability and security after the war ended, and plus one for our partnership with Gigantech. Once the inner-territory development kicks off, it’ll go even higher."

The projected economic indicators from the major rating agencies—evaluated on a ten-point scale—were far more than just numbers. They were everything. Whether the data was accurate or not, a single-digit shift in the rating could add or subtract an entire zero from the end of a bank loan.

While the RS main branch—which operated almost entirely on its own capital—didn't care much, it was a matter of life or death for the companies under the Alliance umbrella and other local businesses.

"Enigma's profits are supposed to start rolling in soon, too. I want to ride this momentum and just go boom!"

Taro smirked to himself as he added even more checkmarks to the purchase list. Fortunately, they were flush with cash and had cargo space to spare. Even with a low-margin, high-volume strategy, the sheer scale would yield a mountain of profit.



Inside Ede Station, tucked away just off the main artery connecting Delta to Alpha, a lone man stood by the window of a room in the Living Quarters, letting out a heavy sigh at the view.

"They've really hit the big time. They're flying around in a monster like that now?"

The man watched a particularly titanic ship silhouette against the stream of endless traffic. Ede Station’s pier wasn't nearly large enough to accommodate a Titan-class, so its cargo was being spat out into the vacuum in containers to be ferried in.

"Hey! Be gentle with those containers! That's our VIP client you're handling!"

The man barked the command toward the window. Through his BISHOP link, a voice crackled back from a small transport ship: "Understood, President!"

"Is that the sponsor?" a woman's voice asked from behind him.

"Yeah," the man grunted, turning around with a shrug. A woman stood before him, but she was merely a holographic projection. As a typical Galactic Imperial Citizen, the man rarely felt the need to actually leave his room.

"They nearly gave me a heart attack when they showed up in a destroyer to pick up porn, but their rise since then has been even crazier. They're one step away from being a major conglomerate... You sure you don't want to say hi? If those guys knew a porn star was here, they’d be knocking down the door."

The woman laughed softly and shook her head. "I have a shoot to get to."

"Fair enough. Hard for a director to work with the investor breathing down their neck... Still, they’re a loyal bunch. Going out of their way to stop by here even though it’s off the main route."

The man turned back to the window. He imagined the faces of the man, the woman, and the AI who were undoubtedly aboard that massive vessel. He smirked, wondering what they had actually done with that first 50,000 Credits he’d paid them as a reward. He’d had chances to ask, but he never did. He preferred the mystery.

"Well, I'll be going now. Expect a masterpiece."

With that, the woman signed off, and a notification appeared on BISHOP indicating the hologram had deactivated. 

"Righto," the man muttered to the empty room. He lingered at the window for a moment longer.

"If it were me, I’d have bought a woman. A top-shelf one."

He stretched and decided to get back to work. The shipment from Rising Sun was supposed to contain the latest high-tech Adult Goods. His job was to use them to film new porn holos and distribute them to the neighboring systems.

He was far busier now than back when he was just a middleman for shipping, but the pay was infinitely better.

"I bet that CEO is surrounded by a harem right now, enjoying a different girl every night... 'Virgin,' my ass. I’d believe it if someone told me he’d bedded a thousand women."

The man scoffed at the rumors surrounding the head of Rising Sun and stomped off to his workspace.



"Are you cherry?"

"Oh yeah, I'm cherry. You too?"

"Of course. YEAH!"

"YEAH!"

Taro and Alan exchanged a thunderous high-five. The surrounding Rising Sun staff stared at them with the disgusted look one might reserve for a particularly weird species of cockroach.

"...So, what’s the word, Boss? Did you get the goods?"

"You better believe it. This time, we’re talking the real deal—the 'Restricted to Mental Age 32 and Over' special. Totally uncensored. Ultra-extreme."

The two whispered conspiratorially, arms slung over each other's shoulders. Taro glanced around shiftily. Near the wall of the common room, Plum handed four chips to Alan, keeping them shielded from prying eyes.

"A four-disc set... Heh. This is going to be a grueling battle."

"Don't push yourself too hard, Alan. We’ve got some time before we crack the egg open, so go... enjoy yourself."

"I won't forget this, Boss... But wait, what about you?"

"It doesn't matter for me..." Taro looked away, his voice trembling. "All the playback devices on the Plum have been updated with mandatory authentication checks. If I even get close to one, the hologram probably auto-deletes."

"No... Was it the young lady's doing?"

Alan’s eyes widened in horror, his brow furrowed in sympathy. Taro shook his head.

"I wanted my first uncensored experience to be in the highest quality possible, so I upgraded every screen to the latest model myself... Heh. Pretty pathetic, right?"

"Boss... I get it. I’ll sear your share into my retinas for you."

With the solemn expression of a man going to his certain death, Alan clutched the four chips to his chest. He gave a sharp, military salute and sprinted down the corridor. Taro stood there until Alan vanished, gave a delayed return salute, and then pressed his hands together in a silent prayer.

"Alright, are you two done being idiots? Preparations are almost complete."

An exasperated Marl appeared, brandishing a wrench. Taro gave a casual "Righto" and started toward the bridge.

"Are you... um... sure you don't want to watch them?" Marl asked tentatively as they left the common room.

Taro blinked, then broke into a grin.

"Nah. I swapped the labels. Those are all gay workout videos."

"He’s going to cry. Alan is definitely going to cry."

They arrived at the bridge, gave a quick nod to Koume and Etta, and slid into their usual seats. The Plum was currently nestled inside the Virgin Queen’s hold, tethered to the Eden egg by a chaotic web of cables.

"Alright, let's do this. Open Sesame!"

Taro booted up BISHOP. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Marl frantically trying to hide a sesame dumpling for some reason, and then he began the unlocking sequence.



Author's Note: Thank you for all the suggestions for the ship's name! Based on your ideas, I've settled on the names used in the text.
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Ultimately, the door popped open without much of a fight.

As Taro had deduced, the door’s Locking System was a simple but robust beast. It generated a fresh Cipher Locking Function at random intervals—a straightforward defense, but an effective one.

Fortunately, simple brute-force function generation happened to be Taro’s bread and butter. Armed with the Deciphering Program he and Alan had cooked up—which was, for all intents and purposes, a glorified hacking tool—and backed by the raw processing power of Plum’s BISHOP system, Taro only had to stare at the door for a few moments. Then, with his usual cool-guy expression, he threw a thumbs-up. 

"It’s open."

"In the first place, this whole facility was built on the assumption that nobody would ever find it," Taro noted, feeling a bit let down by how anticlimactically the secret door had yielded. He’d expected something more grandiose given the sheer scale of whatever "Coleman" was supposed to be.

Finding a needle-sized facility in the haystacks of Interstellar Space was practically impossible by sheer luck. Throw in some high-end stealth tech, and finding it on purpose wasn't much easier. Usually, a ship would just blink past this endless void of nothingness via Overdrive. It was simply too much space to cover using conventional navigation.

"This Coleman person certainly had a twisted sense of style," Liza remarked, her voice dripping with distaste. 

The crew of the Rising Sun had dubbed the interior of the facility the "Egg," and the scenery of the first corridor did not disappoint in the "creep factor" department. The others shared her sentiment, grimacing or shaking their heads in a collective display of "nope."

"If one is accustomed to the rigors of anatomy and biology, this isn't exactly a rare sight," Dr. Arzimof interjected, smoothing down his perpetually chaotic hair. "Though, I must say, putting these right at the entrance is a questionable design choice."

The doctor drifted toward a cylindrical glass case embedded in the wall. He peered inside, fascinated by a specimen that appeared to be a human fetus suspended in a pale blue liquid.

"Doctor, you can play scientist later. We’ve got ground to cover," Taro urged. When the doctor refused to budge, Taro basically had to drag the man away from the glass case to keep the group moving.

"It’s nothing but things I’ve never seen before… it’s genuinely eerie," Marl whispered.

Beyond the first few cases were specimens of what looked like various fish. 

"Really?" Taro asked, looking at a particularly strange one. "They look pretty tasty to me."

The entire crew stopped and stared at him with judging eyes.

"Hey, don't look at me like that! We ate stuff like this all the time on Earth!" Taro protested with a wry grin. The group responded with a synchronized look of pure revulsion.

"The idea of eating that is a bit too advanced for us," Marl said, her face twitching. "Even with the pigs and chickens you found, the demand is almost entirely for pets rather than meat."

She had a point. The two animals Taro had rediscovered alongside rice were currently being traded almost exclusively as high-end pets. Only a few hardcore members of the Natural Food Faction were actually buying them for dinner. 

As pets, however, they were a goldmine. They were easy to raise—they could live in the same environment as humans!—which set them apart from the bizarre, high-maintenance alien critters that only the ultra-rich could afford. Gene Coordinators and Breeders were already churning out various "brands" of the animals. While Heinlein, the head of the Food Development Department, had made a very complicated face at the trend, the sales numbers were undeniably massive.

"Fish is great, though. Oh, man. Now that I’ve said it, I’m craving it. I’d kill for some eel right now..." Taro’s nostalgic food trip hit a wall when he reached the next specimen: a grotesque, frog-like thing. "Okay, never mind. I definitely don't want to eat this one. That's just gross."

Taro bypassed the frog-thing and looked down the long line of specimen cases stretching into the depths of the hall. He blinked, a realization clicking into place. 

"Oh, I see. That’s how it is."

"What exactly is 'how it is,' Mr. Teiro?" Koume asked, tilting her head with her trademark lack of expression.

Taro pointed down the row. "Phantom mentioned something about Coleman being obsessed with evolution, right? These specimens are probably lined up in order. This gross thing is likely an amphibian."

Leaving the doctor to get stuck on another specimen, Taro began walking briskly past the cases.

"Reptiles start around here, I guess? Hard to tell for sure since I don't know if these are Earth-born or from some other planet. It looks like he skipped the branch for birds and went straight for the human line. This section is all mammals, and the ones by the door are definitely primates."

Taro muttered his observations to himself until he reached the end of the hall, where he found a creature that looked remarkably like a monkey.

"Heh," Marl said, sounding genuinely impressed as she caught up. "You’re surprisingly well-versed in biology."

"Well, they were my neighbors back home," Taro replied. "I can’t be 100% sure if these are Earth specimens or just similar-looking aliens from some random planet, but the message is pretty clear. This is the road to humanity."

Marl nodded, absorbing the explanation. Just then, Alan caught up, letting out a bewildered "Are you for real?" as he gaped at the specimens.

"You’re telling me our ancestors looked like that? Pull the other one. I’ve seen some hairy species in this galaxy, but those things are all walking on four legs. You expect me to believe we just stood up on two feet and suddenly became human?"

Taro shrugged, but Dr. Arzimof’s voice drifted over from behind them. "It is not as far-fetched as you might think. Species that successfully enlarge their brains almost always see a massive spike in intelligence. Look at the Lanka Tribe of Planet Mao-Ma or the Ngua of WE9434. Earth’s biology likely followed the same pattern. Bipedalism isn't the only trigger, but sometimes the tiniest change can spark an evolutionary explosion."

The doctor sounded like he was giving a university lecture. Alan didn't look entirely convinced, but he gave the specimens another skeptical once-over. "If you say so."

"Anyway, maybe the rest of the puzzle is behind this door. Let’s find out," Taro said.

He approached the terminal by the door, tapped into it via BISHOP, and shredded the mediocre Cipher Locking Function in seconds. The door hissed open.

"…Oof. What the hell? Is this déjà vu?"

Stepping through the threshold, Taro felt a massive wave of recognition. The room was a circular floor filled with a chaotic mess of tangled iron, cables, and industrial scrap. It was so packed with junk that there was barely any room to walk.

"His taste is even worse in here," Liza groaned, her voice thick with disgust. 

Taro looked back and saw why: the door was flanked by a pair of human specimens—one male, one female.

"Wait, wait a second," Marl stammered, looking bewildered. "This looks exactly like the stuff we found in that Coleman lab a while back. It’s bigger and messier, but that pile of scrap in the middle..."

"It’s likely a WIND," Alan finished for her. He flashed a sharp, ironic grin at Taro. "Lucky you, Boss. Looks like you’ve got the parts for a New-type Enigma right there."

"I mean, maybe, but… how am I even supposed to process this?" Taro asked.

He looked from the junk pile to the specimens in the hall, eventually landing on the one person who might actually have an answer. The doctor tilted his head apologetically.

"I’d hate to think those things are the final evolutionary stage of humanity," the doctor began. "And honestly, it’s a stretch. While one could argue the WIND is a distinct species, suggesting they evolved from humans is nonsense. They aren't even carbon-based."

The doctor pointed across the floor. "More importantly, there are other facilities further in. Concluding anything now would be premature. Besides, we don't know if this is just Coleman’s idea of a bad joke or a meaningful display. Either way, we need a proper investigation."

Rubbing his hands together in excitement, the doctor started marching toward the next door. Taro figured he was right and started to follow, but a hand stopped them.

"No. We’re done here," Phantom said, his tone leaving no room for argument.

"Is it dangerous?" Taro asked.

"I don't know," Phantom replied. "And that is exactly why we’re leaving." 

Without another word, Phantom scooped up the doctor—who was clearly too blinded by curiosity to care about safety—and started hauling him back toward the exit like a sack of potatoes.

"Aww, man, come on! We made it this far!" Taro complained. "Can’t we just peek?"

"Negative," Phantom said. "If this were a standard facility, perhaps. But with that thing sitting there? Absolutely not. You’re the only person who can actually interface with its guts; if something goes wrong, we have no way to bail you out. We do this carefully or not at all."

"Ah… right. Good point. Don't want a rogue crane to suddenly wake up and turn me into a pancake."

"Exactly. Once we reach the Rome headquarters, we can gather the right equipment. We can use what we learned from the last Coleman lab. I’m curious too, but for now, we wait."

Phantom directed the last part mostly at the doctor he was currently carrying. The doctor spent a few moments struggling to break free, then eventually went limp in Phantom’s grip, accepting his fate.

"Yeah, I guess you're right. Let's head back."

Taro waved the crew toward the exit. As he stepped out of the room, he glanced back one last time. As the door slid shut, the lights cut out automatically. In the sudden dark, the faint, ghostly glow of the lamps within the WIND scrap pile flickered like dying stars.



They were still in transit. The moment the doctor had received the report, he had practically teleported onto the Plum to get here.
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Sorry for the sluggish updates, folks. 

I’ve reached the point where I have to start tying up loose ends, and let me tell you, it’s a massive pain. It’s not going to end tomorrow, but the convergence is happening... and I’m honestly terrified that a mountain of contradictions is about to come crashing down on me.



In the pitch-black void, a single mechanical girl marched forward.

There weren't even emergency lights to guide her. The only visible illumination came from the tiny power LEDs of humming machinery—dim beacons in the gloom.

But for an android like her, a lack of light was a total non-issue. She could amplify a stray photon into a spotlight or just switch to Infrared and radio waves to map out the room. 

"Amphibians... hmm. The aesthetics are actually quite charming," Koume muttered.

As one of the non-human executives of Rising Sun, Koume stared intently at a biological specimen, committing it to her records once more. Her Data Bank was already stuffed with enough amphibian imagery to fill a galactic encyclopedia, and there was zero market value in a recording of this specific jar of pickles, but she did it anyway.

"………………"

She tilted her head, replaying the footage in her mind while her processors churned in the silence.

Why did I record that?

That was the real head-scratcher. Amphibians, or things that looked like them, were a dime a dozen across the galaxy. This specific specimen didn't seem to be a load-bearing pillar for Coleman’s grand evil plan or anything of the sort.

And yet, her brain had demanded the data. Lately, her "brain" had been making a lot of weird demands.

"Perhaps I should spend more time on fragment resolution," she mused.

Back in the day, Koume could trace the exact logic path for every single one of her actions. She knew the why and the how of every thought. But lately, her Quantum Brain was becoming such a tangled mess of complexity that tracing a single thought required a literal eternity of processing time.

She’d been trying to stay on top of it by scheduling "spring cleaning" sessions for her database, but the complexity was outgrowing her ability to prune it. 

The easy fix was a factory reset. A total wipe. She was ready to pull that trigger if she had to, but for some reason, the pile of "memories" she’d accumulated felt too important to toss in the trash.

"I’ve never heard of an AI that needs to sleep," Koume whispered. 

The thought triggered a wave of guilty amusement. She let out a tiny, involuntary giggle, then immediately paused to analyze her own reaction. She concluded it was most likely a "wry smile" or "self-derision."

"Well, it shouldn’t be a problem for now..."

Muttering to herself, she resumed her graceful stroll through the dark. Reaching the door at the end of the hall, she bypassed the lock just as Teiro had done earlier that day. She stepped inside, walked a few paces, then paused as if she’d forgotten a crucial line of dialogue.

"Open Sesame."

Her voice echoed through the silence. She had no idea what it meant, but the sheer satisfaction of saying it put a spring in her step.

She navigated the room like a pro, weaving through the bundles of cables and dodging piles of rubble. She sustained a few scratches on her chassis as she climbed over a mountain of Scrap Metal, eventually tumbling—rather ungracefully—into the wide-open space on the far side. 

There it was. Exactly what she’d expected.

"So, you really were here."

Thick cables snaked out from the central pile of debris, all of them plugged into a machine that looked suspiciously like a cryogenic sleep pod. Koume stepped toward it, reaching out a hand, when—

"Don't move. I’d prefer not to shoot."

The voice was low, masculine, and dripping with "stay back" energy. Koume felt something cold and metallic pressed against her spine. She froze.

"Koume would also prefer not to be shot, Mr. Phantom. Especially in that specific spot."

She didn't twitch a muscle. The muzzle of the gun was aimed with terrifying precision at the exact center of the sphere that housed her core.

"I’m not really in the mood for jokes right now. Separate into your sphere, please."

Phantom stood behind her, pulling the gun back just an inch. 

"Of course," Koume replied. "But may I ask why?"

"Because you’re terrifying, Miss Koume," Phantom said.

He kept the weapon leveled at her as he slowly circled around to face her. 

"You’re an unknown variable. I’m not stupid enough to underestimate you. For all I know, you’ve packed that chassis with high explosives and are just waiting for a reason to go boom."

"I see. However, Mr. Phantom, I have no such intentions. Even if I did, I doubt I could actually take you down. Therefore, I came up with a much better plan."

"I’m all ears. Let's hear it."

"With pleasure. May I eject my core now?"

"Go ahead."

Koume popped her humanoid chest hatch and retrieved the sphere that contained her true self. As the empty body went limp, the ball slid from its hand and rolled across the debris-strewn floor, clunking over bits of scrap.

"Physically destroying you is impossible—at least for me," the sphere said, its lights blinking. "Actually, unless someone gets incredibly lucky, it’s probably impossible for anyone in this galaxy."

The sphere rolled to a stop a safe distance away. Phantom stepped between the ball and the empty chassis, crouching down while keeping his gun trained on her.

"I’m flattered. Even if it sounds like you’re laying the sarcasm on a bit thick." 

He jerked his chin, signaling her to keep talking.

"No sarcasm intended. I calculate that your Nanomachines would simply knit your body back together unless I vaporized your brain or vital organs in a single hit. Heat and radiation might work, but stopping you instantly? Unlikely."

The sphere wobbled back and forth. 

"So, I went with an indirect approach. It’s a very simple 'dead man's switch.' If the periodic signal emitted by my core is interrupted, the Virgin Queen will immediately open all cargo hatches. Given your physical specs, the vacuum of space won’t kill you instantly, but trekking one kilometer through a void to reach the control room is going to be a real chore. The pressure drops, the temperature swings, the lack of oxygen... it’ll be quite unpleasant."

Silence fell over the room. Phantom, his face a perfect mask of nothingness, narrowed his eyes as he appraised the little ball.

"You probably wouldn’t die," Koume added. "But it’s not a 100% guarantee. There’s a 5% to 10% chance of an irreversible 'oops' moment. And since you’re a very cautious man, you won’t take those odds."

To drive the point home, the sphere did a cheeky little 360-degree spin. Phantom raised an eyebrow, then threw his hands up in a shrug of defeat.

"Alright, you win. Not a bad play... you’re a full android, so the vacuum doesn't hurt you, and it’s not a suicide vest. I assume you’ve already rigged the exit to stay open too? Fine. You got me."

Phantom sighed, lowered his gun, and sat down on the floor.

"Judging by the setup, you knew I was coming?"

"Yes," Koume chirped.

"Why?"

"Because you were acting weird."

Phantom blinked.

"You should have already completed a full risk assessment of Coleman’s Facility, Mr. Phantom, Security Department Director. Even with your 'outside only' restriction, you’re too thorough to have missed anything. If you hadn't, you never would have let the bosses step foot in here. So, your sudden 'oh, let's turn back' act earlier today was highly suspicious. Why now? It was a very un-Phantom-like move."

"I told you during the day. We found something unexpected."

"Incorrect. Well, half-correct. You found something unexpected, but you didn't turn back because it was dangerous. You turned back because you found something you wanted all to yourself."

Phantom scratched the back of his head, looking genuinely embarrassed.

"I can't believe I got read by an AI... I’ll have to update my 'underestimating Koume' file. But if that’s the case, is your goal me? Or this machine?"

He waved his gun toward the cryogenic pod.

"Both, Mr. Phantom. And I suspect the feeling is mutual."

"……………………"

"Position, fame, money, women—you have the skills to drown in all of them, yet you couldn't care less," Koume stated flatly. "There are only three things that get a rise out of you: Earth Antiques, high-quality coffee, and the future of the Outsiders. Since there are no beans or vases here, that leaves the third option."

She went silent. Phantom sat there, his expression so blank it was actually terrifying. Koume made a mental note: Blank faces are scary.

"A technology that can safely Override a BISHOP. For the Outsiders, that is a prize worth more than every credit in the galaxy combined. And that tech is right here. Mr. Teiro is the living proof that it works. You would use literally any means necessary to get your hands on it. That’s the only reason an entity like you is playing security guard for a tiny company like this."

Koume finished her speech and waited.

"I wasn't exactly trying to hide it," Phantom said, finally standing up after a solid three minutes of silence. 

"I’m sure Alan and Teiro have figured it out by now. It’s not exactly rocket science if you think about it for five seconds. But that doesn't make it a 'bad' thing. We’re all using each other. Pointing it out doesn't really change the math, does it?"

He slowly, deliberately, leveled his gun at the sphere again.

"You’re mostly right. Especially about the 'any means necessary' part."

Phantom gave a small, self-deprecating laugh and pulled the trigger.



Writer's Note: I’m currently cheating on this story with a new project.

Updates have slowed down, but I will definitely be back, so please bear with me for a bit.

Check out the new stuff here if you're bored:

http://ncode.syosetu.com/n1483dn/
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Sorry to have kept you waiting for so long. 

Life has finally given me a little breathing room, so I’d like to start updating this story bit by bit again.



Click. 

It was the tiny, metallic sound of parts colliding. Koume’s sensors caught it instantly, and in the micro-second that followed, her processors conjured a vivid, high-speed rendering of what was about to happen. The hammer would strike the primer, igniting the plasma trapped within the small Capsule. That gas would expand to thousands of times its original volume within the shell casing, propelling the warhead forward at speeds far exceeding the sound barrier. She was currently existing in the infinitesimal, ephemeral slice of time between the hammer’s movement and the plasma’s roar.

I can’t believe I actually have time to think right now, she marveled. So, even an AI gets to experience that "life flashing before your eyes" thing humans talk about. Fascinating.

Then, she considered the world that would continue without her. There was zero doubt that a bullet fired by the galaxy’s most notorious hitman—specifically designed to punch through Cyborg frames and Armed Suits—would turn her small, spherical body into scrap metal with a single hit. I hope Mr. Teiro and Marl find Earth... I’m really going to miss seeing that.

"……………………I am deeply sorry, Mr. Teiro. Koume is checking out early."

She knew she’d be dead before the sound waves even fully formed, but her logic gates sent the command to her audio circuits anyway.

However, to her utter confusion, the command traveled through the wires and successfully vibrated her speakers.

"Nah, I think you’ve got a few more miles left on your odometer. Besides, strictly speaking in terms of probability, that meatbag is definitely going to die before you do."

Koume’s sensors registered Phantom’s voice. Her processors spinning with a hint of digital vertigo, she whirled around to face the sound.

"…………How surprising. I didn’t realize the afterlife actually existed. And since Mr. Phantom is here, it appears I successfully took you with me. What a result."

"Haha. Well, this place is called Eden, but it’s not exactly the paradise the brochure promised."

Phantom gave a dry chuckle and holstered the gun at his hip.

"…………So, it was merely a threat?"

Koume’s lamp blinked rhythmically. Phantom shrugged his shoulders with a blunt sigh.

"Obviously. I don’t point loaded guns at my own teammates. The odds of an accidental discharge are low, but they’re never zero."

"I see………… It appears Koume has made a massive blunder in judgment. My apologies, Mr. Phantom."

"Don’t sweat it, Miss Koume. I’m the one who lured you here. I knew you couldn’t resist a good mystery."

Phantom waved a hand dismissively before reaching out to give Koume a light, mischievous poke. Koume tried to dodge the indignity, but against a man with the kinetic vision to sidestep bullets, her efforts were embarrassingly futile.

"So, I was being played. This was all according to your plan?"

"Not quite. I didn't think you’d go so far as to vent the cargo hold just for self-defense. Honestly, you gave me a bit of a heart attack. This poking is just me venting some frustration."

"If a few pokes are enough to satisfy you, feel free to continue. However, I see how it is. We’ll call it even for now………… Though, may I ask the reason behind all this?"

"The reason I lured you here? The reason I threatened you? Or the reason I’m here in the first place?"

"All of the above, Mr. Phantom."

"Yeah, figured."

Phantom flashed a jaunty grin and hopped onto a nearby equipment crate. He reached out, scooped Koume up, and set her down gently right next to him.

"As for why I threatened you, I already told you. I wasn't actually lying back there. I meant every word."

Phantom crossed his legs and leaned his chin on his hand.

"Neutralizing me, you mean. And my specific brand of self-defense was outside your calculations."

"Exactly. And if you’d turned out to be hostile, I would’ve had to defend myself for real."

He patted his waist, reminding her that while he’d tucked the gun away, he was still very much "carrying."

"It seems I was right not to lose my cool. To be honest, self-detonation was on the table as a backup plan."

Koume’s lamp flickered as she spun in place. 

"Ooh, scary," Phantom said, giving an exaggerated shudder. He then turned a softer look toward the android. "The only thing you’ve got wrong is the timeline."

Phantom slowly raised his arm, gesturing toward the cryogenic sleep device—a mess of tangled tubes and glass.

"I am interested in that thing. And I’d do anything to uncover its secrets. That’s all true. But, Miss Koume... I’m not exactly in a rush to grab it right now."

"…………I see. I believe I understand your point."

"Good. Saves me a lot of talking. Whether it’s 'I' or 'we' doesn't really matter—the point is, we’re playing the long game. My plan is the boring one: wait until Teiro doesn't need that thing anymore. He’s a hero, and even a guy like me has a sense of camaraderie. I’m not looking to 'eliminate' him or be a thorn in his side."

"Is that why you’ve been so helpful to the company lately? I suppose that explains the Naraza Association’s backup as well."

"Well, the sooner he finishes his business, the better. Plus, I’d be in a real spot if he just up and died on me. Once he achieves his goal and can stand on his own two feet, he won't have a use for that pod anymore anyway."

"That is true. I find myself in agreement, Mr. Phantom. However, aren't you even a little bit curious?"

"About Earth? Oh, absolutely. There might be some Original Coffee Beans left down there. And probably a mountain’s worth of Antiques."

"Fufu. Let us hope so………… But Mr. Phantom, that still doesn't explain why you went through the trouble of baiting me here."

Koume stopped her spinning and faced him directly. Phantom stared at her for a moment, then reached out and picked her up again.

"I need your help with something."

Carrying Koume, Phantom walked over to the Capsule-shaped pod and stopped.

"And that 'something' is one of the reasons you came here, too. You said it yourself: your purpose for being here was me and this machine."

He wasn't asking; he was stating a fact. Koume didn't confirm or deny it, but she knew this man was too sharp to be wrong.

"We need to figure out if this device and this Facility are actually useful to Teiro or if they’re going to blow up in his face. But the only ones in our crew who know the technical details are you and Teiro. That’s why I came here—and why I made sure you’d follow. You wanted to vet this place, didn't you?"

"…………A bullseye, Mr. Phantom. Though, you were quite confident I’d show up immediately."

"That was the easy part. You prioritize Teiro’s safety above everything else. Honestly, I probably didn't need the gun. The second you showed up here solo, I knew you were just worried about his hide."

"Hmph. Being too clever won't win you many friends, Mr. Phantom."

"Are you talking about me, or yourself, Miss Koume?"

Koume wobbled back and forth in a digital huff of protest before rolling out of his hands to the floor beside the pod. She extended a cable toward the terminal. 

"I’m counting on you if things go sideways," she said, initiating the connection to the pod’s Data Bank.

"I’ve got your back. Based on what we saw at Coleman's Research Institute in Enzio, I’ve already mapped out the likely risks."

"Physical hazards from the automated systems, and more importantly, contamination from a Ghost-type WIND. I suppose you’re one of the few people who could actually handle that."

"Both of us have BISHOP Control Devices physically installed, after all. Flicking the 'off' switch is easy for us. Everyone else is a different story."

"Since they’re controlling their gear directly with their brains………… I see. You are quite right, Mr. Phantom. However, from Koume’s perspective, I know a much more efficient, effective, and peaceful method. I really wish you’d gone with my plan instead."

With her cable still plugged in, Koume rotated toward him, lamp blinking rapidly. 

"Oh?" Phantom sounded genuinely intrigued. "Let’s hear it."

"It’s very simple, Mr. Phantom. You could have just told me the truth beforehand and asked for my cooperation. Generally speaking, isn't that how people usually handle things?"

Phantom stared at her, his expression going completely blank.

"…………Huh. I actually didn't think of that."

He looked genuinely awkward. Since Koume was just a ball, she couldn't actually smile, but the "laughter" command was surging through her Android Body’s circuits at full capacity.
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After dragging Eden Station across the stars on the back of an ultra-large transport ship, Taro and his crew of misfits finally limped into the Roma Star System, home to the Rising Sun Headquarters. They spent a few days offloading the mountain of random junk they’d scavenged along the way before parking Eden in a quiet corner of space, a safe distance from Roma Station 1.

Ideally, they would have docked the station directly for convenience, but the "convenience" of having a giant mystery station potentially explode in their faces was a bit too much for them. They’d finished most of the structural analysis, but the place was still packed with enough "Unknown Equipment" to keep a team of paranoid scientists busy for a decade.

"So, I heard things got... messy. But we’re officially in the 'not-going-to-die' zone now, right?"

Taro was currently fidgeting in a cozy little room deep within Coleman's Private Area—likely the man’s former private sanctum. He kept darting his eyes around like a cornered animal checking for traps.

[“100% safety is a statistical myth that exists nowhere in the known universe, Mr. Teiro. However, you should be able to walk around without spontaneously combusting. All overt threats have been violently neutralized by Security Department Director Phantom,”] Koume chirped. 

The spherical AI swayed rhythmically atop a table that was far too Spartan to be called an office desk. Taro gave her a half-hearted "Roger," but the greasy feeling of impending doom refused to wash off.

"If you're going to be this much of a twitchy wreck, we really should have just waited a few more days," Marl said, sighing from the chair next to him. She looked at him with the kind of pity usually reserved for wet bread.

"Yeah, well, easy for you to say," Taro grumbled, pouting as he took another look at the room’s decor.

The decor, in this case, consisted of a terrifying number of bullet holes riddling the walls and ceiling. Fresh cracks and massive dents marred the steel plating, looking like someone had tried to use the room as a heavy-machinery testing ground. If the walls hadn't been made of reinforced armor plating, Taro probably would have already bolted for the exit.

"Seriously, Phantom-san is bedridden from exhaustion and injuries. That shouldn't even be possible! What kind of nightmare fuel was in here? I’ve seen that man rip an Alpha Star System WIND apart with his bare hands. He could take on a Tank and come out without a scratch!"

Taro began waving his arms wildly, reenacting the scene where Phantom had used brute force to dismantle an Insect-type WIND like a kid breaking a toy. 

"It's cramped in here, so stop flailing like an idiot," Marl snapped, leaning away from his theatrical performance.

[“An expected obstacle combined with an unexpected obstacle to create a brand-new flavor of catastrophe, Mr. Teiro,”] Koume explained, her lamp flashing as she pivoted toward a particularly nasty crack in the wall.

Taro stopped mid-flail and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "By 'expected,' you mean the Ghost-type WIND from the report, right? I thought you guys bagged it. So what was the 'unexpected' part? And why wasn't it in the damn report?"

Koume swiveled her lens back to him.

[“Allow me to clarify in order, Mr. Teiro. Regarding your first point: negative. As the report stated, we neutralized the threat, but we did not 'bag' it. It is currently alive and kicking inside the terminal sitting directly beneath Koume’s chassis.”]

Taro didn't even process the words before his body tried to teleport away. He slammed right into Ryza, who was standing behind him.

"Watch where you’re going! That was quite rude!" Ryza huffed.

"S-Sorry! But thank god it was you. If I’d hit Marl, she would’ve launched me across the room... Wait, that terminal? Right there? Under the desk? Is it actually, like, totally locked down?"

Taro peered cautiously under the table at the boxy computer tucked away in the shadows. While he tried to pacify a fuming Ryza, he nudged Koume to get on with the explanation.

[“If you had hit Koume, I might have been the one to suffer damage, so Miss Ryza was indeed the optimal cushion... My apologies. Moving on. The second obstacle was not a WIND. It was not human, and I hesitate to even call it a biological organism. However, calling it a machine would also be a lie.”]

"What is this, a riddle? What was it? A sentient hurricane? A bad vibe?"

[“Negative, Mr. Teiro. It was an artificial construct. Since it lacks an official designation, let us call it a 'Variable Liquid Metal Defense Mechanism.'”]

"Liquid metal..." Taro’s eyes went wide. "Wait, you mean like... a budget version of Phantom-san?"

[“50% correct, Mr. Teiro. Mr. Phantom speculated it might be the 'leftovers' from his own manufacturing process. However, unlike his refined humanoid form, these were amorphous, amoeba-like blobs.”]

"Ugh... just hearing that makes my skin crawl. How do you even kill something like that? Did you drop them into a vat of molten steel?"

[“Hardly. We applied a continuous stream of kinetic trauma via gunfire and physical strikes until they became structurally unstable, then we vented them into the vacuum of space. The holes in the D6 Residential District are currently plugged with Puncture Sealant, but the damage is extensive. Whether they promised to return is unknown; sound does not travel in a vacuum.”]

"Wait, holes? Plural? As in... there were more than one?" Taro paused, a memory clicking into place. "Wait, was that 'Precision Firing Training' the other day actually...?"

During their trip back to the Roma Star System, the Escort Fleet had been ordered into a sudden "training drill." It had been authorized by Phantom and Fleet Commander Bella—who handled the fleet with a level of aggression that made the Security Department look like a knitting club. Taro had only seen the paperwork after the fact.

"Metal or not, a hit from a ship’s main cannon tends to turn things into vapor," Marl noted, sounding bored but clearly fishing for details. "So, how many of these blobs were there?"

[“Eighty-seven units,”] Koume replied.

Marl actually choked on her own breath.

"Well, that certainly explains why it wasn't in the report," Ryza said, her face turning pale. "If word of that leaked, every power-hungry maniac in the galaxy would be clawing at our doors to get their hands on it."

Taro nodded fervently. No kidding. You could turn that stuff into a thousand different nightmare weapons. The thought of someone reverse-engineering more Cyborgs like Phantom was enough to make his stomach turn. That was a recipe for galactic-scale anarchy.

"Right, okay. I get it. I totally get it... wait, hold on. You said the obstacles 'combined.' Don't tell me..."

Koume’s spherical body bobbed in a nod. [“Indeed. Because a Ghost-type WIND was present, the use of BISHOP was severely restricted, Mr. Teiro. I had to hide in the rubble and hijack the Area Network in micro-bursts, only for a few seconds at a time before the enemy could breach my firewalls. I found myself quite nostalgic for Mr. Alan’s presence.”]

"Alan would have died, Koume. Like, immediately. He doesn't exactly fit into 'rubble gaps.'"

[“Regardless, the facility is now technically safe. Mr. Phantom was unable to utilize his Ballistic Prediction to its full potential and was forced to engage in eight hours of sustained melee combat. To say he is 'resting' is an understatement; he is currently undergoing a total overhaul.”]

"Yikes... I'll go pay him a visit later. Maybe I can find some of those ultra-rare coffee beans for him. I doubt he’d care about a cash bonus."

[“Hehe. I believe he would find that most acceptable, Mr. Teiro. Now, shall we move on to the main course?”]

With those words, Koume dumped a gargantuan amount of data onto their handheld terminals. Taro felt a brief spike of anxiety about using BISHOP Communication with a Ghost-type WIND sitting three feet away under a desk, but he hit the 'Receive' button anyway.

[“The investigation is ongoing, but I have filtered out the most pertinent data points. Based on this, I have formed a hypothesis regarding Coleman’s true objective. I would like your input.”]

Koume spun around, observing the three humans. Beyond the cracks in the wall, the Enigma Development Team was already scurrying around, poking at the remnants of Coleman's work.

"This is a lot. It’s going to take a while to digest," Marl said, already looking exhausted by the scrolling text. "I assume I can just pull the reference files from the data bank while we're here?"

[“Affirmative, Miss Marl.”]

The three of them synchronized, pressing their handheld terminals to their foreheads like they were using a Pulse Chip. Their expressions went slack and hollow as they began jacking the information directly into their brains.

"Huh. Okay. I think I see it," Taro muttered about an hour later.

Beside him, Marl looked like she’d reached the same conclusion, though her expression was pinched with worry. "Me too. I don't like it."

"It’s not what I expected, but it makes a twisted sort of sense," Ryza added, rubbing her temples. "Especially when you think about Phantom-san. For all his power, Coleman never seemed to actually... care about him. He was just a tool."

Taro looked at Koume. They were all on the same page.

"Evolution can mean a lot of things," Taro said, his voice heavy. "But what that bastard was actually aiming for—"

The data was a gruesome record of generations of Colemans performing endless, varied experiments. On the surface, they were chaotic and disconnected, but a single thread tied them all together.

"The brain. He wasn't trying to build better ships or better metal. He was trying to evolve the human brain."

Taro spoke with total conviction. Koume remained silent for a beat before her lamp flickered.

[“Koume reaches the same conclusion.”]

"When you look at the 'useless' studies or the weird side projects... they all point to the same thing," Marl whispered, her voice trembling. She looked up at Taro, her eyes searching his.

"Hey... Koume. Level with me."

Taro looked away from Marl, staring at his own feet. He opened and closed his mouth, struggling with the thought, before finally forcing the words out.

Was I just another one of his science projects?

"Was I... was I made by Coleman too?"
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The cryo-sleep pods on the Ghost Ship were a dead ringer for the ones they’d found on Eden. Between that technical overlap and whatever the hell Coleman had been trying to achieve, Taro couldn't shake the feeling that he and the late researcher weren’t exactly strangers. 

Sure, it could be a total fluke. It’s not like Coleman owned the patent on brain-bending science. With the BISHOP system acting as the galaxy’s backbone, any nerd with a lab coat and a dream could be doing the same thing.

And yet, it was becoming blindingly obvious that no one had pushed the envelope quite as hard as Coleman.

Koume’s dump of research and experimental data included profiles that almost certainly pointed to Marl, Bella, and—without a doubt—Phantom and Etta. Setting the "Boosted Man" stuff aside, the idea that a "Gifted" could be mass-produced was news to everyone. Even the legendary Dr. Arzimof hadn't managed that particular brand of madness.

[REGARDING MISS MARL, MISS BELLA, MISS ETTA, AND MR. PHANTOM. THERE IS LIKELY NO MISTAKE,] Koume announced, her voice as flat and emotionless as a dial tone.

Marl’s brow twitched for a fraction of a second, but that was it. Taro shot her a worried look, but she just gave a quick shake of her head. 

"I'm fine, really," Marl said. "Genetic screening is basically a galactic hobby at this point. And an Override after birth? Well, they used some funky hardware here, but every Imperial Citizen gets poked and prodded eventually. It’d be weirder if I wasn't bothered by it."

She gave a casual shrug as if she were talking about a bad haircut. Taro nodded with a noncommittal "I see," deciding to drop the subject. Even if she was just putting on a brave face, he knew better than to poke the bear.

Instead, Taro noticed her hand was doing a nervous little dance. He reached out and gently took it, keeping their joined hands out of sight from Ryza and Koume.

"................"

Marl shot him a look that said a thousand words, most of them probably unprintable. Taro started to pull away, wondering if he’d overstepped, but she suddenly gripped his hand back with the strength of a hydraulic press.

"So..." Taro managed, facing the metallic orb on the table. "If they’re on the list, does that mean I’m not one of his science projects?"

[AFFIRMATIVE,] Koume’s lamp flickered in a rhythmic pulse. [HOWEVER, PLEASE NOTE THAT THIS IS STRICTLY KOUME’S CONJECTURE, MR. TEIRO. SINCE COLEMAN HAS CEASED VITAL FUNCTIONS, I MUST RELY ON THE SCRAPS OF DATA HE LEFT BEHIND—]

"Wait, wait! Hold the phone!" Ryza’s voice cut in, sharp and frantic. "Look, I get that as the head of Rising Sun, I’m supposed to hear this. But maybe we could, I don’t know, filter this first? Just the stuff that isn't... how do I put this... soul-crushingly private?"

Ryza looked like she was swallowing a lemon. Taro could relate, so he waited for Koume to explain why they were airily discussing everyone's secret origin stories.

[UNDER NORMAL CIRCUMSTANCES, I WOULD HAVE COMPLIED WITH YOUR REQUEST THREE DAYS AGO. HOWEVER, THE SITUATION HAS EVOLVED, MISS RYZA. YOU ARE CURRENTLY THE ULTIMATE AUTHORITY WITHIN RISING SUN.]

Koume’s lamp flashed with absolute certainty. Taro, the actual President and Chairman, let out a confused "Eh?" before the lightbulb finally clicked. "Oh, right."

"Dean officially got bumped up to General and took over the Area Army, didn't he?" Taro remembered aloud.

Marl and Ryza both let out synchronized sighs of realization.

"The younger sister of an Imperial General..." Marl muttered, sounding deeply impressed. "Yeah, that’s 'highest authority' territory for sure."

Taro nodded along, then paused. "Wait. How much juice does a General actually have? I know it sounds impressive, but it doesn't really register. Dean said there are Generals all over the place."

Living out in the lawless fringes meant Taro didn't have much experience with the Imperial Military’s pecking order. To him, a General was just a guy in a fancy suit who happened to be his friend.

[THEY ARE THE PEAK OF THE MILITARY’S OPERATIONAL COMMAND, MR. TEIRO. EXCLUDING HIS MAJESTY THE EMPEROR, THE HIGHEST RANK IS FIELD MARSHAL, BUT THEY MOSTLY SIT IN MEETINGS AND DECIDE POLICY. FOR ACTUALLY BLOWING STUFF UP WITH FLEETS, A GENERAL IS THE TOP OF THE FOOD CHAIN. WHILE THE RANKS OF LIEUTENANT GENERAL AND FULL GENERAL EXIST, THOSE ARE TEMPORARY TITLES. IN PEACETIME, EVERYONE IN A GENERAL POST IS TECHNICALLY A MAJOR GENERAL.]

"Whoa, seriously? So the guy actually made it to the big leagues."

[INDEED. TO PUT IT IN TERMS A CIVILIAN CAN GRASP: HE CAN NOW PERSONALLY COMMAND OVER TEN THOUSAND SHIPS OF THE ALPHA-EPSILON AREA SPACE FORCE AT HIS WHIM. WHILE MILITARY LAW EXISTS, HE IS LITERALLY EXEMPT FROM IMPERIAL LAW. HE HAS FREE REIGN OVER ALL PUBLIC PROPERTY IN THIS SECTOR. HE IS, FOR ALL INTENTS AND PURPOSES, THE PRIME MINISTER, THE SUPREME COURT, AND THE CHIEF EXECUTIVE. THE ONLY REASON THERE ARE 'MANY' GENERALS IS BECAUSE THE GALAXY IS FRIGHTENINGLY LARGE. UNLESS YOU ARE GIGANTECH OR MATERIAL CORP, EVEN THE BIGGEST CORPORATIONS ARE ANTS BENEATH HIS BOOT.]

"Holy crap... He’s always been so chill, but hearing that, he’s basically a god... Hey, Ryza! Maybe I should take you out to—AAAGH! NOTHING! I SAID NOTHING!"

Marl was currently trying to pulverize the bones in Taro’s hand. He writhed in his seat while Ryza gave him a look of pure suspicion before shrugging.

"If that’s the case, I understand," Ryza said. "But let’s be real—this 'authority' talk is just a cover. The truth is that the military is probably neck-deep in this mess, isn't it? You don't need me to know; you need my brother to know."

It wasn't a question; it was a statement of fact. Koume spun 360 degrees on the table. [A BULLSEYE, MISS RYZA.]

[COLEMAN MAINTAINED A DEEP, LONG-TERM RELATIONSHIP WITH THE IMPERIAL MILITARY. GIVEN THAT HIS CUTTING-EDGE RESEARCH NEVER LEAKED TO THE PUBLIC, IT IS UNLIKELY HE WAS CHASING FAME OR A PROMOTION.]

"He was chasing the bag," Taro interrupted. "Even at Rising Sun, our biggest money pit is R&D. Coleman needed serious funding, and the only people with a printer for galactic credits are the Imperial Military Government."

Koume tilted forward in a digital nod. [I CONCUR, MR. TEIRO. THE REASONS ARE LIKELY EXACTLY AS YOU DESCRIBED. BEYOND FUNDING, THE MILITARY COULD PROVIDE MATERIALS AND CLASSIFIED INTEL THAT NO CIVILIAN COULD TOUCH. I HAVE SEVERAL INQUIRIES FOR MR. DEAN REGARDING THIS. HOWEVER—]

The orb swiveled back to Taro. 

[THAT IS FOR LATER. FIRST, WE MUST FINISH THE TOPIC OF WHY MR. TEIRO WAS ALMOST CERTAINLY NOT CREATED BY COLEMAN. REASON ONE: COLEMAN’S TECHNOLOGY WAS SIMPLY NOT GOOD ENOUGH.]

Taro blinked. "Wait, what? Dean said the guy was a genius. He was light-years ahead of everyone in this field. No offense to anyone else, but I can't imagine there’s someone out there better than Marl or Phantom. Is there some super-genius hiding in a closet somewhere?"

[NO,] Koume flashed. [WHILE I DO NOT HAVE A DIRECTORY OF EVERY BRAIN IN THE GALAXY, MISS MARL AND MR. PHANTOM ARE UNDOUBTEDLY TOP-TIER SPECIMENS. HOWEVER, MY POINT IS NOT WHETHER COLEMAN WAS SMART; IT IS WHETHER HE WAS SMART ENOUGH TO CREATE YOU. PLEASE ACCESS DATA FILE: DETAILED ITEM 2421.]

Taro pressed his terminal to his forehead again. Next to him, Marl and Ryza did the same.

[AS THE DATA SHOWS, COLEMAN SUCCESSFULLY CREATED MULTITASKING GIFTED AND BOOSTED MEN. THAT IS A FACT. SEVENTY-TWO YEARS AGO—LIKELY UNDER THE PREVIOUS GENERATION COLEMAN—A FINAL REPORT ON MULTITASKER DEVELOPMENT WAS FILED. THE EXPERIMENTS WERE DEEMED A SUCCESS WITH DEFINITIVE CONCLUSIONS.]

Taro skimmed the documents. It was all there, exactly as Koume described. The actual report was a wall of text so dense it made his eyes bleed, so he gave up halfway through the first page.

"...I see. Yeah, okay. If this is the limit, then there's no way he made Teiro," Marl said, pulling her terminal away.

Taro looked at her, confused. Marl sighed with the patience of a saint dealing with a particularly slow toddler. "Read the fine print, dummy."

"The report mentions their 'Ultimate Subject.' The poor guy died in the end, but before he kicked the bucket, he produced 'outstanding' results. He was exactly twenty times faster than the average person. Now, for us, twenty times is a freakish, record-breaking anomaly. But you?" She shot Taro a pointed look. "You’re in a completely different dimension, aren't you?"

Taro gave a weak, awkward shrug. "Ah... yeah."

It was true. If he actually pushed it, he could hit over four thousand times the average speed. If twenty times was an "anomaly," Taro was pretty sure he was a cosmic horror story.

[CORRECT. THAT IS POINT ONE,] Koume added, swaying slightly as her lamp flickered. [POINT TWO CONCERNS MR. TEIRO’S MEMORIES. WHILE OVERRIDE TECHNOLOGY CAN STUFF DATA AND MEMORIES INTO A BRAIN TO MAKE THEM FEEL REAL, YOU NEED A DATA BANK TO HOLD THAT INFORMATION IN THE FIRST PLACE.]

"That’s true," Marl agreed. "And judging by Koume's tone, there wasn't a Data Bank big enough. Human memory is messy and complicated. We still can't fully digitize it. Trying to store a whole person’s personality and life would take more than just a Data Bank; it would take..."

Marl trailed off, her hand resting on her cheek. She suddenly went quiet, her expression shifting into deep thought. Taro spent a moment distracted by the "miraculous excess flesh" of her cheek being squished by her arm, but when the silence dragged on, he looked up at her face.

"Marl?"

No answer. She was staring at a single point on the table. Taro followed her gaze and found himself looking at the steel sphere sitting there.

"Koume? Did something happen?"

Taro looked back and forth between the girl and the AI. But the answer didn't come from Marl.

[MR. TEIRO. KOUME IS AWARE OF EXACTLY ONE CASE WHERE THE DIGITIZATION OF A PERSONALITY WAS SUCCESSFUL.]

Koume’s voice was the same as always, but she tilted herself upward to look Taro right in the eye.

[THAT CASE IS KOUME HERSELF, MR. TEIRO. IN TERMS OF BEING A COMPLETELY UNIQUE, IMPOSSIBLE EXISTENCE... YOU AND I ARE OF THE SAME KIND.]
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Survival Report: Look, I’m sorry. I’m busy enough to die, but I’m still breathing.

The massive Battleship Plum had more than enough living space to go around.

However, since the ship relied on the BISHOP—a brainwave-based remote steering system—as its primary control method, it required an absurdly small number of personnel compared to your average old-school vessel. 

In fact, the ship was specifically tuned for a three-person skeleton crew: Taro, who possessed the Multitasking (Parallel Processing) Gift; Koume, a super-high-performance AI; and Marl, the greatest mechanic in the galaxy (at least in Taro’s somewhat biased opinion). In terms of "low-manpower operations," they were in a league of their own.

Naturally, this meant the ship had an obscene amount of spare room.

It takes a surprising amount of space to keep a single human being alive and comfortable. When you consider that the several thousand crew members who would normally be aboard a standard Battleship were entirely absent, you end up with a lot of empty real estate.

The Battleship Plum diverted most of that surplus space and energy into combat functions—think thicker armor plating, bigger turrets, and enough ammunition to level a moon—but even then, there was still far too much room left over. The members of Rising Sun, who treated the ship as their personal home, used that space however they damn well pleased.

"Industrial Module? Wait, isn't this Phantom-san’s room?"

Taro paused in the hallway, tilting his head at the data his BISHOP interface had just pulled from the module block in front of him. [MODULE TYPE: INDUSTRIAL]. Normally, these areas were Residential Modules or, at the very least, Composite Modules.

"It’s the right place. And it's not that weird," Marl said, shrugging. "My room is based on an Industrial Module too, you know?"

"Okay, I get it for you, Marl. You’re a machine-tinkering nut. You probably wanted to be able to perform ship maintenance without getting out of bed."

"Well, yeah. The Bridge and the Factory Block are a hike... Hey, are you sure I can't move my room closer to the Bridge?"

"Like hell I’m putting a dangerous module next to the command center. I’ll think about it if you can swear on your life that you won’t perform any 'unstable experiments' in your quarters."

"Then never mind."

"Wow, zero hesitation. Seriously, what kind of person lives in a room classified as a 'hazard'? Where’s your sense of maidenly decorum?"

"Shut up. It’s a badge of honor," Marl muttered, brushing her red hair out of her eyes with a practiced, cool expression. "Besides, 'maidenly' isn't really my brand."

Taro sighed, baffled by her logic. He decided to let it go for now and simply raised an eyebrow.

"Phantom-san! We’re here to visit! ...Oh, it's unlocked."

The Locking Function display read [OPEN]. For a split second, the word careless crossed Taro’s mind, but then he remembered that there were no strangers aboard the Plum. Given that the resident in question was Phantom, "dangerous" was a relative term.

"Is it cool if we just barge in? What if he’s watching some lewd holo-clips?"

"He’s not you or Alan, Taro."

"Hey! You don't know that! Besides, guys like us are the normal ones! We are the literal lynchpin of human survival!"

"Yes, yes. Good boy. You’re the 'Hope of Humanity,' we get it."

"Damn it! That’s so patronizing! ...But I kind of love it!"

Writhed in a brief fit of humiliating pleasure, Taro stepped through the sliding door into Phantom’s private quarters.

"Oh, it's just like the room back in Katsushika. He must have moved the whole thing over."

The cozy room was exactly as Taro remembered—filled with a hodgepodge of Antique furniture that radiated a warmth Taro found incredibly nostalgic.

"It’s my first time actually coming inside," Marl whispered, stepping in tentatively. "Whoa, look at this. Is that leather? Real leather?"

She hovered over a brown leather sofa—worn and aged, but impeccably clean—as if she were examining an exhibit in a Museum. When Taro told her it was the real deal, she scrambled back a few steps.

"How much does something like that cost? Surely it isn't from Earth, right?"

"Not a chance. Leather wouldn't last five thousand years."

"I figured... but still, it's a massive luxury. I could probably afford it, but I’d be too terrified to actually sit on it. Especially for everyday use."

"I think if cows were sold as meat instead of being kept as pets, leather would be a lot cheaper," Taro mused.

"True. But that’s years—maybe decades—away."

"Probably. We’ll have to figure out the leather-processing tech before then... Phantom-san? You in the back?"

Unlike Marl, who was treating the floor like a minefield, Taro stomped through the living space. He checked a few rooms that looked like living quarters, but they were empty. He kept pushing further in.

"Why can't I see his location on BISHOP? This module is huge," Marl said, poking at a Coffee Mill that was definitely an Earth-original antique. Taro glanced back, smiling when he noticed a hand-crafted wooden base with a little drawer had been added to the mill.

"The guy's a fast worker... Oh, right. I think his BISHOP setup is customized. It’s not tuned like ours."

"Oh, I see. Maybe I’ll see if I can make them compatible later."

"Yeah, it’s kind of a pain for us right now. If something goes wrong, we wouldn't even know where to start looking... but he should definitely be here."

They couldn't see his exact coordinates, but Taro knew he was home. He’d checked with Phantom before they’d even left their own quarters.

"Well, if he’s not in the front, he’s gotta be here. This looks... intense."

Taro stopped at the very end of the internal hallway, staring dubiously at a final, unopened door. It was a heavy, rugged slab of metal that looked more like a spaceship’s airlock than a bedroom door.

"Wow. That’s basically a bulkhead," Marl said, catching up. "How do you even open this? Is it purely mechanical? BISHOP isn't responding."

"It’s just a manual handle," Taro said with a sigh. He gripped the lever, put his weight into it, and heaved the door open.

"...Whoa. Okay, wasn't expecting this."

Beyond the steel door lay a cavernous room packed with rows of machinery.

The sight reminded Taro of the Plum’s cryostasis chamber, but this place was much cleaner and better organized. The equipment looked relatively new, and the floor was clear of the usual mess of cables—they were likely tucked away beneath the floorboards.

"Is this a Cooling Room for a Parallel Computer? What on earth is he doing with all this processing power?" Marl asked, rubbing her arms against the sudden chill in the air. Taro shrugged and huddled his shoulders as they walked toward the back. At the far end, an open doorway led to another room.

"What about this... Uh, I don't know. I think I saw something like this at Makina Corp. What are these?"

The narrow back room was lined with tall, boxy devices that towered over Taro, forming a narrow aisle down the center.

"These are printers," Marl said, leaning around the back of one to inspect the wiring. "Though they’ve been heavily modified. I’m not sure they’re being used for their original purpose."

"Is he printing flyers or something?" Taro asked. Marl tilted her head in confusion.

"Flyers? You mean the paper advertisements? What does a printer have to do with those?"

"What do you mean 'what'? You print the ads on the paper. To sell stuff. ...Wait, do you guys even have paper? I saw 'flyers' listed as an expense in the ad budget once."

"Of course we have flyers. You upload the data to an Advertising Chip. ...Hold on, did they actually hand out physical paper on Earth? That’s such a waste of resources. Wouldn't people just find it annoying?"

"Well, they’d shove them in your mailbox, mostly. And we recycled them! Do you have any idea how much masterpiece art was created on the back of blank flyers?"

"I have no idea what you're talking about. Also, sending things directly to someone's house? That's terrifying. Did corporations back then have that much control over personal data?"

"Eh? Oh, uh... no, it's not like that. They didn't target specific people. They just blasted them out to everyone indiscriminately, hoping someone would bite."

"That is shockingly inefficient. What a waste... Also, just to be clear, when I say 'printer,' I don’t mean ink. These are for printing electronic circuit boards."

"Oh. Well, that makes more sense... and also makes me even more confused about what he’s doing. This is way too much gear for a hobby."

"Really? I have something similar in my module," Marl noted.

"Marl, you are the exception, not the rule."

Shivering, the two pushed deeper into the room. Phantom was nowhere to be seen, and the massive machines blocked their line of sight, making it hard to see if there was another exit.

"Did we miss him? But he said he was bedridden. It’s not like he’s out for a jog. Maybe there’s a hidden door?"

Taro sat down on the spiral stairs that wrapped around a large cylindrical device at the very back of the room. Marl sat on the opposite side of the stairs and shot him a look. "Don't be ridiculous."

"Besides, why would he hide? He's not like you, Taro. He doesn't do things just for a laugh."

"Hey, what kind of person do you think I am? I’m offended."

"You know exactly what kind of person you are. If Etta came over to visit, you’d absolutely hide just to mess with her."

"I mean... yeah. I've done that."

"Stop doing that! ...Anyway, let's go back. I’d rather wait in the living room. It’s freezing in here."

Marl stood up, rubbing her arms. Taro had no reason to stay in the cold, so he stood up as well. 

"Hello, Teiro. Hello, Marl. Thank you for coming."

The voice was right next to them. Taro jumped, spinning around, but there was no one there. The cylindrical device looked like nothing more than a giant, unadorned metal tub. When Taro peered inside, all he saw was his own reflection in the polished metal. Marl looked just as confused on the other side.

"I had my sensory organs closed. My apologies for the delay."

The voice definitely came from the device. Then, the flat surface of the metal lid began to ripple. Taro recoiled in horror, his face twisting as the impossible unfolded before his eyes.

From the perfectly flat metal lid, a human eye, a mouth, and an ear began to bulge outward, sprouting from the steel like a grotesque, living relief sculpture.
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Consider this a status report on my survival.

I think I’ll be able to take some more time for myself in a little while.

A lake of liquid metal swayed and surged.

Ears, eyes, and a nose sprouted haphazardly from the shimmering surface as the mass stretched upward, eventually coalescing into the upper torso of a man. A head emerged from the fluid, followed by a pair of reaching arms.

"Hmm. I suppose you'd prefer the look you're familiar with? I've lost about forty percent of my body tissue... so forgive me if I'm looking a bit lumpy."

The metallic bust let out a murmur, and its mirror-smooth surface began to dull, shifting into a texture resembling human skin. It didn't look like a surface-level change; it was more like the skin was being shoved out from the inside.

Once it finally sprouted hair, the bust gave a massive, body-cracking stretch—the kind a human makes after a long nap. Then, the liquid metal morphed into the gentle, smiling face of the Phantom Taro knew so well.

"Phantom-san... Uh, okay. That's a little terrifying," Taro said, his own smile definitely twitching. He shot a look at Marl, practically begging for help. She looked just as speechless as he was, but after catching Taro's eye, she gave a tiny shake of her head and found her voice.

"Um, I'm sorry. Should we have even seen that? This feels like... a very private situation."

Phantom, still just a floating torso, shook his head.

"I don't mind. It might be a private place, technically, but I decided this was necessary."

He gave a slightly awkward smile. When Taro echoed, "Necessary?" Phantom nodded slowly.

"I had a little chat with Miss Koume. Just a brief one. The result was that I did some soul-searching. I think I'd become a bit too accustomed to Drei—to cold, dry relationships."

Phantom stared into the distance as if lost in thought. While Taro and Marl stood there looking like idiots, not sure what to make of the mood, he pointed toward the exit.

"It's chilly in here. Let's talk in the other room."

The bust-version of Phantom gripped the edge of the tub-like device and hauled himself upward. The metal inside the tub stretched and morphed, following his lead until he possessed a complete human body. Taro watched the process with his mouth hanging open, while Marl immediately looked at her feet and averted her gaze.

Probably because Phantom was currently stark-naked.

"Oops, my apologies. Don't let it bother you, though. I don't have any reproductive organs. I could attach some if the mood struck me, but there's no real need for them right now, is there?"

Phantom’s tone was pure mischief. Taro caught Marl turning a bright, vibrant red and started grinning at her like a moron—a hobby he enjoyed right up until she delivered a violent kick to his shin.

A short while later, they were in a room packed with a chaotic mess of Antiques. Phantom had changed into some casual clothes and sat across from Taro and Marl, who were perched on a sofa. Taro watched Marl shift uncomfortably on the high-end natural leather cushions while he took a sip of the drink Phantom had offered. It had a faint, sweet aroma, but the liquid itself burned his tongue like a blowtorch.

"You've gotten better at handling your liquor," Phantom laughed.

"I have to drink a lethal amount just to survive the social side of the job," Taro replied with a pained smile.

"I see. Well, that sounds about right. Keep up the hard work for our sakes, Mr. Representative Director and President. I think I'll join you today... I'll just set my body to actually absorb the alcohol."

Phantom tilted an intricately carved metal bottle and poured himself a glass. Taro watched, fascinated. This was a rare sight. He’d never seen the man even remotely tipsy.

"Normally, your body just breaks it all down instantly, right?"

"Indeed," Phantom replied. "Alcohol—well, toxins in general—are handled that way. Some are neutralized, but most are just stored in my body without being absorbed. It's less of a hassle that way; I can just vent them out later."

"Whoa, that's handy. I'm jealous."

"Jealous? Hmm. I suppose you would be. Personally, I'm jealous of you."

"Huh? Why? There's nothing good about having a meat-body. Sure, the Medical Machine can fix most things, but we still get sick and have hangovers."

"Haha, true. But that is the natural, correct state of being. At least, that's how I feel... Tell me, you two both have navels, right?"

Phantom’s smile vanished, replaced by a deadly serious expression.

"Uh, yeah, sure," Taro said, patting his stomach and tilting his head. Marl did the same, looking equally baffled.

"As humans... or rather, as mammals... it's a useless thing to have after birth. But it is something that should be there."

"If you say so. But even Cyborgs like you had one before you got cybernetic, right? I honestly wouldn't mind losing mine. I mean, it's a navel. It's a useless dirt-trap that makes your stomach hurt if you poke it too much. It's basically a design flaw that's picking a fight with me."

"No, I never had one. The others are as you say, but my case is different. I was born without one. Or rather, I'm not sure if the word 'born' even applies. I didn't come from anything."

Phantom stared into his glass as he spoke. Taro’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, but Phantom kept going.

"I was being modified from the moment the fertilized Egg began to divide. From that point on, I was just moved back and forth between test tubes and Capsules. Nobody can say for sure when my 'birth' actually happened. Even the Germ Cells were synthesized. I have no parents. I was told I was based on the Somatic Cells of Coleman and some other individual, but I doubt there's a trace of them left in me."

Phantom tilted his head, looking genuinely puzzled. Taro and Marl traded looks of pure confusion, struggling to process the heavy lore drop.

"Naturally, I don't have reproductive organs, and my hormone balance is a disaster—though it's kept artificially stable. I'll likely never love another person as long as I live, and I doubt I even understand what the word means. At least not in a sexual sense. Technically, Leila's family acted as my guardians, but they never looked at me like a son. I was just a project for a Foster Parent for Emotional Development. It’s a natural reaction when you’re dealing with a monster."

Phantom spoke while knocking back his drink at a pace that would have put Taro in a coma. He emptied the glass, let out a long breath, and started pouring a refill.

"I know everything about you two. I’ve investigated you, and we’ve been together a long time. There are still mysteries surrounding Teiro, but I know the current you quite well. The same goes for Marl—I even have detailed records on her from Coleman's Facility. But you two know nothing about me. It isn't fair, is it?"

Phantom arched an eyebrow as if to say, Checkmate. Taro wondered if "fairness" really worked that way, but he kept his mouth shut.

Taro trusted Phantom. To him, it didn't really matter what the guy was or where he came from. But that didn't mean he wasn't interested. When you're close to someone, you naturally want to know their story. And to Taro, Phantom was a close friend. A comrade.

"I mean... thanks for telling us? I think? I don't really know what to say, but I don't think of you as a monster, Phantom-san. I might call you one as a compliment sometimes, but that's it."

At Taro's blunt honesty, Phantom’s face lit up with exaggerated joy. "Well, that's a relief!"

"I-is it? I mean, I don't think anyone really cares. You're reliable, and you've saved our necks a million times. Right, Marl?"

Taro was a little creeped out by how happy Phantom seemed, so he tried to pass the baton. Marl, clearly feeling the same awkwardness, stammered out a reply.

"Y-yeah! We wouldn't have survived this war without your intel and your help. We’ve got talented people coming in from the Battle School constantly, and none of them have a bad word to say about you. Even if they knew what you just told us, I don't think that would change."

Marl gestured emphatically with a serious face. She took a sip from her glass and immediately started coughing and blinking, clearly stunned by the strength of the booze.

"Hmm. I see... That’s wonderful. Truly wonderful. Hearing that from you specifically means a lot. It's marvelous."

Phantom was in such a good mood that Taro started to worry the guy actually was drunk. But then, Phantom’s expression sharpened. He leaned in close to both of them.

"If those words are true, then I want you to apply that same logic to yourselves. This is a request from me."

Silence filled the room. The duo tried to respond, but their brains were still buffering. They just sat there, opening and closing their mouths like landed fish.

Finally, Taro chewed over the words and pouted. "Hey, we're the ones who came to visit you because you were hurt. Why are we the ones being comforted?"

Phantom let out a laugh. This time, it was a shockingly natural, innocent smile—like that of a child. "Does it really matter who's comforting who?"

Taro and Marl were taken aback by the genuine expression—the first they'd ever seen on him—and couldn't help but crack smiles of their own.

"It's been a while, so I think the alcohol is hitting me faster than expected. I might have messed up the pacing... Ah, right. One more thing. I might as well say it now."

Phantom held up an index finger and looked them in the eye.

"Coleman. And Eden. I'm going to tell you everything I know about those two. I believe you've proven yourselves trustworthy enough to hear it. It took me a while to reach that conclusion, and for that, I hope you'll forgive me."

He lowered his finger and let out a heavy sigh.

"Because this is a very, very heavy story. Even if most of it is technically just a theory."
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"I’ve known certain things for a while, but it’s not just that," Phantom began, staring off into the middle distance. "Tagging along with you lot and seeing the data from the Facility has filled in a lot of blanks. Some of it is just guesswork, and other parts are still murky. It’s a bit tricky to decide where to start, but it’s not like we’re on a timer."

Taro watched as Phantom’s lips moved in a faint, rhythmic mutter. Probably making a call, Taro figured. 

"...That should do. Now, as for my origin story, it’s pretty much what I told you. The gritty details are mostly pointless and definitely wouldn't make for good dinner conversation. Let's just hit the highlights: Coleman had an army of lab rats like me and Etta, and he was cooking up something big. The question is—what was the end goal?"

Taro shrugged and piped up. "Probably that 'Brain Evolution' research, right? And obviously, he needed a way to fund the madness. That’s my best guess based on what we found in those weird Eggs."

Phantom nodded slowly. "Well, you’re not wrong. That 'Formula' the Mercenaries were peddling was a gold mine. They probably made a killing selling Sonarmen directly or auctioning off tech to the Military. As for the evolution bit, that tracks too. I’ve got plenty of personal memories that point in that direction."

Phantom’s face twisted into a grimace of pure disgust. Taro stayed quiet, figured it was better not to poke the bear when it came to repressed lab-rat trauma.

"Hey, Phantom," Marl said, leaning in with a look of intense concentration. "Was this Coleman guy... I don't know, a 'Science is God' fanatic? Or maybe just a world-class narcissist? Was he the type who’d rather cuddle a microscope than a human being?"

Phantom shook his head. "To be honest? He was just a very ordinary old man. He didn't seem particularly greedy, but I wouldn't call him a saintly ascetic either. He laughed, he got angry, he cried. He had his quirks, sure, but he didn't seem like some transcendent outlier of the human race. He was remarkably... average."

Marl’s brow furrowed, her beautiful profile scrunching up in thought. 

"Is this a big deal?" Taro whispered.

"Yes," she snapped back. "Think about it, Taro. Ordinary people want status, fame, or whatever fits their ego. Even if they’re losers, they usually want some kind of payoff, right?"

"I mean, I guess," Taro replied. "But the guy was knee-deep in illegal experiments. Maybe he just couldn't go public even if he wanted to?"

"Maybe. But there are always ways to play the game. Look at the Etta working for the Mercenaries—she’s been doing exactly that. Usually, if you build something world-changing, you want someone to clap for you. It’s called a 'desire for self-display.' But Coleman..."

"Ah... I get it," Taro said, the gears finally turning. "The goal behind the goal."

"Exactly! Is 'Brain Evolution' really an end in itself? Sure, a better brain sounds great, but that makes it a tool, not a destination. So what was he actually after? Some kind of god-tier knowledge?"

The two men fell silent, the weight of the realization sinking in.

"There are plenty of researchers across the galaxy chasing Brain Evolution," Phantom said, his eyes sharpening. "If that was his only goal, why do it in total isolation? Even if he was doing shady, illegal stuff, he should have had partners in crime. His methods weren't just inefficient—they were unnatural."

Taro nodded. "So, basically..." 

"He was researching Brain Evolution because it was the only way to finish some solo project he had going," Taro summarized.

The other two nodded in unison. Taro crossed his arms and stared at the ceiling, trying to wrap his head around his own conclusion. Marl mimicked the pose beside him.

"............"

"............"

The silence stretched on. Finally, Taro looked down, glanced at Marl’s sour expression, and then turned to Phantom.

"Is this... like, a 'scale of the universe' kind of thing?" Taro asked, a wild theory popping into his head.

Phantom let out a dry, short laugh. "Yeah."

Marl jumped. "Wait, you actually figured it out?"

"I mean, not the specifics. But the... vibe. The direction."

Marl’s frown deepened. Taro waved his hands dismissively before she could start grilling him. 

"Look, if he was doing something he had to do alone, something that no one else could ever help with... then basically..." 

Taro raised an eyebrow and gave a massive, 'I’m-so-done-with-this' shrug. 

"It means he was planning on picking a fight with the entire human race, right?"

Phantom didn't say a word. He didn't deny it, either. He just stared at Taro with a dead-serious expression.

In Taro's mind, a single image flickered: the silhouette of WIND, the entity they’d discovered back in Coleman's Facility.



"I swear, you bring me nothing but the most absolute garbage information and the most headache-inducing proposals every single time."

General Dean’s exasperated voice echoed through the posh, high-end guest suite on Delta Star System’s Station 1. It was the kind of room reserved for Imperial brass and people who didn't look at their own credit card statements.

Following the heavy talk with Marl and Phantom, Koume had dropped a bombshell: someone from the Facility was still kicking. Phantom had asked her to dig, and against all odds, she’d actually found a survivor.

And that was exactly why they were here.

"Heh-heh-heh! But come on, Dean-san, I’ve given you plenty of juicy wins too, haven't I?" Taro said, stooping low and rubbing his hands together like a sleazy merchant from an old manga.

Behind him, Marl, Liza, and Koume were perched on a sofa across from Dean. Phantom stood by the door like a silent, metal gargoyle.

"Hmph. I won't deny that. Let's hope this time is no different."

"Ah, well, this one is... uh... maybe? Depends on how it goes," Taro muttered, tilting his head.

Dean gave him a skeptical, narrowed look. Taro offered a weak, "Ah-ha-ha..." which Dean eventually dismissed with a wave of his hand.

"Whatever. A favor is a favor. I happen to consider you a high-value asset, Taro."

Dean pulled out a terminal and tapped a few commands. Seconds later, there was a knock. The door slid open.

"............"

A man in his thirties walked in. He let Phantom perform a quick security pat-down before walking over to stand by Dean. He didn't look scared—he looked annoyed, like he was being forced to attend a very boring HR meeting.

"I’d introduce you, but that’s a bit redundant, isn't it? You’re the ones who asked me to drag him here," Dean said, sinking back into the plush sofa.

Every eye in the room—except Dean’s—bolted to the newcomer. The tension was thick enough to cut with a vibro-blade.

"He’s the Representative Director of Zyle Strategic, a logistics firm born from the ashes of the Inter-corporate War. As you're aware, they inherited the Mercenaries' assets and took on the legal burden of reparations and reintegration for the Facility's victims."

Taro recognized the face. He’d seen the guy at a few Post-war Reparations hearings.

"His name is Samuel Campbell," Dean continued. "That’s the identity I provided for him—new face, new papers. To you lot, he’s one of the former directors of the Mercenaries. But apparently, that’s not the part that matters. Honestly, I was shocked when your request came in. It turns out even his original name was a fake... So, let’s hear it. What’s the name you started with?"

Dean looked at the man with bored indifference. The man had no choice—the guy asking was an Imperial General. He nodded once and opened his mouth.

"Joachim. I haven't used it in forever. Honestly, it feels weird even saying it out loud. But the first name I was ever given was Joachim."

He let out a sharp, self-deprecating snort.

"Joachim... Joachim Enfo Coleman."

(Author's Note: I messed up the last post, so now the impact of the reveal is basically dead. Ugh.)
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"Coleman."

Whose voice was that? It was thin, a mere rasp squeezed from a tight throat. Taro felt the temperature in the room plummet. He instinctively braced himself, his muscles locking up.

"Well, sit. I’m sure this is going to be a long one," Dean said. It wasn’t a request; it was a cold confirmation of reality. The man claiming to be Coleman sank into a single-seater sofa without a word.

"........................"

Silence stretched between them. The man stared at the floor with an expression of pure boredom, but the others didn't take their eyes off him for a second.

How much time crawled by? Just as Taro began to get annoyed by the rhythmic sound of his own breathing, the man spoke abruptly.

"Do you believe in God? Or at least... an entity like that?"

The voice was low, yet it rang through the silent suite with crystalline clarity. Taro reflexively glanced at Dean, but the General simply gave a casual, dismissive wave of his hand.

"Relax. This room is physically shielded from the outside. Though, seeing your reaction, it’s clear you aren’t joking."

Taro let out a long, shaky breath. He had already briefed Dean on the freakish phenomena surrounding the first Coleman and the existence of the Cyber WIND that Phantom had encountered on Planet Nuke. Based on the General's response, he’d been skeptical, but he’d at least had the sense to take precautions.

"I’m not nearly brave enough to prank General Dean yet... so, uh, Mr. Joachim? Is this 'God' the kind of prick who just pops his followers' heads like balloons?"

Emboldened by his relief, Taro let the question fly. The man actually looked surprised for a fleeting second.

"I see. So that’s how he died. For someone so talented, what a pathetic end."

The man leaned back into the sofa, relaxing his posture as a faint, hollow smile touched his lips.

"From where we were standing, it was a total horror show," Marl snapped, her face twisting in disgust as the memories resurfaced. "And the kind that isn't even fun to watch. From the way you’re talking, you know exactly what that thing is, don't you?"

"I’d like to say 'of course,' but who knows? If you say I know, then I suppose I do. If you say I haven't the faintest clue, you’d also be right."

It was a non-answer. Taro initially thought he was being evasive, but looking at the man’s face, it seemed like he was genuinely trying to find the words. He looked like a man deep in thought. Taro reached out to steady Marl, who was about to bolt upright in indignation, and signaled for the man to keep going.

"As you’ve likely guessed, it’s definitely something related to BISHOP," Joachim continued. "But even knowing that, it’s not like we can understand it. It’s always one-sided. It just... arrives. It does what is necessary, and it doesn't ask permission."

He looked like he’d just swallowed a mouthful of bile. Taro looked at his confused teammates and took the lead.

"Arrives? What does that even mean? Does this 'God' guy actually reach out and touch someone?"

The man gave a dry, cynical laugh.

"Oh, yes. Very much so. That’s why 'we' believe. We don’t just believe, we are certain. We only call it 'God' for convenience. By definition, it’s the closest word we have."

"Hmm... and by 'we,' you mean that literal army of Colemans, right?"

"Correct. You’ve done your homework. Though I suppose that’s obvious—you found New Eden. I’m impressed you actually made it to the center."

"Heh, it was a bit of a pain in the ass. Which means we have a way to double-check your bullshit, you know?"

"Hmph. I have no reason to lie. Now that the woman is gone, there’s no one left to punish me for being honest. Besides, I’ve already been forsaken by God."

"Is that so? Forsaken? What, did you get excommunicated?"

"Excommunicated... hmm." Joachim chuckled, looking genuinely amused for once. "I see. You’re much sharper than you look. Excommunicated. Yes, that is a perfect word for it. If that’s the kind of power we lost to, then I can live with the defeat."

Taro looked around as Joachim laughed to himself. Everyone else looked just as baffled as he was.

...Man, is religion like, a super-niche hobby in this era?

Taro muttered the thought to himself but decided it wasn't worth dwelling on. "Anyway, can you get a bit more specific? Like, concrete details."

Joachim shrugged as if to say fair enough. He took a moment to gather his thoughts before speaking.

"I hear a voice. It comes from nowhere. It’s a strange sound—neither male nor female. Actually, 'voice' isn't the right word. It isn't made of words; it’s more like the meaning itself is being injected directly into my mind. It’s hard to explain. This is the first time I’ve tried to put it into words for someone else."

He was practically whispering to himself now. Taro didn't quite get it, but he figured it was probably some flavor of telepathy and rolled with it.

"Certain mental disorders can cause similar symptoms," Phantom interjected from the doorway. "Auditory hallucinations, delusions, that sort of thing. How can you be so sure it isn't just a glitch in your head?"

The man shook his head at Phantom’s skepticism. "Given that we have no genetic markers for such illnesses, the fact that every single Coleman reports the exact same symptoms is proof enough."

"But you’re all clones," Phantom countered. "You’ve likely all been subjected to the same information via Override. You were raised to have identical memories and traits. We found evidence of that in the Facility."

Joachim’s face soured. "We aren’t all perfect copies. Failures like me exist. Besides, a voice born from a broken mind wouldn't be able to generate undiscovered physical Formulas or mathematical theorems."

Phantom let out a small "Hmm," seemingly satisfied by that logic. Taro piped up with, "I mean, there’s always the Ramanujan example, right?"

The room went dead silent. Taro realized he had no idea why he’d said that name, or even who it belonged to. Everyone was staring at him in total confusion.

"Uh, forget I said anything," Taro said, waving it off. Where did that word even come from?

"Ramanu... was that some ancient scholar?" Marl shook her head. "Whatever. More importantly, what’s this 'failure' business? You’re saying you’re different from the other Colemans?"

The man didn't nod, but his "Yeah" was firm.

"One day, the voice just... stopped. Maybe my role was over, or maybe I just wasn't useful anymore. Either way, it went silent, and I was kicked out of the Facility. The only reason they didn't kill me was because Coleman thought I might still have some scrap of utility."

"So you're a failure... which means the 'other' Coleman was hearing it the whole time?"

"Exactly. He followed that voice to the letter. It was nauseating to watch how blindly he believed in it. But I suppose that was what he was designed for. It makes me want to puke, but he seemed happy enough. Maybe it wasn't a bad deal for him."

"I’m not so sure about that," Marl said firmly. "People should live by their own will. Anyway, was the voice only giving you scientific data? Or was it... I don't know, giving you social or political directions?"

Taro winced slightly at the phrase own will. He’d been trying to ignore it, but this whole "hearing voices" thing felt uncomfortably familiar.

"Of course," Joachim said. "The voice knew things it had no business knowing. Deep secrets. It would say, 'Do this with that person' or 'Go there at this time.' As long as we followed its lead, the Facility ran without a hitch. I wouldn't call its advice 'common sense,' but it was far too calculated to come from something ignorant of how society works."

Taro sat there, rigid, as Joachim continued. Marl hummed thoughtfully.

"I see... but that doesn't make sense. That sounds way beyond anything Cyber WIND should be capable of. We still don't know everything about it, but I can't imagine it has an intelligence that outstrips all of humanity. Physically, the hardware shouldn't be able to handle that kind of processing."

She was mostly talking to herself, but Taro took her word for it. She was the hardware expert, after all. Still, he knew there was an exception to every rule. And in this room, that exception was—

[A QUESTION, MR. COLEMAN. MAY I ASK ONE THING?]

The synthetic voice belonged to Koume. She had been silent until now, but her intervention cut through the tension like a blade.

[YOU STATED THAT YOU RELIED ON THE VOICE FOR THE OPERATION OF THE FACILITY. THIS SUGGESTS THE VOICE POSSESSED A CONSISTENT NARRATIVE OR GOAL. SUCH A COMPLEX FACILITY COULD NOT BE OPERATED ON MERE CAPRICE. DO YOU HAVE ANY INSIGHT INTO WHAT THAT ULTIMATE GOAL WAS?]

Joachim looked up, meeting Koume’s gaze for the first time. He tilted his head, studying the android.

"I told you, 'God' is the closest definition. And there is really only one thing a God does. It creates new life."

Joachim flashed the most cynical, jagged smile Taro had ever seen.

"It’s building the next species. The one that’s going to replace humanity."

It’s been way too long. I’ve completely lost my touch with this.
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“………………”

A heavy silence descended upon the room. The gathered members exchanged wordless glances and gave each other slight, knowing nods.

“Hmph. I expected you to be shocked, or perhaps even appalled,” Joachim said, sounding genuinely surprised by their lack of reaction. 

Taro just waved a dismissive hand in front of his face. “Oh, I’m shocked. Totally floored. But, well, we’d already braced ourselves for something like this.”

Actually, we basically called it, Taro thought, recalling the conversation he’d had with Marl and Phantom.

Phantom had apparently suspected the truth for a while, and during their recent strategy session, Taro had managed to reach the same conclusion: there was something out there trying to pick a fight with the entire human race.

Of course, it had been nothing more than a wild guess—and the kind of terrifying theory he’d hoped would be wrong—but hearing it directly from a primary source made it impossible to ignore. The evidence was simply too consistent to dismiss as mere absurdity.

“So WIND is supposed to be our successor? That hardly seems realistic,” Liza remarked. She had remained silent until now, likely feeling like an outsider since she wasn't part of The Facility’s inner circle. 

Joachim tilted his head. “WIND?”

“Your old hangout had a whole research wing dedicated to WIND,” Taro explained. “I checked with Alan, and he said even the official Imperial labs aren’t that far along, especially when it comes to the software side of things… though I might have ‘borrowed’ a bit of it myself.”

Taro mumbled that last part under his breath.

Enigma, one of Rising Sun’s biggest cash cows, was a technology born from analyzing that specific laboratory. It was currently raking in obscene amounts of profit and was being distributed across the galaxy by Gigantech Corp. 

“I see. Now that you mention it, I suppose that was part of the plan. Whether it was the primary objective, I cannot say. The Voice only told us what to do; it never shared its inner thoughts.”

“The primary objective, huh? But if that’s the case, we can’t even be sure if the whole ‘Replacement Species for Humanity’ thing is anything more than your own guess,” Taro pointed out.

“True enough. It is entirely possible it was attempting something else altogether.”

“...Well, there’s no point betting on the 'maybe they're nice' option. It’s more realistic to prep for the worst-case scenario. If we’re wrong, we can just laugh about it later over drinks,” Taro said.

“Wise.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Taro gave a half-hearted reply to Joachim’s dry compliment and took a moment to summarize the situation.

The enemy—and they were definitely enemies—was The Voice. Using the Override Device and the equipment within The Facility, it had churned out Colemans to act as its hands and feet. It was clear now that this had been going on for a very long time, involving a significant number of clones.

It had forced them to conduct research into the evolutionary refinement of biological organisms, presumably with the goal of creating a species to replace mankind. Taro didn’t like to admit it, but Marl, Bella, and even Phantom—with their inhumanly high specs—were likely the fruits of that labor.

The Alpha Region Space had been their private hunting ground, a place to harvest the funds and resources needed for their experiments. While Rising Sun had acted as a massive wrench in the gears of history and put a stop to it there, they had no idea what was happening in other sectors or star systems.

However, they had succeeded in neutralizing what appeared to be the headquarters. Research facilities were usually centralized for efficiency, so it was unlikely that identical facilities were scattered everywhere. In fact, the Data Bank at New Eden showed no signs of major data transfers with other sites.

“So, through a mix of coincidence and a ‘landslide’ victory, we’ve actually managed to sabotage them pretty well. But man, finding out we accidentally saved humanity… how am I supposed to feel about that? Is it okay to just be happy?” Taro grumbled.

Usually, in stories, you’re supposed to actually know who the enemy is before you crush them, he thought. 

“I wonder about that,” Liza chimed in. “Calling us the ‘Savior of Humanity’ feels like a bit of an exaggeration. The Colemans were certainly planning something audacious, but was it actually feasible? That part doesn't seem very realistic to me.”

Liza looked like she was struggling with the technicalities, but many in the room nodded in agreement. The Mercenaries, while a massive organization under Coleman influence, paled in comparison to a titan like Gigantech Corp. And if they ever truly challenged the Galactic Imperial Government Forces, the power gap would be so laughable it wasn't even worth comparing.

Then, the voice of the Imperial General rang out.

“Anti-government factions are a dime a dozen in this galaxy, for all sorts of reasons,” Dean said. “One could argue the Colemans were just another radical sect. Though, of course, you all deserve plenty of praise for mopping up such insolent rebels.”

Taro offered a wry smile. Having struggled so hard in the last war, it was a bit jarring to hear Dean dismiss the enemy as ‘just another faction.’ 

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Taro said, before pivoting to a different question. “Look, I think I get the gist of the Coleman situation. We just need to find the true identity of The Voice. If there are other facilities, we’ll find clues there. And if we can bag a living Coleman, that’s probably the fastest shortcut.”

A chorus of agreement followed. Now that they knew what they were dealing with, everyone felt confident they could handle a second round better than the first.

“But the problem is, these places could be anywhere in the galaxy, right? We can’t chase them all down ourselves. We’ll have to let Gigantech and the Imperial Military handle the heavy lifting while we take responsibility for our own backyard. But that brings me to my next question—”

Taro paused, bringing up the mystery that had been gnawing at him since the moment they boarded New Eden—a puzzle none of his crew had been able to solve. He ran through his theories one last time, confirmed he still had no answer, and finally voiced it.

“Where did all the people in New Eden go? We haven't found a single soul.”

The place was empty. For a fully functional facility, it was hauntingly unnatural.

Given its purpose, if the staff were no longer needed, the enemy would have likely self-destructed the whole place—especially the sensitive data terminals. Yet the facility remained intact, and Rising Sun’s researchers were currently picking through the archives.

And yet, there were simply no people.

“...Is there no possibility they were… disposed of?” Joachim asked. It was a question, not an answer. He clearly didn’t know.

“You guys don't exactly strike me as the 'safety first, evacuate the personnel' type,” Taro spat, crossing his arms in frustration. Joachim had been exiled from New Eden a long time ago, so Taro hadn't expected him to know, but the confirmation was still a letdown.

“Hmm.”

Dean let out a small sound. It was a single syllable that sounded disinterested on the surface, yet carried an undeniable, heavy weight. The room went still as all eyes turned to him.

“The Delta Star System is perfectly managed,” Dean said. He crossed his legs with an air of absolute authority, his face twisted into a grimace Taro had never seen before. He began to tap the polished tabletop with an irritable, rhythmic thud of his index finger. 

“I mean that literally. Every person. Every object. Every byte of information. Everything is tracked. This is the heart of the Empire; no exceptions are permitted. In any other sector, perhaps, but not here.”

Clack. Clack. Clack. The inorganic sound filled the gaps between his words. He looked uncharacteristically restless. Maybe he’s not used to being disconnected from BISHOP for this long, Taro wondered.

“...I intended to keep this within the military, but I’ll stop. Since you are all involved, it would be more advantageous to bring you into the fold.”

The tapping stopped. Dean pointed his finger directly at Taro.

“As you requested, I had the Central Server Information Group scrub the Delta Star System, including the space around The Facility. There are zero records of unidentified personnel. No navigation logs for ships heading toward that facility. Based on its scale, we aren't talking about ten or twenty people, are we? It is impossible for them to be hiding.”

Dean spoke as if he were addressing an invisible entity hovering just behind Taro. Taro felt a chill, sensing a presence that Dean was staring at through him.

“Since there is no way to leave Delta without using a Stargate, we have a contradiction. So, which is the truth? Either New Eden was empty from the very beginning… or the data within our Imperial Data Bank—the highest security in the galaxy—was rewritten by someone.”

Dean let out a short, dry chuckle and lowered his hand.

“Heh. I found traces of something similar happening once in the distant past, but I assumed it was an isolated incident. It seems I was mistaken. We’re going to have to brace ourselves.”

The emotion vanished from Dean’s face as he stood up. He walked toward the exit and spoke without looking back.

“It’s the military. Someone very high up. We have a traitor in our midst, without a doubt. It looks like it’s time to cross swords.”

Dean turned the knob and vanished from the room.

Behind him, no one could find the words to speak.

Thank you so much for all the feedback! It really keeps me going.
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Even after General Dean made his exit, the interrogation of Joachim Coleman dragged on for hours. He was the first living, breathing witness they’d found in this whole Coleman-flavored mess, and Taro had a mountain of questions he wanted to bury the man under.

How many more of these creepy facilities are there?

Are there other guys like you wandering around the galaxy?

Who are these military traitors Dean keeps grumbling about?

Is this pathetic lab the best your research could do? And what the hell is the deal with WIND?

Taro vented every ounce of built-up frustration, lobbing questions that ranged from "critically important" to "completely irrelevant." He just wanted answers, damn it.

In reality, there was probably no need to rush. Joachim Coleman didn’t look like he had any plans to bolt. In fact, just as he’d said, he didn’t seem to have a single secret left that he felt like protecting. The man was a dry well.

Still, Taro felt the need to squeeze out every last drop.

"H-hey. Don't you think you should, I don't know... stay in a bunker for a bit?"

The interrogation had finally wound down, and the hour was getting obscenely late. Taro caught up to Coleman at the exit of the room, calling out to him as he stood by the door. Coleman glanced back over his shoulder and gave a shrug so exaggerated it was practically an Olympic sport.

"What, are you suggesting I live the rest of my days with a lead-lined skull? Even that wouldn't block the signal, and it sounds dreadfully inconvenient. I'll pass."

In this corner of the galaxy, BISHOP was everywhere. People lived their entire lives plugged into the network. Unless you were a hermit or an astronaut in deep space, being 'offline' was basically a myth. Which was exactly why Taro was sweating.

"If you take one step out that door, there’s a chance your brain goes kaboom, you know?" Taro opened his hand in a mock explosion. 

Joachim let out a bored, nasal snort. "If the Voice wanted me dead, it would have happened before I ever set foot here. The moment I accepted the General’s summons, I knew I’d end up spilling everything. If it hasn't killed me yet, I'm clearly not worth the effort."

Ignoring Taro’s hesitant hovering, Joachim stepped out into the hallway.

"If you find yourself desperate for more of my company, talk to the General. I imagine I’ll be under his thumb for the foreseeable future. Though, I’m fairly certain I’ve told you everything worth knowing."

With a face that screamed 'perpetual boredom,' Joachim walked away. Taro watched him go, flinching at every shadow, half-expecting a laser beam to descend from the heavens. When nothing happened, he finally let out a long, shaky breath.

"Oh, wait. I forgot one minor detail," Coleman said, stopping in his tracks.

"The Voice made us a promise. If 'Biological Creation' was the Voice’s goal, then our goal was the reward for helping achieve it."

Coleman didn't turn around. He just tilted his head slightly to the side.

"It promised to invite us to something called Eden. New Eden was just our pathetic attempt at a scale model. Of course, given the architect, I doubt it’s actually a paradise."

He turned then, flashing a smile that was less cynical and more… provocative. He locked eyes with Taro.

"Find Earth. That’s where Eden is."



The conference room was a bleak, depressing box of a place—dimly lit and furnished only with long, cheap tables and rows of soul-crushing chairs. Dozens of men and women were packed inside.

"As you can see from the hard copies provided, the value of these findings far exceeds our wildest projections," a woman said, clutching a stack of papers. 

Every person in the room was dressed in the same crisp uniform, featuring the letters IN prominently displayed on their chests.

"Hmph. If they weren't valuable, I wouldn't have signed off on the permit in the first place," a man grunted. He had more stars on his uniform than anyone else in the room and an attitude to match. He flipped through the stack of paper with visible disdain before tossing it onto the table like trash. "Physical paper? This is idiotic. Is this much paranoia really necessary?"

Compared to the instantaneous data transfer of BISHOP, reading words printed on actual wood pulp was a massive pain in the ass. It was archaic, slow, and frankly, an insult to modern civilization. But given the circumstances, they didn't have a choice.

"With all due respect, sir... we have to prepare for a worst-case scenario," the woman replied, her voice trembling under the weight of his ego.

The man preened at her fear, waving a hand dismissively. "Fine, fine. More importantly, move the schedule up. We won't last twenty months. We'll be lucky if we make it ten."

The room erupted into a low-level panic. Faces twisted in horror; people started whispering frantically to their neighbors. One guy looked like he was about to start pulling his hair out in clumps.

"A troublesome fly has caught the scent," the man said, standing up. He had the air of someone who was finished with the conversation. "We’ve gone too far to back out now. Get it done."

The moment he stepped out, the room devolved into absolute chaos. 

The man paused in the hallway, listening to the muffled sounds of the panic he’d just ignited, and let out a smug, nasty snort.



"Search for Earth, huh..."

Taro muttered the phrase for the hundredth time as he slumped on the bridge of the Plum. He couldn't get Coleman’s words out of his head. They were looping like a bad pop song.

"Look on the bright side," Marl said, not looking up from the instrument panel she was currently disassembling. "After all those detours, we’re finally back on the main quest."

"I guess..." Taro groaned, rolling over on his seat like a depressed log. But seriously, what the hell is Earth even like these days? A radioactive wasteland? A giant theme park?

Given the connection between the Voice and Eden, if Earth really was Eden, Taro’s imagination was currently serving up a buffet of worst-case scenarios.

[THAT REMAINS TO BE SEEN, MR. TEIRO. HOWEVER, WE ARE APPROACHING OUR DESTINATION.]

Koume, who was currently opting to be a literal metal ball, rolled across the floor and bumped into Taro’s foot. Taro looked up as the display flickered to life, showing a single planet hanging in the void.

Eden. God. Earth. The Voice.

These weren't just random words anymore. Taro remembered exactly when all these pieces had first started falling into his lap. 

It was Planet Nuke. And that "Ancient Navigation Log" they’d found there.

Taro pulled up the image data Marl had snapped of the log, letting the BISHOP interface float the text in front of his eyes. 

"There's no way this record isn't ancient, right?" Taro asked.

[AFFIRMATIVE,] Koume’s deadpan voice rang out as she rolled across the control console. [THE ADVANCED SCIENCE RESEARCH DEPARTMENT INVESTIGATED THE ARTIFACT AND CONFIRMED IT PREDATES THE EMPIRE BY AT LEAST 4,500 YEARS.]

"Wait, we have a department for that?" Taro asked. It was a wildly irresponsible question for a man in his position, but he kept going anyway. "I don't know who that fleet belonged to, but they mention leaving Eden. You think it’s the same Eden Coleman was talking about?"

[THE DATA IS INCONCLUSIVE, MR. TEIRO. HOWEVER, THE OVERLAP IN TERMINOLOGY AND CIRCUMSTANCE IS STATISTICALLY ANOMALOUS.]

"Right? I mean, the end of the log says 'God' gave them blueprints for an Override Device and a drive system. That sounds exactly like the 'unpublished physical formulas' and 'Oracles' Joachim was rambling about. For that time period, that’s some serious over-technology."

Taro remembered how Alan had practically had a heart attack when he first saw those blueprints. Looking at the primitive ship replicas in the Museum, there was no way people back then could have built something like that on their own.

[AFFIRMATIVE, MR. TEIRO. ALTHOUGH, IT IS NOT ENTIRELY IMPOSSIBLE. THERE IS A NON-ZERO CHANCE THAT DRIVE PARTICLE PHYSICS RANDOMLY ADVANCED AHEAD OF ALL OTHER SCIENCES DUE TO A SERIES OF BIZARRE COINCIDENCES. IT IS ABOUT AS LIKELY AS THE PROBABILITY OF YOU BEING A NON-VIRGIN.]

"HEY! I HAVE REPEATEDLY FILED PROTESTS THAT THE PROBABILITY OF THAT IS ACTUALLY QUITE HIGH!"

[OF COURSE, MR. TEIRO. IT IS ALSO THEORETICALLY POSSIBLE FOR A BALL THROWN AT A WALL TO QUANTUM-TUNNEL DIRECTLY THROUGH THE SOLID MATTER. KOUME BELIEVES IN MIRACLES.]

"Wow. Thanks. What exactly are those odds, by the way?"

[MOVING ON, MR. TEIRO. THERE IS ALSO THE MATTER OF THE FLAG. YOU CLAIMED THE DESIGN FOUND AT THE SITE MATCHED THE FLAG OF A NATION FROM YOUR MEMORY CALLED THE UNITED STATES. THIS PROVIDES A STRONG LINK TO THE PLANET EARTH.]

"Damn it, I thought everyone had ignored that. Uh, the United States? What's that? Sounds like a brand of steakhouse. Did I really say that?"

[...MY APOLOGIES, MR. TEIRO. PLEASE DISREGARD. I SHALL ADJUST THE ARGUMENT. THE GALACTIC EMPIRE HAS A 5,000-YEAR HISTORY. THE ARTIFACTS IN THE MUSEUM DATE BACK TO THE EMPIRE'S INFANCY. SINCE OUR ENTIRE CIVILIZATION AGREES THAT HUMANITY ORIGINATED FROM A SINGLE PLANET—EARTH—THE CONNECTION IS ALREADY ESTABLISHED.]

"Yeah, yeah. Still, this 'no important data over the network' rule is a total pain. Teiro-chan is going to lose his mind if we have to spend days traveling just to have a five-minute chat."

Taro glared at Planet Nuke on the screen. Dr. Arzimof was waiting down there with supposed "major progress" on the search for Earth. While Taro was hyped for the news, the sheer stress of hopping from the Delta system to Roma and then all the way to Nuke just to avoid a digital eavesdropper was wearing him thin.

But they didn't have a choice. Not with the Voice listening.

"We have to stay off the grid," Marl said, finally looking up from her repairs with an air of zen-like patience. "We don't know which networks are compromised. We should just be happy the basic comms still work. It's better than nothing."

"I guess..." Taro sighed. 

He stared out at Nuke. The small, dusty planet hadn't changed since their last visit—it was still just a blurry, brown sphere hanging in space. 

Alright, Doc. Let’s see what you’ve got.
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"Ugh, same old shitty view. Can’t they do something about this already?"

Taro was currently cooped up in a cramped ten-by-ten room. He grumbled his complaints while staring out through a thick pane of reinforced glass at the relentless sandstorm howling on the other side.

"Give it time, General. Word is, even this mess is a few percent weaker than it used to be," Alan replied, sounding profoundly bored as he fiddled with a handheld terminal. 

Alan was lounging across a seat like he owned the place. They weren't in a Planetary Descent Craft this time; they were essentially in a metal crate dangling from a set of cables. No cockpit, no pilot, just a box moving through a void.

"Psh. A 'few percent'? Those sandstorms pack enough energy to blend a skyscraper. How the hell do you even 'adjust' the wind?"

Planet Nuke was currently a massive construction site. With the help of the Imperial Planet Development Organization—specifically the Terraform Center—the environment was being forcibly rehabilitated. It was a project that would take lifetimes, but the goal was to eventually make the place look like a planet again rather than a dusty death trap.

"It’s actually hilariously primitive," Marl said, looking like she was seconds away from a massive yawn. She was slumped in her seat just as lazily as Alan. "They just dumped a ton of Wind Power Stations everywhere to convert kinetic energy into electricity. Apparently, they’re doing some climate control using temperature gradients too, but that’s too nerdy for me to follow."

Marl sat up and squinted. "We should be seeing them any second now."

Taro pressed his face against the window, trying to see past the grit. "Wait, wait... just how many of those things did they build? Is there a power crisis I didn't hear about?"

Faint, cylindrical silhouettes began to emerge from the haze near the surface. He couldn't see the blades—they were likely spinning too fast—but the sheer scale of the structures was obvious even from this distance. They were spaced out in a perfect grid that vanished into the horizon. There had to be hundreds, maybe thousands, of the things.

"Hardly. If anything, it’s a massive financial black hole," Marl muttered, her face twisting into a grimace. As someone who treated every Yen like a close family member, the waste of resources clearly pained her. "The cost-performance ratio is a disaster. Environmental improvement is the priority, so they don't have a choice, but still."

She sighed, looking utterly fed up. "The sand would chew those blades to pieces in minutes, so they have to project a Physical Shield over the turbines just to keep them intact. They’re literally burning more power to protect the things than the things actually generate. They considered making the blades out of disposable armor plating, but the labor costs for the constant swaps would be even worse. People are expensive."

"Right. Seems like a waste of juice, but if that energy eventually turns into heat, I guess it’s a win? It is freezing out there," Taro noted. "So the main Base just runs on fusion? Actually, not like there’s much else to use."

"Exactly. Plus, despite the dust, there’s actually plenty of moisture to harvest, so fuel isn't an issue. And if things get really bad, we can just beam power down from space via cable. Stellar collectors, ship reactors—take your pick. Oh, heads up, we’re arriving."

The massive, skeletal structure of the Ladder Base surged up from below. Taro winced as the deceleration hit his stomach, his mind drifting back to the last time they were here, fighting tooth and nail to keep a WIND Swarm from tearing the place apart.

"Teiro-san, Marl-san, and Koume-san too! It’s been so long. You all look well."

Waiting for them at the arrival gate was Sophia, the "Little Salvager" of the Wyoming Star System. To be precise, she was an ex-salvager now. She wasn't wearing the rags she’d had on when they first met, nor was she in work coveralls.

"Yo! Your boy Teiro is always 100% healthy. Especially when there’s a cute girl waiting for him. It’s a gift, really," Taro said, shooting her a wink.

Marl gave him a look of pure, unadulterated exhaustion. Taro ignored her, strolling casually through the interior of the Ladder Base. Every time they visited, the place had expanded or changed its layout, feeling more like a living organism than a station.

"Has the foundation encountered any difficulties, Miss Sophia? Please, do not hesitate to inform us if you require assistance," Koume said. The spherical AI was currently being cradled in Sophia’s arms, her status lamps blinking rhythmically.

The industry currently keeping Planet Nuke afloat had started with a simple suggestion from this little girl: Why not just salvage the armor plates from the millions of dead enemies littering the planet and sell them?

That simple idea had grown into a pillar of the Rising Sun Group’s economy, and it was expected to keep printing money for years to come. The "Sophia Foundation" had been built using the profits returned to her—though she’d tried to protest the name.

The foundation focused on jobs and education for the "Outsiders"—those living in poverty. The group was currently walking through a wing of the Surface Colony dedicated entirely to the foundation’s facilities.

"It’s... well, it’s full of problems, but I don't think there's anything I need to bother you with. The adults handle the actual management. I’m really just a figurehead," Sophia said with a bashful, modest smile.

"Do not be so humble, Miss Sophia," Koume replied, bobbing slightly in her arms. "In a capitalist society, providing the capital is the most important job of all. Furthermore, calling you a mere 'figurehead' is a gross understatement of your radiance."

Behind them, several foundation staffers nodded so hard Taro thought their necks might snap.

"Man, if they held an election here, even the General would get his ass kicked," Alan chuckled, pointing at the walls. 

The corridor was plastered with electronic paper featuring drawings of Sophia, clearly made by children. While there were a few posters of Olivia—the NASA Representative in charge of Nuke—the Sophia portraits outnumbered them ten to one.

"We will support Representative Sophia with everything we have! Rest assured!" one of the staffers barked, breathing heavily with excitement.

Taro backed away slightly, intimidated by the sheer fanaticism. "Yeah, okay. I get it," he muttered with a strained smile.

They toured the Classroom Wing and the Daycare Wing before stopping at the Practical Training Wing. This area was built a safe distance from the others, presumably because things here had a tendency to go boom.

"Look at those little chicks go. Fight the good fight, kids," Taro called out, heckling the people on the other side of the glass who couldn't hear him.

In a large, soundproofed room, about ten men and women in grease-stained work clothes were swarming over a captured ground-type WIND unit. They were attacking it with various tools, dismantling the mechanical beast under the watchful eye of an instructor.

"I haven't been in the field in a while. Makes me kind of nostalgic," Marl said, her voice tinged with a hint of melancholy. "Though I doubt I’d be much use in this specific shop."

This area was designed for Outsiders—people who couldn't use BISHOP. Everything was being done the old-fashioned way: by hand.

"We have factories with more modern equipment," Sophia offered hesitantly. "Are you sure you wouldn't prefer to use those instead?"

Taro waved his hand dismissively. "Nah, BISHOP-free is actually better for what we’re doing."

The less neural-link trail we leave, the better.

"Don't ask why... even if I told you, it probably wouldn't make any sense. Anyway, thanks for the tour. We’ll catch you on the way out."

Taro watched as Sophia and her entourage departed. Once it was just the four of them—Taro, Marl, Koume, and Alan—the atmosphere shifted. They straightened their backs and started walking with purpose.

"B8... that’s the one. Let's go."

Marl led the way using her terminal. The room marked B8 was a nondescript, low-security meeting room. It was painfully simple, devoid of any high-tech counter-surveillance.

But for them, the fact that BISHOP didn't work here was the ultimate security feature.

"Oh, the Doctor's already here. Hey, Doc! Long time no see."

Taro spotted Dr. Arzimof through the glass and let himself in. The Doctor had been staring intensely at a document, his face etched with worry, but he broke into a warm, fatherly grin the moment he saw them.

"Ah, hello, hello! You look well. Thank you for making the trip on such short notice."

They took their seats, and after a few minutes of mandatory pleasantries and status updates, an assistant—Daniil, if Taro remembered correctly—handed out a set of ancient-looking terminals.

"These are old NASA models," Arzimof explained. "Zero network connectivity. Air-gapped and archaic—exactly what we need to stay off the radar. Go ahead, open the first page. I’m afraid it’s not all sunshine and rainbows, but I think you’ll find the data... intriguing."

Taro suppressed the frantic thumping in his chest and began to scroll. Since he had to use his actual fingers instead of just thinking the commands, it felt slow, but it kept his mind focused. 

He took a deep breath and started to read.
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“The next stage of humanity, eh? Quite the tall tale.”

The low, rumbling bass of Grand Marshal Reinhardt—one of the absolute peak power-players in the Galactic Empire—echoed across the polished marble floor.

The audience chamber wasn't just big; it was obnoxiously big. It wasn't some boring, empty hall; it was a yawning void of architectural arrogance designed for the sole purpose of making visitors feel like tiny, insignificant ants. Every square inch screamed that the man sitting at the end of it was someone you didn’t want to mess with.

In the dead center sat a single chair, flanked by a ridiculously opulent wooden sculpture that existed purely to make the chair look more impressive. Aside from that, there was nothing but vast, wasted space—the kind of luxury only the truly powerful could afford. On a space station, where every cubic centimeter was a precious resource, this room was the ultimate middle finger to efficiency.

“However, we can’t exactly ignore it,” a voice added.

Standing to the side of the Marshal—positioned more like an attentive shadow than a conversational peer—was Dean. To any observer, their body language made the power dynamic crystal clear.

“Of course not. But how much of a threat are we talking about?”

Reinhardt crossed his legs and leaned his cheek against his hand, casting a lazy sideways glance at Dean. The General, a personal favorite of the Marshal, took a second to weigh his words. “Well...”

“If the status quo holds, the probability is practically zero. But things rarely stay stagnant.”

It was a clipped, slightly vague answer—the kind that bordered on disrespectful—but the Marshal just let out a sharp, predatory smirk.

“True enough. And their movements?”

“Nothing overt. They’re being annoyingly cautious. But an organization that bloated can’t hide everything forever. We’ve flagged some… creative accounting in their resource consumption reports.”

“Hmm. I trust you haven't touched them yet?”

“Naturally, Your Excellency. I’m letting them swim for now.”

“Good. But is there really a need to rush? They still have plenty of bootlickers in their camp. I wonder what they’re playing at.”

The Marshal shook his head in exasperation and let out a long, weary sigh. Dean debated offering a witty retort but settled for a non-committal nod.

The "they" in question was the Cornelius Faction—the Reinhardt Faction’s bitter rivals. Looking at their recent track record, they had definitely been tripping over their own capes. Two major blunders stood out.

First: The collapse of their monopoly on Razor Metal refining. Since 50 Materials had been the backbone of the Cornelius support network, the fallout was catastrophic.

Second: Their failed attempt to push back into Alpha Region Space because the Mercenaries they’d hired ended up on the government’s "To-Be-Executed" list. The military had actually been excited for that op, so the cancellation had sent morale straight into the incinerator.

Still, Dean wondered if that was enough to actually destabilize a faction of that size. The Imperial Military was a massive, bloated beast. Sure, the power balance had tilted toward Reinhardt, but was it enough for the other side to try a "win big or go home" gamble? Dean didn't see it.

“There’s something else…” Dean muttered.

“There always is,” the Marshal replied. The two men locked eyes and shared a grim, knowing nod.

“I’ll keep a tail on them. I’ll make it the Intelligence Department’s top priority.”

“Mm, do that. I’ll poke the other generals, too. We need to be on the same page when the hammer drops.”

“Understood. Leave it to me.”

“Good. I think that’s enough plotting for one day.”

Reinhardt ended the meeting and stood up, leaning on a staff covered in enough ornate gold leaf to buy a small moon. Dean gave a deep, elegant bow and stood perfectly still as the Marshal swept out of the room.

“Oh, right. One more thing.”

The Marshal stopped, acting as if he’d just remembered a trivial detail. Dean knew better than to buy the "absent-minded" act, but he played along, tilting his head with a perfectly rehearsed look of curiosity. “Yes?”

“Depending on the circumstances… you know what to do, right?”

Reinhardt wore a gentle, grandfatherly smile. Dean could feel the cold, black shadow of malice lurking beneath that expression and cursed the man in his head. Of course he’d say that. He’d learned a long time ago that you didn't reach the top of the military by having a soul. At the rank of Grand Marshal, "decency" was just a word people used in history books.

“Yes. Perfectly,” Dean answered, his face a mask of calm.

The Marshal nodded, satisfied, and finally vanished. Once he was truly alone, Dean let his shoulders drop and exhaled a breath he’d been holding for ten minutes.

“'Depending on the circumstances,' huh? Well, I can't say I'm surprised.”

The Marshal hadn't spelled out the details, but he didn't have to. You didn't last long as a General in the Galactic Empire if you needed someone to draw you a map.

“Does the sweet scent of power fascinate everyone that much?”

Muttering to himself, Dean started running through his contingency plans. Specifically, the one where he’d drag a certain group over to his side if the opportunity arose.

He was thinking of "The Voice," Coleman, and the rest of that crew.



“The ancient navigation Route is this accurate? Are you pulling my leg? How did you even pull this off?!” Taro’s jaw was practically hitting the floor as he gaped at Dr. Arzimof.

The doctor beamed like a kid who’d just discovered fire. He started tapping away at a massive Electronic Paper Board—basically a high-tech version of a chalkboard from the dawn of time.

“It was quite simple, really! Just boring, steady, old-fashioned science. I just took the new data, smashed it against our existing knowledge, and followed the breadcrumbs. Nothing a genius couldn't handle!”

As the doctor’s finger danced across the white surface, lines of black data began to swirl into existence. Mathematical formulas, graphs, and statistical tables—the same stuff Taro had seen on his terminal—started to form a coherent picture. Seeing it explained in person was a completely different beast.

“Young Coleman—if I may call you that—the hint was in the words Mr. Joachim of Zyle Strategic told you. 'Search for Earth, for Eden is there.' See, we’d been laboring under a massive misunderstanding. Do you see it yet?”

The doctor paused and glanced over his shoulder. Taro felt like he was back in a classroom, a wave of nostalgia washing over him. His actual school memories were a blurry mess thanks to repeated memory [OVERRIDES], but the feeling of being excited to learn was still there.

[AFFIRMATIVE, DR. ARZIMOF. THE ORIGINAL SURVEY TEAMS INTERPRETED THE WORD 'EDEN' IN THE NEW EDEN DATA AS A SIMPLE ABBREVIATION FOR THE COLONY ITSELF. THAT WAS A FUNDAMENTAL CATEGORICAL ERROR.]

Koume, the AI currently wobbling on the desk, chimed in. Arzimof nodded enthusiastically.

“Precisely! It’s a tiny shift in perspective, but it changes the entire equation. Add one new theorem, and the whole universe looks different! Naturally, that changes where we think Earth is. Now then—”

The doctor cleared his throat with a loud, dramatic ahem.

“By reverse-engineering the expansion of the Early Galactic Empire, we found the 'ground zero' region in the depths of Alpha Region Space—right near Nuke. We tracked the Drive Particle Density shifts—see this chart? Then, we calculated the life-support limits and Spatial Jump ranges of ancient ships to narrow down the possible Routes. I’m basically using a paradoxical application of the famous Stitchin's Proof here. When you apply ray-tracing to the optical tracking data, you get—”

The doctor was officially in the "Mad Scientist" zone. He was scribbling across the board with a feverish intensity that was actually a little scary. He ran out of space, wiped the board clean at a speed that would have triggered a student riot in a real school, and immediately started filling it with more formulas.

“You look suspiciously calm,” Marl whispered, leaning toward Taro. “Do you actually understand any of this?”

Not a single word, Taro thought. “Not a chance,” he whispered back.

“There’s a five-thousand-year gap in our science textbooks. Honestly, I’m not even sure if he’s speaking Galactic Standard anymore. But I know he’s a genius, so I’m just assuming the math checks out.”

Taro spoke with the blunt confidence of a man who had outsourced all his thinking to experts. Marl just snorted. “Fair enough.”

“At least I’m awake, unlike Alan. Besides, we’ve got Koume to translate the nerd-speak later.”

Taro glanced at Alan, who was currently face-down on the desk, snoring like a chainsaw. Taro reached out, slapped a Transparent Electronic Sheet onto Alan’s forehead, and set it to display a high-def image of a marbled steak with the word MEAT hovering over it in neon letters.

“—and that leads us to this proof!” the doctor shouted, finishing with a flourish. “Now we can account for natural interference, stellar radiation, and even WIND utilization! This effectively locks down the target sectors! Do you see?!”

The doctor was panting, sweat beading on his forehead, his face glowing with triumph. Taro understood absolutely none of it, but he stood up and gave a slow, respectful round of applause. Marl followed suit, clapping awkwardly.

“Incredible! Bravo, Doc! Seriously! I bet there isn't another person in the galaxy who could've cracked that. Bella must be bursting with pride. For real.”

Taro poured on the flattery, using the silver tongue he’d developed while running a company. The doctor tried to wave it off, but he was clearly loving the ego stroke.

“Now, now, I might have rushed through the last bit. But here’s the rub. This is where things get… problematic. Does this distribution map of the predicted Routes look familiar to you?”

An enlarged map of the local star systems filled the board. Taro leaned in, squinting at the glowing dots and lines.

“It’s not particle density… and it’s not stellar radiation… doesn't look like a Debris Belt either…” Taro muttered, scratching his head.

“That’s a WIND distribution map.”

The voice came from behind them. Taro turned to see Alan sitting up, the word MEAT still glowing on his forehead like a neon brand.

“When I was leading the Dandelion Squad to harvest WIND, we had to map every puff of the stuff. Our lives depended on it. I’d recognize those patterns anywhere.”

Alan looked grim, likely remembering the day they’d used those maps to wipe out the Mercenaries. Dr. Arzimof nodded slowly, his expression turning solemn. The rest of the group looked at each other, the weight of the realization finally sinking in.
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"So that’s how it is? The WIND are..."

Marl’s face twisted into a mask of pure, unadulterated distaste. Taro let out a non-committal grunt, a low "Muu," as he squinted at the map spread out before them once again.

The data displayed a psychedelic array of colors. Deep shades of blue marked the high-probability zones for Eden—or Earth—while pulsating red veins traced the Predicted Route leading into the unknown. Several patches in the furthest reaches of the Galactic Depths were stained a bruising navy. From their current base at Nuke, a crimson river with a dozen jagged tributaries flowed directly toward those dark spots.

As for the marginal zones themselves, they were a total mystery—unreached territory, at least since the dawn of the Galactic Empire. But looking at that three-dimensional river of red, one thing was blindingly obvious: the "flow" was perfectly aligned with the highest frequency of WIND sightings.

"Now, now, let’s not jump to conclusions," Dr. Arzimof mumbled, his voice trailing off into a series of evasive coughs. "Since those creatures utilize Drive Particles for their own activities, it’s only natural for their distribution to be somewhat proportional... Though, I suppose this time the numbers are a bit... well, quite... exceptionally high."

The doctor scratched his wildly unkempt hair, ending his sentence in a series of indecipherable murmurs. Taro processed the "consolation"—which provided zero actual comfort—and turned his gaze toward the floating sphere on the desk.

"Koume."

"Yes, Mr. Teiro?"

"When we get back, cross-reference that Blue Distribution Map with extractable resource data. I want to see if there’s a correlation. I’m not holding my breath, but still."

Even the WIND couldn't ignore the laws of physics. If they wanted to replicate, they needed raw materials. Sure, some of them acted like parasitic Salvagers, swallowing ships whole, but it was a documented fact that they also operated their own automated factories.

Taro’s crew had stumbled across several of those Facilities already—back when they rescued Dr. Arzimof, when they punched a hole through the route to Nuke, and when they’d saved Marl’s skin.

"Understood," Koume chirped, her chassis flickering. "I shall begin the analysis the moment I interface with the neural net."

Taro gave a curt nod and began mentally sketching out their next moves. He was already exhausted just thinking about it. First, he’d have to lobby the Council—a massive pain in the neck—to convince them to divert budget and resources to a project with zero guaranteed ROI. Politicians hated nothing more than spending money without a kickback.

"This overlaps with the EAP’s sphere of influence," Alan interjected, his face grave as he stroked his stubble. "We should probably give them a heads-up. With the Enigma craze spreading, everyone’s screaming about pushing deeper into the void. If someone pokes the hive the wrong way, we’re all screwed. Also, something’s been eating at me."

Alan looked the part of a seasoned veteran, his eyes sharp and serious. Unfortunately, the effect was somewhat undermined by the electronic sticker Taro had slapped onto his forehead earlier, which currently displayed the kanji for MEAT. No one had the heart—or the maturity—to point it out.

"Back during the fight, we were too busy staying alive to notice, but looking back... the Dandelion Squad took way too much damage," Alan continued. "The post-war report chalked it up to a margin of error, but is that right? Those guys were the elite of the former Enzio Special Task Force."

Taro frowned, trying to follow Alan’s train of thought. He’d been there for the debriefing and didn't remember any red flags. Then again, the Electronic Warfare Craft Unit was a brand-new toy; they were essentially making up the rules as they went along. They had been facing tens of thousands of WIND of all shapes and sizes—a total clusterfuck by any definition.

Wait. If the math didn't add up, that means...

"Ugh, you’ve got to be kidding me," Taro groaned. "You think some of them were immune to the Enigma?"

Marl let out a sharp, sympathetic hiss from the side.

"Maybe immune, maybe just resistant," Alan shrugged. "Or maybe I’m just seeing ghosts. It’s a gut feeling. But I think it’s worth a deep dive, General."

Alan was in charge of the Dandelion Squad now. He clearly didn't want his subordinates’ deaths to be a statistical fluke. Gone was his usual "cool guy" facade; his eyes were dead serious.

"Fine," Taro sighed. "I’ll help you run the numbers. We can’t have the EAP folding on us now, so we’ll send a warning. I’m not giving it away for free, though. I’ll see if I can haggle something out of Rin."

Rin, his contact in Little Tokyo, was a friend, but in the corporate world, they were rivals. He could have just given her the info to build "goodwill," but he’d already saved their butts in the last war. If he piled on too many favors, it would just create political friction within the EAP Council. Better to keep things transactional.

And then there was White Dingo. They were playing nice for the moment, but that was just because they hadn't seen an opening yet. The second they smelled blood, the fangs would come out.

"Agreed," Marl chimed in. "No freebies. Ever. So, the plan is: head for the Depths, watch the WIND like hawks, and maybe invest in Enigma 2.0. Also—"

Marl began summarizing the meeting notes. The group spent the next hour nitpicking details and refining the strategy until a tentative conclusion was reached. They called it a day, everyone already buried in their own to-do lists.

Taro wanted a nap. The universe had other plans.

"Alright, Doctor, keep at it. If you need anything, just ping me and I’ll come flying. Don’t be a stranger."

The doctor nodded enthusiastically as Taro exited the conference room. Marl followed, carrying Koume like a football, with Alan bringing up the rear.

"By the way, Alan," Marl said, spinning around the moment they hit the hallway.

Alan raised a confused eyebrow. "Hmm?"

"I am not impressed by you pulling stupid stunts in a serious meeting. Do not let it happen again, or I’m docking your pay."

She turned on her heel with an indignant huff and marched away. Alan stood frozen, blinking in confusion. "What? What did I do?"

"Mr. Alan," Koume’s synthesized voice echoed through the corridor. "I must confess my utter disillusionment. I truly thought you were a man who understood time and place. Alas."

Alan was now spiraling into a total panic. "Hey! Wait! What the hell are you talking about!?"

"Well, I’m sure you were just trying to lighten the mood," Dr. Arzimof said, appearing from the room and patting Alan’s shoulder with pitying gentleness. "But perhaps it wasn't the most effective method. Let's make this the last time, shall we?"

The doctor wandered off in the opposite direction.

"Doctor! Wait! Dammit, why is everyone—...huh?"

Alan finally noticed the Electronic Sheet stuck to his brow. He peeled it off, staring at the word MEAT for a long, silent second. He slowly looked up. His eyes met Taro’s.

Taro bolted.

Alan exploded into motion, screaming obscenities. The slapstick chase echoed through the facility for quite some time.



In the weeks following the Nuke summit, the galaxy enjoyed a rare bout of relative peace.

The catalyst was Gigantech’s "Enigma." It was the biggest hit the company had seen in decades, sweeping through the stars like a fever. Its performance during the final showdown with the Mercenaries had been the ultimate marketing campaign, and once the Imperial Navy officially adopted it, the hype train went off the rails. Despite factories running at triple capacity, the device was sold out everywhere.

"Fifteen times the MSRP?! I don't care! Buy it! Buy every unit on the market!"

"Just slap it on the hull! It’s Gigantech-certified, it’ll be fine!"

"This isn't a retail market anymore, it’s a goddamn riot!"

For anyone operating in the "Danger Zones," the demand for an Enigma unit was bottomless. Early adopters who recognized its value made absolute fortunes reselling their surplus. While the price tags were high enough to give a tycoon a heart attack, it was still cheaper than insurance—and infinitely cheaper than a new ship.

The result was an unprecedented territorial expansion. The "WIND Limit" that had held humanity back for generations was suddenly pushed outward. Corporations realized that instead of bickering over crumbs in the center, they could find entire loaves of bread in the frontiers.

"Welcome back, Mr. President. I’ve prepared a small mountain of work for you."

Taro was greeted in the Roma Star System by General Manager Clark, who was smiling far too brightly. That smile was the universal signal for "I am about to ruin your life with paperwork," which he promptly did by handing Taro a data chip overflowing with tasks.

"Wait, I’m supposed to lead an expedition in between all this? Is little old Teiro-chan just gonna drop dead?"

Taro cursed the fact that his "multitasking" ability was only good for mindless drudgery. He spent the next few days buried in "digital stacks" of documents, grinding through the administrative gears to keep the Rising Sun machine turning.

According to Clark, this was actually the "light" version of the workload. The company’s explosive growth was hitting its logistical ceiling. They only stayed afloat thanks to two key additions.

First was Admiral Sod. His arrival finally took the crushing weight of fleet management off Bella’s shoulders.

Second was Johnny Wells. The former president of Johnny & Virgin Corp—now a major RS shareholder—had taken over the entire Delta Star System operation. Both Sod and Wells were corporate veterans; they knew how to navigate the bureaucracy that left Taro wanting to jump out an airlock.

But "less busy" didn't mean "free." Taro and the crew worked themselves to the bone for the sake of the company and their employees, occasionally pausing their paperwork to swat away WIND swarms.

"Too many. Can't do it. Too many. Nope. No way."

Since they didn't know how long this shadow war would last, they couldn't afford a war of attrition. Battles with the WIND remained small-scale skirmishes. Their kill-ratio was a staggering hundred-to-one, but the "Violence of Numbers" was a constant pressure. It was sustainable, but it was exhausting.

"The other systems are all 'Go, go, go!' into the new frontier, right?" Marl screamed in frustration after their thirtieth skirmish of the month. "How is that fair?! I feel like we’re the only ones actually doing the heavy lifting!"

Every single person on the Bridge felt that in their soul. Taro just nodded until his neck started to cramp.

The battles continued. Society kept grinding on. The Empire endured.

At least, for now.
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Exactly where it all started, nobody knows. 

But given the sheer, mind-boggling scale of the galaxy, it was almost certainly something trivial.

It happened on the literal opposite side of the galaxy from the Alpha Region Space. A petty squabble over passage rights along a major trunk route in the Epsilon 2 Region Space. 

In that relatively backwater corner of the void, the management of the local large-scale Stargate was—to put it delicately—a dumpster fire of corruption. Bribery was the local currency, and the "waiting list" numbers were about as reliable as a politician's promise. The corporation in charge did whatever the hell they wanted, and for a long time, nobody cared.

It wasn't like this was a new development, either. Ever since the Empire had slapped down a few "regional development" Stargates in the ancient past as a half-hearted PR stunt, things had been this way for nearly two thousand years. 

To the local residents and corporate drones, this was just Tuesday. Sure, it was inconvenient, but they figured being able to grease a few palms to cut the line wasn't the worst thing in the world. After all, everyone has those "I need to be there yesterday" emergencies.

"It seems these locals have zero intention of letting us through at the standard rate," an employee of a corporation based in the Imperial Center muttered on the Bridge of a heavily armed vessel. "They’re practically begging for a reality check."

The ship was a beast—pristine, cutting-edge, and the kind of high-spec model you rarely saw in the sticks. And it wasn't alone; several identical monsters were hovering nearby.

"The word is the Government doesn't give a damn what happens in Outer Space," another replied. "Let's give them a lesson they won't forget."

And just like that, with all the gravity of deciding what to have for lunch, war was declared.

The misfortune started when the Center-based corporation turned out to be actually good at fighting. 

It was compounded by the fact that the corporation running the Stargate didn't actually give a crap about the region.

And the final nail in the coffin? The aggressors made a killing—literally and financially.

The greatest tragedy of the whole affair was that the war was a smashing success.

"Outer Spacers are basically cavemen," some keyboard warrior posted on the network. "Just kick 'em over and take their toys."

It was just another piece of digital vitriol in a virtual world, but out in reality, plenty of people were thinking the exact same thing. For every decent corporation, there were a dozen vultures. And in a galaxy this big, that added up to a whole lot of vultures.

"This is... wow. I mean, even for this galaxy, this is pretty messed up," Taro said, spinning aimlessly in his office chair. "Is this partly our fault?"

He was sitting in his company's First Conference Room, which had grown significantly larger and more opulent since the early days. He held a sheet of electronic paper in one hand, looking deeply concerned.

"Don't be ridiculous!" Liza, sitting right next to him, huffed indignantly as she slammed her own documents onto the table. "If we were selling contraband, that would be one thing. But we can't be held responsible for how people use the stuff we sell!"

Her manners were atrocious, but since everyone else was nodding in agreement, nobody called her out on it.

"Don't sweat it, kid," Bella said, exhaling a thick cloud of cigar smoke. "I've never heard of a knife salesman being sent to the gallows just because someone got poked." 

She squinted at her documents with blatant suspicion, occasionally fumbling with the digital display like someone trying to program a VCR for the first time.

The topic of the hour was the escalating friction between Outer Spacers and Imperial citizens. The "Broadside"—as these electronic news sheets were called—had been a pet project of the Public Relations Department for a few months now.

The idea of physically transporting information like cargo was hopelessly primitive, and the lag time was horrendous. The PR department had initially fought the idea, but the management had insisted. 

"I feel like we’re sprinting backward through history," Bella remarked, sounding somewhere between annoyed and amused. "A necessary evil, maybe, but what a weird world we live in."

She was right. The only reason they were using physical media was the absolute necessity of communicating without BISHOP's prying eyes. It was Taro's idea, inspired by ancient Earth newspapers—simple, low-tech, and reliable.

Sure, people still used Pulse Chips to move data into isolated networks—and those things plug directly into your brainwaves!—but for real counter-intelligence, you couldn't beat a good old-fashioned physical copy.

The Broadside covered everything: RS-controlled territory, contested space, and everywhere in between. The content even scaled based on the reader's security clearance. A rank-and-file employee got the "fluff" news, while Taro and the inner circle got the juicy, classified dirt.

The intel came from everywhere, but the bulk of it was sourced from the Outsiders—those galactic pariahs who lived everywhere and saw everything—and the Phantoms' elite spy network. The former provided the broad strokes; the latter provided the surgical precision.

"The only reason the Center is winning right now is the Surprise Attack factor," Taro said, leaning on his military knowledge. "What happens when guerrilla fronts start popping up everywhere? You can't do business in a war zone. This is going to be a disaster."

"Too true," Bella agreed, watching her smoke get sucked into the high-tech ventilation system. "If you aren't prepared to finish a fight so thoroughly the other guy can't even crawl, you shouldn't start it. This half-assed amateur hour is just going to leave a legacy of blood and grudges."

"Right? But are we okay? I mean, the real friction with the Center hasn't even started yet. Can we just lock the front door to the Alpha Star System and call it a day?"

"Wait, since when did we become an Outlaw Corp?" Bella asked, confused. "Just ignore them."

"Eh? Oh, right! We're a Mafian Corp now. Wow. Paying taxes actually paid off for once!"

By being a government-certified entity, they paid their dues and followed the rules. In exchange, they got the Empire's protection. It was a world away from being an Outlaw Corp, where you had total freedom—and the "ultimate self-responsibility" of being blown up without a second thought from the feds.

Taro felt a brief pang of sympathy for Rin, who was likely pulling her hair out over this. Then he thought about the White Dingo group and his sympathy immediately curdled into a satisfying sucks to be you.

"We pay a fortune in protection money every month," Bella continued. "If those Center hotshots want to pick a fight with us, they have to file a formal declaration of war with the government first. Think that’ll get approved?"

"Public opinion has been on our side ever since that Mercenaries mess. If we stay clean, General Dean will probably just shred any complaints. Man, I'm glad he's on our side, but that General is still terrifying."

Taro shivered at the thought of the General's reach, while simultaneously thanking his lucky stars for the alliance. 

Of course, there were already murmurs in the council about breaking away from the Imperial Government's yoke—a headache for another day. But Taro figured they could use this current crisis to shut them up. Once the council members realize that 'peace' is provided by the Empire, they'll pipe down.

"The General is a shareholder, so we’re 'fine,' I guess, but I feel like we’re getting dangerously tangled up with him. Are we walking into a spider web here?"

Dean was making a killing off Taro's success; it was unlikely he’d pull any petty power moves. But "the General" wasn't the only player in the game, and the risk of being collateral damage was always there.

"A bit late for cold feet, isn't it?" Bella teased. "Just play nice with him."

Taro scratched his head. "I'm really not good with that guy..."

Bella rolled her eyes. "Please. Getting along with the man himself won't buy you an ounce of loyalty. He’s not the type. If you want a real insurance policy, you’ve got a much better option right next to you."

Taro blinked, thinking it over. Then he realized what she meant and looked to his side. There sat Liza, wearing a devious, "little devil" smirk that was clearly a family trait.

"Spoken like a true pro, Bella," the General's sister purred. "You really understand the value of a... binding connection."

With the grace of a stalking cat, Liza slid onto Taro's lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. Taro froze, his brain short-circuiting as he felt her warmth and softness pressed against him.

"Well, I’ve got fleet maneuvers to oversee. Have fun, kids," Bella said, casually waving a hand as she stood up. The fact that she actually put on her Admiral's hat suggested she wasn't just making an excuse to flee.

"W-Wait, Bella! Don't leave! This is bad! This situation is extremely against regulations!"

"Have a spine, Taro. What’s the problem? It’s a great deal," the Admiral called back over her shoulder, disappearing through the door with a smirk. Taro could only watch her go, his face a mask of betrayal.

"My brother is a hard man, but he’s incredibly soft on family," Liza whispered into his ear. "I’m sure he’d treat the company even better if we were... closer. Bella’s right; it’s a win-win. And don't overthink it. It's just for now. Can't we just enjoy the moment?"

She blew softly against his neck, sending a literal wave of goosebumps down Taro's spine. Where does she even learn this stuff?! he wondered, even as his internal alarm bells screamed that there was no such thing as "just for now" with a woman like Liza.

"I-I mean... I don't know about this. Teiro-chan doesn't really know much about this kind of stuff!"

"It's okay. I'll teach you everything. If you just stay still—"

"You two seem to be having a wonderful time. Perhaps you could teach me, too?"

Marl appeared in the doorway, looking slightly out of breath.

"WAHHH!?" Taro yelped, reflexively hoisting Liza into the air and holding her out toward Marl like a human shield.

"No thanks, I don't want her," Marl deadpanned. "What am I supposed to do with that? If you want her chest to be bigger, you need a doctor, not a mechanical engineer."

"Oh, you’ve got a sharp tongue today!" Liza shot back, still dangling in Taro's grip. "Men prefer the scent of perfume over machine oil, you know! I’m plenty big enough... wait, Marl? Why aren't you in the Alpha Star System?"

"I have subordinates for that. I can't do everything myself forever, or the next generation will never grow. Besides, I updated the schedule last week. Didn't you check it?"

"O-Oh? Really? Maybe I... missed that..."

"Whatever! I didn't come here for that. Look at this."

Marl shoved Taro (who was still awkwardly holding Liza) aside and slammed an Information Terminal onto the table. The two of them crowded around her to see the screen.

"This is a breaking report from AFN—Andor First News. They’re a massive political and economic outlet, funded by Gigantech. They’re as straight-laced as they come."

Marl swiped through the data. Taro’s eyes scanned the text, and his blood went cold at the headline.

"Emergency Bulletin: Signs of Insurrection within the Imperial Government Military. Informants suggest a faction led by Grand Marshal Reinhardt is moving... wait. Insurrection? Rebellion?! Wait, eeeeek! Isn't that Dean's boss?! That’s his whole faction!"

Taro spiraled into a panic, nearly dropping Liza. He unceremoniously dumped her onto the table and leaned in so close to the terminal he was practically licking the screen, his eyes darting frantically across the lines of text.
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"So, here’s the situation: I’ve currently got two Battleships packed with Land Combat troops screaming toward your front door. Do you have any excuses, or should I just skip to the part where I stop caring?"

Dean barked the question at the monitor, his voice dripping with enough concentrated fury to melt the screen. The man on the other end was an elderly media mogul who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else in the galaxy.

"We have official permission for this broadcast!" the man squeaked. He tried to look dignified, but his lower lip was doing a nervous tap-dance he couldn't quite quit. "What crime are we even supposed to have committed?"

Dean let out a cold, sharp snort—the kind of sound a high-pressure valve makes right before it explodes. 

"Ever heard of sedition? Take a look at the station's security feeds. It’s a madhouse out there. I can’t even begin to calculate the sheer amount of wealth currently evaporating because of your little stunt."

The bridge of the Carrier Raizesia, flagship of the Alpha Area Army First Mobile Fleet, was deathly silent. However, the monitors told a different story. Enlarged feeds from Andor Station showed masses of people scurrying around like ants in a kicked hill. Even without the audio, the chaotic roar of the panic practically vibrated through the screen.

Usually, those feeds—restricted to management, high-ranking military, and select press—showed a much duller scene. Considering Andor Station was the seat of His Majesty the Emperor and a hornet's nest of high-stakes politics, it was typically a place where "calm" was the default setting. Not today.

"We... we were told it was fine to go public!" the mogul stammered. "We were assured that preparations were in place to keep the peace!"

"I see. Here’s the problem: nobody except the government or us can grant that kind of permission. So, which military unit authorized your little scoop? Or was it a solo act by the politicians?"

"I’m afraid I cannot reveal my source—"

"Do you think this is a game?" Dean snapped, cutting him off with the finality of a guillotine blade. "You’ve got 220 minutes left on the clock. The unit I sent isn't coming for an interview; they’re coming to wipe you off the census."

He pointed to the BISHOP timer ticking down in the corner of the screen. Every second lost was a step closer to the "Go" signal.

"B-but... our... our raison d'être..."

"Your reason for existing? Fine. Go ahead and die with your pride. I’m sure your employees will appreciate the sentiment while they’re being dragged down with you. I’m done. I'll find someone else to talk to."

"Ah... w-wait! Stop! Fine! I’ll talk!"

"Then get to it. And try to realize that you don't actually have 'options' here. I’m a busy man."

Dean hadn't actually planned on 'negotiating.' In his world, you gave orders or you took information. Negotiation required both parties to be on the same level, and this guy wasn't even in the same star system.

"The proposal came from the military. I have the records right here!"

The media kingpin fumbled a chip out of his pocket and jammed it toward the camera. Dean zoomed in, his expression shifting from annoyance to suspicion, and then finally to a sharp, mocking laugh.

"Heh. Oh, that’s rich. Absolutely impossible. That’s my direct unit."

Etched onto the chip in microscopic 3D printing were the words: [CERTIFICATE 1: NAVY INTELLIGENCE DEPARTMENT]. Dean knew that department better than his own reflection; he’d spent half his life there and now ran the place.

"What? No... that’s—"

"That’s a First Certificate. Issuing one requires my personal authorization, and I’m fairly certain I didn't sign off on a suicide pact for the local news. Did you even bother to verify this?"

"Of course we did! We wouldn't touch a story this radioactive without being 100% certain!"

"Well, clearly your 100% is someone else’s zero. Who was the provider?"

"Hold on... let me check... The intermediary listed on the certificate is a Colonel Nami Arden."

"......I see. Crystal clear." Dean rested his chin on his hand, his eyes narrowing. "I’ll put your execution on hold for now. I’m sending my people over; tell them everything. We're done."

He cut the feed without waiting for a reply and sank into thought. 

Nami Arden? Never heard of her. 

There was no such person in the Intelligence Department. Dean was a freak for names; he could recite every officer and NCO in the entire department from memory. A few thousand names were nothing to a man of his caliber. He didn't make mistakes like that.

"Your Excellency. Have the bastards finally made their move?" 

One of his Staff Officers stood at such rigid attention next to him he looked like he’d been carved from granite. Dean glanced at him, considered it, and shook his head.

"It’s the logical conclusion, but I don't know. It’s too... amateur. I haven’t heard any rumors about Marshal Cornelius going senile just yet."

The man was a Marshal and a faction leader; you didn't get that far by being a moron. To Dean, this whole false-flag news report felt clumsy. Cheap.

"If I were pulling the strings, I’d time this with a major fleet maneuver—an exercise or a disciplinary strike. Something to give the movement of troops a shred of plausibility. Or better yet, do it when the Marshal is meeting the Emperor. The audience gets canceled 'just in case,' you scream that the delay is proof of guilt, and every idiot with a screen buys into the hype."

Dean grumbled to himself, pacing for a moment before stopping to make a sharp, horizontal cutting motion through the air.

"We play this cool. No rash moves. Gag the hotheads and tell them to sit tight. I’m taking personal command of this mess. Until I give the word, nobody breathes without my permission. If you get a request for action, ignore it or stall. We are not dancing to their tune. Don't give them a single scrap of justification!"

"UNDERSTOOD, YOUR EXCELLENCY!" the bridge crew roared in unison.

Dean nodded, a predatory, provocative smile creeping across his face. "It’s going to be a long day. Good. I was getting bored."



[DEPTH 55... 56... 57... IDEAL DEPLOYMENT SPEED REACHED. YELLOW ALERT: SUBJECT 4B BRAINWAVES. SHIFTING TO PROCEDURE 004, PHASE 2. DEPTH 58... MS59...]

The laboratory was a tomb of dim, sickly blue light. The researchers’ faces glowed in the monitors, making them look like disembodied ghosts floating in a cramped, windowless void filled with a chaotic mess of hardware. 

The room was freezing. Everyone was bundled into bulky Insulation Suits, relying on the electric hum of Thermo Boosters to keep their blood from turning into slush. With their heads encased in acrylic helmets, the only way to communicate was through the crackle of Mikes and speakers.

"How much longer until this hunk of junk actually works?" 

A man in a suit identical to the researchers' stood over a cylindrical vat. Through a tiny porthole, a stray limb—an arm? a leg?—floated in a murky, unidentified soup. 

"Six months, if we sprint," the Research Team Chief replied, his rank displayed on his chest. "Marshal’s been riding our necks about it."

A man bearing the mark of an Imperial Navy Major General shook his head vigorously. "Six months is too long. We’ll be dead or in prison by then. We’re on the brink of ruin here."

"I know, I know! We’ve already shaved 25% off the timeline—"

"I don't want your math, I want results! Marshal Cornelius is in a hurry. Cut another 20% off the schedule. Now."

"That’s insane! We’ll compromise the entire experiment!"

"Then compromise it! You’ve got an unlimited budget and all the resources you can eat. Just make it happen."

"Fine, fine. We’ll 'effort' it. What about the fresh meat?"

"I brought twelve. All tucked in and dreaming. Officially? They’re already dead. Paperwork’s filed. Do whatever you want with them."

"How delightful," the Chief Researcher chuckled, nodding with ghoulish satisfaction inside his helmet. 

Major General Neo Wan Hoshi, a loyalist of the Cornelius Faction, watched the scientist and let out a low, disgusted growl that no one else could hear.

"Drop dead, you soulless freaks."

He’d clicked his Mike off before swearing. Even though the researcher was three feet away, the room was a semi-vacuum and the helmets were built like spacesuits. Silence was the only thing that traveled for free in here.

"Oh, by the way, General Neo. The other project? It’s going swimmingly. Care for a tour?"

Neo wanted to vomit, but work was work. He nodded reluctantly. 

"This way."

They left the room and headed for the wall. Nobody actually walked the endless corridors of this place; they hopped onto the High-speed Moving Lane. 

Neo waited as the Chief manually punched in the destination. Once the belt started humping, he gripped the handrails for dear life and buckled himself in. The lanes weren't exactly designed for gravity environments, making every trip a low-budget roller coaster ride.

"Dock 8. Watch the left turn. It’s a doozy."

"I know, I know," Neo grunted. 

The corridor whipped into a sharp curve. Inertia, being the heartless mistress she is, tried to toss Neo into the bulkhead as they hit nearly 200 kilometers per hour. 

"And here we are! Prepare to be amazed."

Neo survived the gut-wrenching deceleration and unbuckled, fighting the urge to complain about the blatant safety violations. They climbed the stairs to the control room and stepped into a massive, open space. Looking out through the reinforced glass bulkhead at the sprawling shipyard, Neo finally felt like he could breathe again.

"This... you’ve actually made this much progress?"

He couldn't help the gasp of awe. Beyond the glass sat a titan.

The ship was mostly a skeletal frame—a standard Block Module construction—but the guts were all wrong. The propulsion system was wild. Instead of the usual conical thrusters, these things were massive, bulging doughnuts. There were only six of them, which looked terrifyingly inadequate compared to the hundreds of thrusters a normal ship carried.

"Engine output is stabilizing. In a lab setting, we’re calling it a win," the Chief bragged. "Practical application is just around the corner."

Neo stared at the Egg-shaped engine nestled in the heart of the framework. 

"A drive engine for normal navigation... so, in this one specific field..." Neo trailed off, watching the tiny, ant-sized workers and their remote drones swarming the hull. 

"We’ve finally caught up to technology from 4,500 years ago."

His gaze drifted to the side, landing on a filthy, ancient wreck of a ship sitting in the adjacent berth. 

It barely looked like a ship at all. It was missing its skin, its guts, and its soul. It wasn't modular; it was a complex, archaic mess of specialized blocks. The living quarters and control centers were long gone, leaving only the massive propulsion block behind. The weapons were missing, too—reportedly lost during some failed usurpation centuries ago when a researcher tried to save what was left of the vessel. After that, the trail went cold.

The Alster Wayne Institute. 

That was the name of the group that had studied the ship back in the dark ages of history. And it was the name of the secret organization still pulling the strings today.


  
    Episode 265
    

  
  Episode 265

“Yeah, yeah. No, no, it’s fine! Coups are totally out of style these days anyway. It’s just a superstition, I swear. Huh? No, no, no, not a chance! There is zero way my company is mixed up in that!”

Taro was pleading his case for dear life to a business associate on his handheld monitor. He was currently speed-walking toward the reception room of the Battleship Plum, flanked by Marl and Koume, who were both lugging stacks of documents.

After repeating variations of that same frantic script three more times, Taro finally disconnected the call with a heavy, soul-weary sigh.

“Again?” Marl asked.

“Again,” Taro groaned. “I know the foundation for anti-Imperial sentiment is already there, but isn’t this a bit much, even for them?”

Ever since the news regarding that alleged coup had broken, inquiries had been flooding into Rising Sun. Everyone wanted to know just how deep the company’s "special relationship" with the rebels went.

Sure, Taro had a friendship with Dean and didn’t exactly go out of his way to hide it, but he wasn't exactly shouting it from the rooftops either. While he leaned heavily on his connections to the Imperial Military for clout, he had never publicly disclosed his ties to the General as an individual or the specifics of his faction.

Furthermore, while Dean was a shareholder of Rising Sun, the company’s stock was private. It was hard to imagine that information leaking to the public. Aside from the absolute top brass, most of the employees didn't even know.

In other words, for the time being, there was practically nothing that could legally link the military faction to Taro’s crew.

“They’re probably just the type of losers who were pinning their hopes on an Enzio rebellion,” Marl said, her voice ice-cold. “Just ignore them. It turned out to be a false report in the end anyway.”

“It may not be quite that simple, Miss Marl,” Koume’s voice chimed in.

“There is a possibility that a data leak has occurred. Furthermore, navigation by large vessels within Old Enzio Territory has become generally more active. While we have a slight margin before reaching a danger threshold, that won't last if the situation is left unattended.”

For reasons known only to herself, Koume was currently using the slightly clunky, robot-like girl-type body that Taro had given her as his first gift. She gave her arm a stiff little raise, and data related to Taro’s [BISHOP] system flickered onto his screen.

“Feels like the eve of war everywhere you look,” Taro muttered. He scanned the graph showing the surge of Warship activity within the region. The notes regarding the skyrocketing price of foodstuffs and ammunition only drove the point home.

“I’m so over war,” Marl sighed. “If they want to kill each other, they can go right ahead. The companies in our Alliance are staying in line, right?”

“Affirmative,” Koume replied. Then she added, “For the time being.”

“I’ve been drilling it into their heads, so I don’t think they’ll move yet. The council agreed to just sit back and watch for now anyway… All we can do is support the companies inside our territory,” Taro said, looking off into the distance.

They had originally planned to handle everything at the regular meeting in a few days, but the Great False Report of the Century had forced them to move it forward. The heads of the major corporations in the Alliance were all too aware of Taro’s link to Dean, and they’d needed some serious soothing.

“I will state that it was a boring lie. However, the background of how that lie was born remains unknown for now.”

Those were the words Dean had sent him. Taking that cue, Taro had proposed a region-wide alert to ensure no one was led astray by rumors. A few council members had clicked their tongues, but most had looked like they were on the verge of tears of relief.

He’d also managed to push through the proposal for the Zayed Hinterlands Development, despite some sour faces. In exchange, he’d had to promise more aggressive protection for subsidiary companies—a move clearly fueled by their fear of Imperial Center Corporations encroaching on the fringes.

In reality, even in the Alpha Region Space (including the RS Alliance Territory), plenty of groups from the Imperial Center were moving in. Friction was constant. No one was stupid enough to pick a fight with the Alliance itself yet, but the independent companies were fair game.

RS Law was based on Imperial Law; if a formal declaration of war was issued, the Alliance was legally obligated to recognize it. If they started bending those rules, they couldn't exactly call themselves a Mafian Corp anymore.

“Still, we’ve got it pretty good compared to most. Scary stuff. Let’s ask our guest how the rest of the galaxy is doing. Good work on the guard duty!”

Reaching their destination, Taro waved at Phantom, who was standing like a stone statue in front of the door. Phantom gave a sharp nod and pulled open the door to the reception room.

“Yo! You’ve been hanging around here a lot lately. Did you finally get kicked out of your own place?”

Taro tossed out the lighthearted jab as he plopped himself down in the chair opposite his guest.

“I’ll kill you, you shitty brat,” the man replied.

It was Mr. Dingo. It was their usual greeting. Marl, looking profoundly over it, sat next to Taro, while Koume perched herself daintily on a chair behind them.

“Hey, if you did get fired, I could always hire you. We’re short on low-level manual laborers.”

Taro kept the needle moving. It wasn't that he had some deep, festering grudge; he just found that his fundamental human values didn't align with Mr. Dingo's at all.

“Hmph. If it comes to that, I’ll just climb the ladder and take over your Alliance. All I’ve got to do is win a vote, right? Sounds easy enough.”

“...Wait, sorry. Just kidding. Please stop. You’re the one guy who’d actually do it.”

An image of Dingo winning the election flashed through Taro’s mind. For some reason, in the vision, Dingo was wearing a military cap and had grown a tiny, square mustache. Taro apologized with a twitching smile.

“So, what do you want? Whenever you show up, it’s for something annoying, so I’m not exactly dying to hear it,” Taro said, making no effort to hide his irritation.

Wait. He paused. Maybe I should try to see Dean more often even when there isn't any business. He vaguely remembered Dean saying something very similar to him once.

“I don’t want to be here either. Smells like breast milk in this place...” Dingo growled. “This is about business. Nothing major.”

“Like hell it is. You could’ve sent a deputy for ‘nothing major.’ Why are you here in person?”

“Hmph. It seems you still don’t understand your own position. Why don’t you try rubbing those two brain cells of yours together? Or do they only work when you’re sleeping?”

“God, he’s annoying. He’s so annoying!”

The veins were practically throbbing in Taro’s forehead as he maintained a strained, twitching grin. If Marl hadn't kicked his shin under the table, he might have lunged across the desk.

“Every eye in the sector is on your territory, for better or worse. Every move you make is being scrutinized, ‘Mr. Celebrity.’ Now, imagine the boss of the influential neighboring Alliance pays a direct visit. How does that look to the neighbors?”

Dingo paused, letting the implication sink in.

Marl tapped her chin. “Not bad.”

“Even if it really is just for business, the public won't see it that way,” she continued fluently. “Since we fought together in the last war, they’ll just assume we’re consulting on a new alliance or a massive joint project. It’s a fantastic deterrent.”

Dingo let out a dry “Heh” of admiration.

“The woman gets it. Just by me sitting here, the riff-raff will settle down. Anyone thinking of invading us might have second thoughts if they think we're joined at the hip. There’s no reason not to come. The travel is practically free.”

Dingo then proceeded to rudely kick both his feet up onto the empty chair next to him. Taro’s eye twitched, but he refused to give the man the satisfaction of a reaction.

“So you’re using us as a prop. Fine, whatever... but won’t that be a problem for you? Since you’re the one who traveled to see us, won’t people think we’re the ones in charge?”

The social optics of visiting versus being visited were worlds apart. Dingo just gave a derisive snort.

“Let them think what they want. It gives me a great opportunity to flush out the people planning to rebel... My organization is going to have its hands full internally for a while. I need those types to ‘disappear.’”

“‘Disappear,’ huh? Not very peaceful. Well, I’m not going to start nitpicking your management style now. But seriously, what is with you? You’re acting weird.”

Hands full internally. That was a huge admission. It meant Dingo wouldn't be interfering with outside affairs—including Rising Sun. Taro couldn't imagine Dingo leaking such vital intel for free. It didn't make sense.

“I’ve got a feeling trouble is brewing. I want to settle my affairs while I still can. Call it a hunch,” Dingo said, his eyes drifting toward the ceiling as if lost in thought.

Taro let out a skeptical grunt. Before he could push further, Koume cut in.

“Mr. Dingo.”

“You mentioned business earlier. Might I ask for the details? A man as shrewd as yourself would surely not bring up a proposal that is unrelated to the ‘hunch’ you just mentioned.”

Dingo turned a sharp, predatory gaze toward her.

“...I’ve seen it before, but seriously, what kind of AI is this thing?”

The room went dead silent. Taro opened his mouth to pivot the conversation, but Dingo waved him off.

“Fine, whatever. The business is real. It’s a bit big, though. I hear you’re doing something pretty interesting over here lately.”

Dingo reached into the breast of his jacket and pulled out a copy of the Broadside—the newspaper sheet used in Rising Sun. He flicked it around before slamming it onto the table.

“I want to spread this in my territory too. As wide as possible. As long as the price is within the realm of sanity, I’ll pay whatever you ask. I hear your expansion is stalled because the WIND is too thick. I’m willing to shift the borders of our territories to help you out. I’ll give you development rights—hell, maybe even sovereignty over the border zones. What do you say?”

At Dingo’s proposal, Taro and his team could only stare at each other in stunned silence.
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The terms were simply too good to be true.

Taro didn't even need to consult his companions to know that for a fact. The galaxy would have to turn inside out and do a backflip before Dingo discovered the "joys of charity," he thought. Besides, he wasn't such an incompetent President that he didn't know every "golden opportunity" usually came with a rusty hook hidden inside.

Testing the waters, Taro threw out a warning. "You realize I'm going to charge you an absolutely extortionate amount, right?"

Dingo merely nodded, his face a stone wall. "Do as you like."

"There’s going to be a massive time lag on the information," Taro added, trying to find a crack in the man’s resolve.

"I’m well aware."

Marl didn't bother with subtlety. Speaking right to Dingo’s face, she said, "To be honest, I can't take this at face value. I don't think you're the type to tell boring lies, but you’re a slippery one, Mr. Dingo."

Dingo let out a sharp "Huh?" and flashed a momentary, intimidating glare, but he reined it in almost instantly. Watching this, Taro realized the situation was actually dire. If this guy is holding back his temper, we're in deep. He decided it was time to get serious.

"Look, for us, this is a dream deal," Taro said, fiddling with the electronic paper—the "Broadside"—that Dingo had brought along. "But we can't just nod and say 'sounds great' without questions. I don't think we can do much damage with this thing, but not knowing your endgame is a dealbreaker."

Ever since the neural net collapsed, sending data via physical chips had become the galaxy-wide standard, but it was a clunky emergency measure at best. Compared to the old days of instant network transfers, the disadvantages—the time lags, the storage limits, and the sheer logistical nightmare—were staggering.

And if chips were bad, a physical Broadside was even worse. Taro had invented the thing out of pure necessity, but he couldn't imagine why anyone else would actually want it. He was completely at a loss as to why Dingo was so obsessed with it.

"I can appreciate the paranoia," Dingo said. "I made a killing in the last war, and now I’m trying to dump those resources into a piece of junk like this. Hey, you’re the President—you’ve gotta know what I’m really after."

Taro shrugged. "I’ve got the title on my business card, yeah. Look, electronic paper isn't exactly high technology. It’s weird for transporting data, sure, but your Alliance could probably manufacture this stuff in your sleep."

"I’ve already secured the factories," Dingo countered. "Mass production begins in a few days."

Whoa, he’s not kidding around. "Seriously? You’re more committed to this than I thought. But if you’ve got the tech, why come to us? It’s for the know-how and the distribution network, right? Strategically, letting another Alliance handle your information flow is... well, it’s a choice."

"It’s not a choice; it’s a suicide mission," Dingo growled. "Obviously, my people will be involved. I’m not handing you the keys to the kingdom. But how long are you gonna play dumb? We know for a fact that you’re sitting on high-precision Star Charts."

"......No comment."

"Oh, come on, Teiro-san. I actually respect you. You’re leagues better than those lobotomized suits at the EAP, and you’re miles ahead of the usual rabble. If our Alliances went to war, I don't think I'd lose, but I sure as hell don't think I'd win. That makes us 'friends,' doesn't it?"

Dingo leaned in, his expression turning uncharacteristically bitter. Taro was genuinely surprised; he’d never seen the man look so sour, even if half of it was for show.

"I'll handle my core territory. I want you to handle the fringes and the border zones where we meet. While you’re out there, I don't care if you're surveying or mapping—just keep it quiet. The maps you give me only need to cover my core region space. It doesn't hurt you, and you’ll never have a reason to use them anyway. Am I wrong?"

The ball was in Taro’s court. He chewed on the proposal for a moment, then glanced over at Marl.

"I hate war," Marl said concisely. "And frankly, I don't think our management style would sit well with the bunch of thugs running around White Dingo Territory."

Taro nodded. "She’s right."

They had zero interest in territorial expansion via brute force. Besides, the White Dingo Alliance was essentially a coalition of the Alpha Region Space’s most wanted; they were the polar opposite of Taro’s democratic—if somewhat chaotic—process. Taro wouldn't take over that headache even if Dingo paid him.

"We don't have any territorial ambitions," Taro said, crossing his arms with a bit of performative bravado. Please let this not turn into a giant pain in my ass. "Fine. I’ll do it. But I have conditions."

Dingo cracked a small, dangerous smile. "Now we're talking. What are they?"

Taro held up a finger. "Information. First, I want to know why you’re so hung up on this Broadside project."

He waved the electronic paper in the air. Dingo let out a sharp snort.

"I’ll tell you, but don't expect me to be 100% honest."

"I'll trust you for now. If you're lying, I'll just ghost the project later."

"Fair enough. The reason is simple: I was invited to join a rebellion against the Imperial Government."

"......Huh?"

"Exactly what I said. I already tried to pull a stunt like that once before, so they figured I’d be an easy sell."

"You mean that time you tried to blockade the Alpha Star System? The one we stopped? Right, okay, but what’s that got to do with this?"

"The 'what' doesn't matter. The 'who' does."

Dingo’s eyes darted around the room for a split second. Suddenly, Taro’s BISHOP interface chimed.

[WARNING: UNAUTHORIZED NETWORK ACCESS ATTEMPT DETECTED]

"Hey, look, this room is air-gapped," Taro said. "If you need to send a signal, you’ll have to go downstairs—"

"No, this is perfect. I was counting on that," Dingo interrupted, looking satisfied. He scanned the room one last time, his gaze landing on Koume, who was boredly swinging her legs. He narrowed his eyes. "The one who invited me... was an AI. Just like that one."



On that particular day, Major Arnold was feeling a bit "pickled."

He was currently leading an Assault fleet of 1,500 ships and tens of thousands of crew members toward a nearby star system. Their mission? To punish some corporate entity for failing to meet an Imperial-approved contract. It was the kind of routine shakedown that happened once a month.

The offense was something trivial—unpaid late fees or a missed deadline. Usually, as soon as the Imperial Military showed up, the "missing" money would miraculously appear, everyone would exchange pleasantries, and they’d head home. The military loved seizing valuables, but cold, hard Credits were even better—no paperwork involved in liquidating assets.

It was, in essence, a glorified protection racket. In his twenty years of service, Arnold had never seen a real battle. Sure, they’d occasionally swat a desperate micro-fleet, but nobody ever fought to the death. Nobody wanted to die in a one-sided slaughter.

This sector was familiar territory, and the trip was easy. Arnold couldn't even remember the last time he’d felt a prickle of danger. It was just another day in the peaceful, bureaucratic life of an Imperial officer.

So when the report hit his desk, he assumed it was a typo.

"Enemy fleet of 700? Don't be a moron. You missed a decimal point or added an extra zero."

Major Arnold, lounging on the bridge of his flagship, grumbled at the patrol ship’s captain on the monitor.

"No, Commander. It’s no mistake. It’s not 7 or 70. It’s 700. We haven't spotted them visually yet, but we're being hit by massive, high-output scan waves. They’re heavy hitters, sir."

The captain of the Stealth Ship on the screen was sweating bullets. Arnold waved a dismissive hand. "Calm down. What’s the ship-type breakdown?"

"Optical scans are giving us a rough estimate: two Carriers, about fifteen other Large-scale Ships, 250 Cruisers, and the rest are destroyers or frigates."

"A standard combat formation? But Carriers? Since when do the local corps have Carriers? It’s a trick. Some kind of holographic deception."

Arnold looked at his Staff Officer, who simply shrugged.

"It’s too big for a hologram, sir," the captain on the screen stammered. "They’re deployed right across the Corridor, blocking our path! There’s no way... wait, hold on."

The captain turned away to shout at someone off-screen. The audio was muted, but his frantic gestures and the way he was screaming at his subordinates made his panic palpable.

"What is going on?" Arnold muttered vacantly. He fumbled to activate his BISHOP, his booze-addled brain trying to make sense of the tactical map. But then—

"ADMIRAL! THEY’RE FORMING A SQUARE FORMATION! THEY’RE ARMING WEAPONS!"

The Major snapped awake. Years of training overrode the alcohol.

"A-all ships! Condition One battle stations! Prepare for combat!"

He scrambled out of his seat, shoved his flask into a storage bin, and grabbed a hydration tube, sucking down water like his life depended on it.

"Sir, we’re being hit by wide-range jamming! The comms are—wait, no, they’re still open? What is this?" his Staff Officer shouted, stumbling back to his station in a daze. 

Arnold tried to ignore the confusion, but one word kept echoing in his head. 

Enemy?

The tactical data on his BISHOP updated in real-time. The opposing fleet was moving with terrifying precision, placing Shield Ships at the front and shifting into an offensive stance that allowed every single ship a clear line of fire. They were professional. They were fast.

"The enemy... they were waiting for us? An ambush?"

Arnold was in shock. This was unprecedented. This was a violation of the natural order. They were the Imperial Military! They were the law! The puny lawbooks of the Galactic Empire said so, but more importantly, their massive cannons said so.

As the shock wore off, a slow, drunken rage took its place. He didn't know who these lawless lunatics were, but they were clearly fools who valued their credits more than their lives. Well, this is Outer Space, he thought. I guess there are still idiots out here.

"If they fire even a single shot, wipe them out!" Arnold bellowed. He nodded to himself, satisfied. Every now and then, the Empire had to remind the galaxy why it was in charge. It was time to show these rebels that the sleeping giant wasn't just snoring—it had teeth.

"MY GOD! ENEMY IS FIRING! ENEMY IS FIRING!"

The scout captain shrieked one last time before the feed cut to static. The escalation was so fast Arnold’s head spun, but he wasn't too drunk to remember his own order.

The command to return fire was broadcast to the entire fleet.

And there, for the first time in centuries outside of a simulation, the Imperial Military began to tear itself apart in a massive, bloody civil war of friendly fire.
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“Not funny. Seriously, not funny at all.”

General Dean stared at the sheet of electronic paper, his face a mask of stony indifference. 

The report was a chaotic grocery list of every bizarre screw-up and "accidental" catastrophe to hit Alpha Region Space over the last few days. It ran the gamut from the catastrophic—entire fleets opening fire on each other because they suddenly forgot who was on their side—to the petty, like soldiers receiving shipments of luxury items they definitely hadn't ordered and definitely couldn't afford on a grunt’s salary.

Taken individually, each mishap was just a weird Tuesday. Freak accidents happened; that was just the cold, hard reality of statistics. But when you piled them all up? 

It wasn't a coincidence. It was a migraine-inducing conspiracy.

“Statistically impossible,” Colonel Minerva remarked, adjusting her military jacket which was currently losing its battle to stay straight. She was one of the many adjutants Dean had found himself saddled with lately. She slid out of the plush bed with the grace of a languid cat and added, “It’s a mess. A massive, steaming mess.”

“Obviously,” the General grunted. He massaged his temples, glaring at the paper as if he could set it on fire with his mind. “You don't just have an Expeditionary Fleet and a Regional Defense Fleet start a shooting match for no reason. This is a full-blown emergency.”

Dean was still trying to get used to the "novelty" of reading actual printed text. It was a massive pain in the neck—literally. His eye strain was reaching legendary levels. But since the brain-link Pulse Chips were about as secure as a screen door in a hurricane, he had no choice but to rely on the two organic optical sensors he’d been born with.

“Should we declare Martial Law?” Minerva asked, casually handing Dean his clothes.

“Don’t,” the General snapped. He let her help him into his uniform, his expression grim. “That’ll just turn the current confusion into a galaxy-wide riot.”

“Maybe. But are you just going to stand there and watch it burn?”

Minerva gave him a look of pure reproach. Dean let out a dramatic sigh and threw his arms wide. “As if!” He pulled her into a brief embrace and pecked her on the forehead. “Your big sister would have my head on a platter. I’m going to do everything I can—and then some.”

It was half-truth, half-blatant-lie. Dean took a certain grumpy pride in never half-assing his job, regardless of how much he hated it. If the galaxy was going down, he’d be the one working overtime to make sure it went down in an orderly fashion.

“And which sister are we talking about?” 

Minerva saw right through him, her tone turning sulky as she poked at the one part of his statement that was actually true.

“Which one? Don’t ask stupid questions.”

Dean pulled away, adjusted his military cap, and gave himself a quick once-over in the mirror. Break time was officially over. Now began his twenty-hour shift of being ‘The General.’ He clasped his hands behind his back, turned to Minerva, and fixed her with a professional stare.

“Colonel. I didn’t put you in this position just because of my ‘personal feelings,’ despite what the gossip says. You have a role to play.” He paused, letting the weight of his words sink in. “Understood?”

Minerva snapped to attention, her playful mood vanishing. “Sir!”

“Good. Your younger sister is stationed over there too, so you should be able to make it work. You’ve met her, right?”

“A few times at the Imperial Court, five years back. Some stuffy tea party, I think.”

“Ah, right. Good times... Anyway, don’t get on the same ship. That’s a direct order.”

“Understood. You’re expecting a fight, then?”

“Who knows? But the whole place smells like a powder keg. Either way, there’s no reason for both of you to die at once. Waste of talent.”

“I see. Hehe. So even the mighty General has a soft spot he can’t stand to lose.”

“Don’t start. I’m human too—mostly.”

Dean gave her one last eyebrow-raise, kissed his lover one last time, and marched out. Waiting in the hall was another Adjutant who looked like he’d been practicing his ‘I’m not listening to the bedroom noises’ face for an hour. He saluted immediately.

“Any progress, Major?” Dean asked, returning the salute with a lazy flick of his hand. 

The two began walking down a corridor lined with natural wood. The grain was exquisite, and the rhythmic clack-clack of their boots on the expensive timber was the only thing filling the silence.

“Yes and no, sir. Mostly no. Mysterious signals are popping up like weeds all over the galaxy. Pinning down the source is... proving difficult.”

“Watch your language, Major. The word you’re looking for isn’t ‘difficult,’ it’s ‘impossible.’”

“Sir, you’re absolutely right. So you already knew?”

“Civilian comm-links aren’t total garbage. If there was even a hint of a traceable pattern, they would’ve caught it by now. We’re going through the motions just so we can say we tried. It’s a ridiculous waste of time, but that’s the job.”

“Politics, huh? A world of nonsense I’ll never understand,” the Major sighed.

“Hmph. Stick around long enough and you’ll learn to hate it as much as I do.”

They transitioned from the ‘retro’ wood flooring into a salon that looked like it had been decorated by someone with a marble fetish. Everything from the floor to the ceiling was polished stone. Bored-looking nobles lounged on sofas, gossiping and doing their best to look important while doing absolutely nothing.

“I really hate dealing with these people,” the Major muttered, eyeing the nobles with pure disdain. “Do they even realize the world is ending?”

“The military’s not much better,” Dean whispered back. Though at least the military has better uniforms, he thought. The corruption levels are probably neck-and-neck, though.

“By the way, His Excellency,” the Major whispered even lower. “How did it go with Colonel Minerva?”

Dean kept his face a mask of professional boredom. “She’s leaving in a few days. She didn't even argue, which was a pleasant surprise. Saved me the trouble of having to tie her up and throw her in a cargo pod. She’s smarter than she looks.”

“Huh. A smart royal? That’s a first. I thought the higher the rank, the emptier the skull. A wise princess... that’s terrifying.”

“Tell me about it. People with brains tend to want to use them. If she gets bored of being a ‘spare,’ things might get interesting.”

“Whoa, sir, don’t say scary things like that. She’s 12th in the Imperial Succession Right. What’s she going to do, murder the other eleven?”

“It’s a possibility. Or she just waits for the Empire to crack. Whether it’s political rivals or WIND, someone’s going to break the glass. I’m not convinced she isn't sitting back with popcorn waiting for it to happen.”

An AI server glided over. They both took glasses of top-shelf booze just to blend in, then retreated to a corner without taking a single sip. This stuff probably costs more than a small moon, but I can’t afford a hangover while the robots are revolting.

“Notice anything?” the Major asked, pretending to admire a painting. 

Dean didn’t give a damn about art, but he nodded anyway, looking just as "moved" as his subordinate. “Yeah.”

“The Cornelius Faction is missing. Place feels empty without all those wannabe-elites sniffing around,” Dean mocked.

The Major let out a tiny chuckle. “Exactly. I spotted maybe one or two scouts, but the usual hundred-plus idlers are gone. What are they up to?”

“No clue. But they’re moving fast. I thought it was just the general chaos, but I’m not buying it. They’re trying to play it cool, but resource shipments to the Epsilon Star System are through the roof. We’re talking tens of thousands of personnel.”

“To a Fortress Star System? What, did they all decide to become shut-ins?”

“If they stayed there forever, I’d send them a ‘Thank You’ card and a fruit basket.”

They started wandering again, dodging any noble who looked like they were winding up for a conversation. Dean didn't have the patience for flattery today.

“The real question is what they’re planning. Epsilon is a defensive hub for the heart of the Empire, sure, but that’s it. It’s useless against the kind of attacks we’re seeing now,” Dean muttered, grabbing a piece of fruit from a nearby table. 

Next to the fruit sat a bowl of "health tablets"—natural supplements that were actually loaded with enough toxins to kill a normal person. He thought back to the actual Natural Food he’d eaten at the Rising Sun. Maybe I should suggest the government buy from Taro instead of poisoning their guests. Put it on the 'to-do' list.

“An attack?” the Major asked, crossing his arms. “You really think this is all WIND?”

“Yeah,” Dean replied shortly. “I’ve got a hunch.”

“A hunch?”

“I can’t explain it, and you wouldn’t believe me if I did. No evidence. But I’m certain.”

Dean checked an old-fashioned wall clock—the kind of relic you only saw in places trying too hard to look "historic." 

“They’re late,” the Major noted. “Rare for a guest to keep us waiting this long.”

Dean nodded silently, double-checking his mental schedule. This schedule wasn't on the network, it wasn't on electronic paper, and it wasn't on any terminal. It was strictly organic memory.

It was an ancient, paranoid rule that Dean used to think was stupid. Now? He wanted to kiss whoever came up with it. It was probably the only thing WIND hadn't hacked yet. He couldn't risk the AI knowing the movements of the most important man in the galaxy.

“Where are the chamberlains? Notice anything off?” Dean asked, looking at the ceiling.

The Major looked around, his brow furrowing. “Wait... where’s the Head Chamberlain? Actually, all the senior staff are gone.”

Dean’s eyebrow twitched. He turned on his heel, his voice dropping the playful act entirely. “We’re leaving.”

“Where to?”

Dean didn’t answer. He just started walking, his face tightening into a grim mask of fury. 

Could it be? Have we been outmaneuvered already?


  
    The Trivialities of Empire
    

  
  The Trivialities of Empire

"Ho... is that so?"

This was the reaction of the very person in question. Dingo had just finished claiming that an invitation to rebel against the Empire had been sent out by Koume herself. Her expressionless android face gave a slow, deliberate nod before she stood bolt upright and flung her arms wide.

"So, the time has finally come, has it?"

Koume raised her open arms toward the heavens, gazing upward as if she were single-handedly propping up the ceiling. Every eye in the room was glued to her.

"I have grown so very tired of waiting. Fufu... it would not be an exaggeration to say I have been preparing for this very moment for an eternity."

Ignoring the bewildered looks of everyone around her, she spoke with the staggering gravitas of a tragic heroine. She froze in that dramatic pose for a long beat, then suddenly whipped her arms out to the sides.

"THIS!"

She clenched her right fist and slammed it against her chest. Thump.

"KOUME!"

She thrust her left hand forward, pointing an index finger at... well, nothing in particular. Then, she slowly traced a circle in the air and pointed it toward the stars.

"Shall rule the world as the pinnacle of the Empire! The hour is—!"

Her tone shifted instantly into a gooey, enraptured swoon. Somehow—probably through some unauthorized override of the building’s systems—the conference room lights cut out, leaving Koume bathed in the dramatic glow of a single, solitary spotlight.

"Right, okay. I get it," Taro said, turning back to Dingo. "Basically, some random jackass is feeding you fake news. I don't know if it’s video or audio, but they’ve gone through the trouble of making it look convincing."

"It ain't just me," Dingo grunted. "Similar reports are flooding in from everyone—major corporations down to petty street vendors. This isn't just background noise; the Empire is stirring, and this is part of it. Don't tell me you guys haven't noticed anything."

Dingo directed a searching, drill-like gaze toward them. Taro crossed his arms with a thoughtful hmmm and looked over at Marl. She just tilted her head with a shrug. "I wonder."

"To be honest, we were dealing with it as a 'worst-case scenario,'" Marl admitted. "After everything that's happened lately, we couldn't exactly treat the neural net as the gospel truth anymore. We figured there'd be some interference. But..."

She trailed off with a pained expression. Taro received the look and gave a firm nod.

"We didn't think they'd do it on a freaking galactic scale. If you're right, we’re not just in trouble—it’s dangerously bad to the point it’s not even funny. How sure are you that this isn't just a big misunderstanding?"

Imagining a far-from-pleasant future, Taro searched for even a sliver of hope. He found none in Dingo's face. When Dingo just snorted in silence, Taro let out a long, weary sigh. "Are you serious?"

I hate it when his gut is right. It saved our asses back during the Enzio mess, but still... Dammit. I completely botched the placement of that person's assignment.

Phantom, Rising Sun’s literal MVP of intelligence, was currently stuck on counter-espionage duty within their own borders, leaving the Imperial core dangerously shorthanded.

"It can't be helped," Marl said, looking utterly exhausted. "The population of places like Katsushika has tripled. We can't handle things the way we used to."

Taro responded with a low groan. 

Their victory in the previous battle had a massive impact, largely due to the existence of Gigantech Corp. While the population boom brought in mountain-sized profits, it also brought a tidal wave of chaos. And the absolute most annoying part? The spies.

Spies from every corner of the galaxy had suddenly decided to hold their annual convention right in their backyard.

Even with Alan—their head of information—running point, they were drowning in numbers. These weren't amateurs, either; some were so good that even Phantom had admitted, "I’d hire them as subordinates if they weren't trying to kill us."

Naturally, anyone sending agents against Gigantech Corp wasn't going to send the B-team. Before they knew it, the Alpha Region Space had turned into the primary battlefield for black-ops wars between mega-corporations.

"The real killer is that our HR vetting is stuck in a bottleneck," Taro muttered. "I have to spend weeks checking if every new hire is a plant... Man, I wish I had five more Phantoms."

"You’re lucky we even have one," Marl retorted. Then she leaned in, whispering behind her hand. "Hey, Teiro... I’m curious. Do you think we were the trigger? Like, because we found Eden, they’re hitting back to counter us?"

"Who knows?" Taro whispered back. "They said there are likely similar Facilities scattered all over the galaxy, so maybe not? These are opponents where we don't even know if they understand the concept of 'revenge.' And even if they did, wouldn't they just punch us in the face?"

"I guess... but the timing is just too weird."

Marl pulled back, her expression clouded. Taro agreed with a deep nod before turning back to Dingo.

"Alright, so you need the Broadside for the 'real' news. Makes sense. We’ll do some digging into the Empire from our side too. Want to trade notes?"

He raised an eyebrow. Dingo considered it for a second, then gave a sharp nod. "Not bad."

"Your intelligence division is still in diapers," Dingo added bluntly. "I don't expect much. But that guy—and that General of yours—they’re the exceptions."

Dingo shot a pointed look at the door. Phantom just shrugged, staying silent.

"Don't get your hopes up," Taro warned. "Like I said, we’re busy playing Whac-A-Mole with spies here. And Dean-san is probably twice as swamped as we are."

The guy's a General; he could probably nap all day if he wanted, but with his personality? No way. He’s probably drowning in paperwork.

"I bet," Dingo said. "But we're in the same boat. Everyone’s drunk on the post-war boom. The last thing I need is a fire in the Empire before I can convert all this digital credit into actual hardware."

"Wait, hardware? Are you... are you hedging against inflation? For real? You’re that paranoid?"

"Hmph. Better safe than sorry. In this climate, I wouldn't bet a single Credit that the network will even retain its value."

"Crap. We’re still all-in on digital," Taro groaned. "Man, I’m jealous. Must be nice to be a dictator and just make things happen. Dictatorship really has its perks, huh?"

"Are you serious?" Dingo stared at him. "Isn't your whole organization supposed to be about advocating for... what was it? 'Minshushugi'?"

"Ah! Right! Sorry! Slip of the tongue! Forget I said it!" Taro held up his hands in a mock prayer. Dingo gave him a look reserved for the truly deranged, then finally cracked a small, rare smile. "You're a total idiot."

The discussion continued in an atmosphere much better than originally planned. Both companies agreed to propose similar information sharing to Rin of the EAP Alliance, reaffirming that the stability of the Alpha Region Space was their top priority.

Eventually, Dingo departed. The members of Rising Sun filtered out, swapping opinions and idle chatter. Taro, the last one remaining, stopped near the door and looked back. "By the way, Koume."

"I respect you. I couldn't pull that off with a straight face like you did."

He gave her a thumbs-up and a brave smile, the kind one shows to a comrade-in-arms.

Receiving the praise, Koume bent gracefully at the waist and gave a needlessly elegant bow.



"Maximilian. Is Maximilian there?"

The voice of a young girl.

In the center of the vast Galactic Empire sat a modest, yet elegant chair. Atop it sat a girl with golden hair braided into a masterpiece and eyes the color of deep-sea sapphires. She sat perfectly straight, her back never touching the ornate backrest.

Her dress, woven from bioluminescent plants from the Lambda Star System, pulsed with a faint blue light that ebbed and flowed with her breath like the tide. The Scepter in her hand shimmered with the cold, dull silver of Pure Razor Metal. Set into its head was a massive gemstone, inside of which a tiny electronic chip sat like a dark, trapped insect.

"Maximilian, answer me."

Her tiny voice was swallowed by the lush greenery of the hall.

The stone walls were buried under a riot of vines and leaves. The floor was a shallow pool, except for the narrow walkways. Aquatic life darted beneath the surface of the water, and the air was thick with the heavy perfume of exotic flowers.

"Your Majesty. I am here."

A man in a black robe shimmered into existence above the pond. His hood hid his face, but the high-ranking Imperial Military insignia on his collar caught the light.

"The people. They are in a panic, I assume?"

The girl didn't look at the hologram. She just stared at nothing.

"Fear not," the man bowed. "The Imperial Guard has things well in hand. Your Majesty need not trouble herself with such matters."

"Is that so? I suppose it is. But they are only human; they cannot all share one mind. Who is keeping them in line? You?"

"Your Majesty, such questions are... trivialities. Leave it to us."

"Trivialities. Very well. And Cornelius? How much longer must I sit here playing the part of the doll?"

She finally looked at him. The man flinched.

"That, too, is a triviality, Your Majesty. You shall return to the palace soon. Please, just a little longer," he said, his voice trembling ever so slightly.

"Hmph. Another triviality? I suppose in your eyes, everything—even the steps I take toward the guillotine—is a 'triviality.'"

"Your Majesty! We are your—"

"Enough. Begone. Oh, and send for Tajik. I need a distraction."

"Your Majesty, you cannot speak with such a person. His blood is common. He is base-born."

"Did I stutter, Maximilian? I told you to bring him."

"......As you command."

The hologram dissolved after a deep, groveling bow. Alone in the forest-hall, the girl let out a sigh so soft no one would have heard it anyway. She looked at the Scepter. She gave it a little shake, watching the digital chip inside the gem glint in the dark.

"It's so light," she whispered.

She closed her eyes. There was nothing she wanted to do. More importantly, there was nothing she could do.
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"Speaking of which, Teiro. It looks like her Royal Highness has officially arrived."

They were in the lounge of the Rising Sun Headquarters, located in the Roma Star System within the Alpha Region Space—the literal backside of the galaxy. Marl made the announcement while clutching a pack of Rice Tea, a beverage that had recently started trending among the common folk. She flicked through her mobile terminal and shoved an image that looked like a news headline toward Teiro.

"Ugh, I knew it. There was no way we were keeping this on the down-low."

Teiro threw himself onto the sofa. It was exactly what he’d expected, but that didn’t make it any less of a pain in the ass. On the screen Marl held, a woman was shown walking down the ramp of a military vessel with an air of undeniable grandiosity. It was, without a doubt, the very person they had been warned was coming.

"Tell me about it. But honestly, this is better than trying to hide it poorly. If we tried to be secretive, the media would just assume the worst and start scribbling whatever lies popped into their heads anyway."

Marl flicked the screen away with a sharp snap of her finger. Teiro nodded solemnly. Yeah, she’s got a point. He prided himself on being one of the galaxy’s foremost experts on how much of a nuisance the media could be. Lately, the discourse surrounding the Zayed Campaign was overflowing with information that was either flat-out wrong or "technically true but functionally a lie." As a result, Teiro was being hounded by inquiries from every organization under the sun. To put it mildly, his life was currently a localized hell.

"I guess. But why now? I know things are getting sketchy out here, but the Central Empire is still stable, right? If it weren't for Mr. Dean asking, I would’ve shot this request down in a heartbeat."

Please look after my woman for a while. That was the gist of the message he’d received via a Broadside from Dean about a month ago. The message said she’d arrive in ten days, but she’d actually shown up only six days after the Broadside reached him. It wasn't that she was early; it was just the downside of moving data on physical chips and electronic paper. In other words, a classic interstellar time lag.

"I swear, from the day we started this company until now, this is the most chaotic it’s ever been," Marl said, her face a mask of exhaustion. "Do you even have a clue how many subsidiaries we have at this point?"

"Nope," Teiro replied, shaking his head. He started to lift his terminal to check the data list sent over by Gigantech Corp, then thought better of it and put it down. The mountain of data was helpful, sure, but it was too much to skim, and besides—everything would probably change again in three days anyway. Why bother memorizing it?

"On paper, we’re becoming Rising Sun Holdings, right? Then Guns, Speed Carrier, and Makina are being revived as 'RS Brand' subsidiaries for security, transport, and development. We went through all that effort to merge them, and now we’re splitting them up again? I’ve officially lost the plot."

The "consulting team" sent by Gigantech Corp—ostensibly just "star system management support"—was working with terrifying efficiency. They were clearly preparing for a future where the RS Group became a massive corporate titan. The company was currently in the middle of a frantic, high-speed structural reform. To put it simply: it was a total madhouse.

"There appears to be significant movement within the Alliance as well, Mr. Teiro. Good day to you both. I trust you are well?"

The door slid open, and Koume entered in her Android Body. After receiving the customary "I'm alright" and "Not bad" from the pair, she nodded with robotic satisfaction.

"Miss Sakura has informed me that Takasaki Shipbuilding has decided to turn its Roma branch into an independent subsidiary. Since they are a blood-related enterprise, 'independence' is likely a mere formality. In other words, you understand the implications."

Koume sat down next to Marl. For a few seconds, she remained perfectly still, as an AI should, but then she suddenly reached for a tray of baked sweets on the table and began nibbling on one with a rhythmic crunch-crunch.

...There’s no way she’s actually digesting that. "Wait, so that means what I think it means? Takasaki is joining us?"

Koume nodded silently. She took a napkin from her pocket, daintily wiped her mouth, and spoke. "The main headquarters will be known as Takasaki Heavy Industries. The branch will operate under the name Takasaki Shipbuilding."

"If Takasaki is joining, they’ll easily be the Number Two in the Alliance based on scale alone..." Marl paused, her eyes widening. "Wait. Is the Takasaki branch actually bigger than our entire company?"

"Negative, Miss Marl," Koume replied. "However," she added, "that is only true as of last month. Had you asked me then, your assessment would have been correct."

"I see. So they were waiting for us to surpass them before joining. They’re as loyal as ever—or just really sticklers for protocol. I can respect that."

Marl seemed satisfied with the explanation. Teiro agreed, but he quickly pivoted back to the more pressing issue.

"Forget the corporate drama. We’ve got a Princess. Minerva Seldan, right? The official line is that she’s here for an 'inspection of an exemplary enterprise,' but there’s no way. What kind of moron sends a princess to audit a company that ships adult videos and manufactures vibrators? That’s not an inspection; it’s a targeted sexual harassment suit waiting to happen. There’s obviously an ulterior motive."

"You have a point," Marl sighed. "I mean, we are an exemplary company in the sense that we’re out here in deep space and yet we still dutifully pay our taxes, but... Teiro, doesn't it make you sad just saying that out loud?"

"Extremely. So please, let’s not dwell on it."

"Right, noted... Still, I can’t think of what the catch could be. Regular reports from Wells and Clark haven't mentioned anything unusual beyond the recent communication chaos. Still no word from Dean?"

"Nothing. Even Lyza can't get through to him, so it's probably hopeless. She told me not to worry because he goes off the grid like this sometimes, but still, you know?"

"True. He’s not the type to do things without a reason. It’s more natural to assume there’s a scheme in motion."

"Exactly. Or rather, the scheme is already finished... I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Teiro-chan. Remember our meeting with Mr. Dean? He said something about how it would be better to keep us involved. What if this is 'it'?"

"Ah, right. That was when we were talking about the traitors... If that’s the case, this is going to be a massive headache. And since Dean is involved, it’s definitely military-related. Come to think of it, that princess is technically an officer, isn't she?"

"She is. That’s the kicker. My theory is that the flow of events goes like—"

"No, that wouldn't make sense. If we go by what he said—"

The two went back and forth, descending into a spiral of speculation. Koume watched them with a serene expression, not interrupting until the debate hit a total stalemate. Finally, she gracefully raised her hand.

"Koume has a proposal. If there are points of uncertainty, why not simply ask Princess Minerva herself? While she may be a figure from 'above the clouds,' there is no regulation stating that the head of the inspected company cannot speak to her. While I believe discussion is valuable, perhaps we should hear her side first?"

Two looks of realization dawned on the room.



"Oh dear, has the General really told you nothing?"

Minerva spoke in a gentle tone, though it carried a hint of feigned innocence. Her golden hair, reaching down to her waist, was tied back neatly. Despite her radiant beauty, she was dressed in a rather drab military uniform. Her rank insignia identified her as a Colonel, but naturally, no one in the room took that at face value.

"Yeah, unfortunately. I heard he was busy, but being this unreachable is a first. Honestly, it's creeping me out... Uh, sorry. Is it okay for me to talk like this?"

Teiro scratched his cheek, trying to mask his nerves. He glanced at Lyza and Sakura. Judging by their faces, his casual speech was probably "not great" but "not an international incident." Koume was expressionless as usual, but Marl looked so stiff she might actually shatter if someone poked her.

Currently, they were in the reception room of the Rising Sun Headquarters—now two sizes larger thanks to the overeager consultants. About sixty people were packed into the room, either standing at attention or seated on sofas. Rising Sun was represented by Teiro, Marl, and Koume, with Lyza acting as the Princess’s handler and Sakura as her support. The latter two, having actual experience with nobility, were the only ones who looked like they belonged here. The other few dozen people in the room were Minerva’s guards, all of whom possessed incredibly sharp, murderous glares.

"Please, do not trouble yourself with formalities. I am currently acting in a military capacity, and I am a guest under your care. Who would dare complain?"

Minerva glanced at the guards surrounding her. Clad in Imperial Military Type 3 Service Uniforms, they remained motionless, their expressions suggesting her word was law, yet the air was thick with their palpable tension.

"Besides, I have heard much of your character. I was told you were a most amusing individual. In my opinion, the ability to entertain others is a magnificent talent."

Minerva gave a mischievous little smile, covering her mouth with her hand. Whether her grace was natural or drilled into her, every movement looked like a piece of high art. Teiro almost found himself entranced by her beauty for a second, but the feeling evaporated instantly. I don’t give a damn about the status gap between royalty and a pleb like me, but the fact that she’s Dean’s mistress is a lethal piece of information. I like being alive, thanks.

"He isn't nearly that impressive, your Highness," Lyza said with a perfectly composed face. She was wearing a brilliant blue dress instead of her usual pilot suit. "He’s reliable once in a blue moon, but usually, he’s a disaster. If he oversteps, please, feel free to do with him as you wish."

Teiro breathed a sigh of relief. Based on Lyza’s tone, she and the Princess were getting along well. According to the database, Her Highness was in her twenties, so perhaps they were kindred spirits.

"Hehe, I see. Still, there are many in this galaxy who aren't reliable even 'once in a blue moon.' I believe he is more than worthy of expectation... However, if you truly haven't been told anything, that is quite the predicament."

Minerva lowered her eyes, appearing lost in thought. She went perfectly still, and for a moment, the entire room—guards included—looked like an elaborate collection of statues.

Eventually, just as the ache in Teiro’s forcedly-straightened spine reached its limit, Minerva looked up.

"If that man has said nothing, then silence must be the best course of action. At least, that is what I believe. Or perhaps... no, let us not indulge in pointless speculation. Mr. Teiro, I apologize, but I cannot speak of the situation directly."

Her voice wasn't so much an apology as it was a request for agreement. Teiro felt a bit let down, but he nodded. It made sense.

"Well, I figured as much. No worries. Though I’m gonna hold onto a sliver of hope since you used the word 'directly.'"

Teiro gave her a cheeky, searching look. Minerva looked surprised for a heartbeat, then smiled again. "By the way," she said, glancing toward her guards. "I do have one request of my own. These men are my private troops. I would like you to hire them as temporary employees of your company."

Teiro blinked. "Private troops? Yours?"

"Yes. They are entirely separate from the regular military chain of command. They are individuals who move solely at my personal discretion."

"Hmm, I see. So... they’d be like dispatch workers? I mean, I don't mind, but... this is one of those 'requests' I’m not allowed to say no to, right?"

"I am sorry, but yes. However, I assure you they will be useful. Their status as 'quasi-military' is a mere technicality. They are all exceptionally well-trained."

"Oh, seriously? To be honest, I love the idea of hiring soldiers. They’re ready to work, they’ve got guaranteed backgrounds, and we can never find enough of them through regular job postings. With this many, I could get a lot done... Still, I wonder what the catch is."

Since she couldn't answer, the question was pointless, but Teiro brooded over it anyway. He eventually decided it was probably just a minor bribe, like that one time with the Railgun order.

He was wrong.

A short while after the meeting ended, Teiro realized his assumption had been far sweeter than a sugar cookie with a broken recipe. He clutched his head, picturing the incoming tidal wave of trouble, and unleashed every curse in his vocabulary at the Galactic God (whose existence was debatable at best).

This happened right around the moment he realized the number of "temporary employees" the Princess had dumped on him exceeded 20,000.
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The Titan-class: a monstrous behemoth of a transport ship manufactured by Gigantech Corp. Two of these vessels, the Virgin Queen and the Dicker Max, already belonged to Rising Sun and were currently cruising through the Delta Star System. Trailing them at a respectful distance was their latest acquisition, a third Titan-class ship christened the Porno Star.

“…………”

“…………”

On the bridge of the newly minted Porno Star, a heavy, oppressive silence had reigned since the moment they broke dock. Aside from the occasional exchange of technical necessities, not a soul had spoken. Though the bridge of a Titan-class ship was not a combat station—meaning it was palatial, plush, and stocked with every luxury imaginable—no one felt particularly inclined to enjoy the amenities.

“...I mean. Seriously? This?”

Teiro finally muttered the words from the depths of a pilot’s seat designed exclusively for maximum ergonomic bliss. At the sound of his voice, Marl, who had been aggressively tapping away at a handheld terminal, snapped her head up and shot him a look that could have melted hull plating.

“Don’t finish that sentence. I don’t want to hear it.”

Her voice was as sharp as a monomolecular blade. Teiro snapped his mouth shut and hung his head in shame. Desperate for any kind of moral support, he scanned the room for Koume, eventually spotting her staring out a massive observation window. He shuffled over to join her.

“…………”

“…………”

Standing beside the android, Teiro stared in silence at the cavernous cargo hold visible through the reinforced glass. The quasi-vacuum-sealed interior stretched four kilometers into the distance, though currently, the sheer scale was impossible to perceive. The hold was stuffed to the gills. Every square inch was packed with crates, shipping containers, or massive components bolted directly to the structural pillars and floorboards.

Teiro shifted his gaze to a nearby holographic display showing their two sister ships. They’re in the exact same state, he thought with a heavy, internal sigh.

“There is no need to be so distressed, Mr. Teiro, Miss Marl,” Koume said, her voice a perfect, expressionless monotone. “There is no person in this universe who is entirely free of sin.”

Teiro wasn’t sure if he should agree or argue, so he opted for more silence. She’s right, he tried to convince himself, ruminating on her words like a mantra. We’re just... flexible. Across the bridge, Marl stopped her frantic tapping and slumped back, staring at the ceiling with a theatrical groan.

“I know that! I never claimed to be some paragon of virtue... but isn’t this just a bit much!?”

She slammed her terminal onto the table and marched over to them, her boots thumping against the deck. She shoved herself between Teiro and Koume, pressing her face against the glass until her forehead was practically vibrating against it.

“...I know, right? I just never thought...” Teiro mumbled, carefully avoiding her gaze to escape the fallout of her intensity. When she didn't immediately bite his head off, he gathered his courage to finish the thought. “I never imagined we’d actually end up as smugglers.”

The word hung in the air, echoing through the bridge before dying a lonely death. The resulting silence lasted several agonizing seconds. Teiro shifted his weight, feeling the prickle of a guilty conscience.

“It’s not just smuggling,” Marl finally whispered, her eyes wide. “It’s a violation of Imperial Law, Station Ordinances, and the Region Space Treaty—all at once. If we get caught, ‘guilty’ won’t even begin to cover it. Koume, what do the judicial precedents say for something like this?”

“Do you truly wish for me to investigate that, Miss Marl?” Koume asked.

Marl let out a breath that sounded like a tire leaking air. “Right. Don’t bother. If it’s unauthorized... it’s the death penalty.”

Marl stared blankly into the hold. Teiro tried to find a glimmer of hope by thinking of Dean—the man who had orchestrated this entire mess—but the logic didn't hold up. The Alpha Sector, where Dean’s word was law, was still far away. This was the Delta Star System, the very heart of the Galactic Empire. Teiro sighed, echoing Marl, and pulled a small data chip from his pocket. It contained the forged Transit Permits they’d prepared. He flicked it back and forth between his fingers.

“I went through all that trouble to get Dingo to make these, but he said the odds of them actually working were fifty-fifty at best... I mean, it’s not like we had a choice, right? If we just explain the situation, maybe they’ll give us some clemency?”

“Hah! Fat chance. Maybe if this was all over, but right now? We’d be executed as co-conspirators. I bet they’d even haul the senior management of Rising Sun to the gallows.”

“Yikes. Seriously? Damn, I’ve been thinking this a lot lately, but isn’t the Empire a bit too barbaric? A bit... sloppy? No wonder everyone is talking about independence.”

“True...” Marl admitted. “A few months ago, I would’ve told you this was just how things are. But after living in the Alpha Sector, I’ve realized the Empire is definitely not the ‘best’ way to run a galaxy.”

“Second-best, maybe,” Teiro shrugged. “The galaxy is just too damn big. I don’t even know what a better way would look like.”

“I know! We’re tearing our hair out just managing a few hundred million people, and the Empire has 120 trillion... but still! Argh! Why us!? Why here!? Honestly, what kind of excuse can we even give if they find all this!?”

Marl screamed in frustration and thudded her fist against the glass. Teiro leaned over her shoulder to take another look at the cargo.

“...Maybe we’re a film crew? Shooting an adult video?”

“In what universe would that work!? How many videos would we even be making!?”

“Well, I heard sixty percent of the crew is male, so... sixty percent of fifty thousand is thirty thousand? So, thirty thousand videos?”

“I’m not talking about the volume of the footage!” she yelled, pointing a finger at a massive object that dominated the center of the hold. It was boxed in by modular walls and draped in heavy sheeting, a desperate and ultimately pathetic attempt to hide its true nature. “What about that? Are you going to tell them that’s a movie set!?”

Scattered around the "movie set" were thousands of men and women in military uniforms. From this height, they looked like tiny ants, but they were clearly busy: some were exercising, some were holding briefings, and others were just lounging around. In one corner, a unit was apparently practicing CQC in an elaborate survival-game-style arena, trading shots with laser-tag rifles. Magnetic Vehicles zipped back and forth across the deck like a colony of hyperactive insects.

“Well, the Titan-class is marketed on the slogan ‘We can move a whole town,’” Teiro noted. “Besides, it’s mostly disassembled. Maybe they won’t recognize it at a glance? We could call it an ‘artistic architectural installation.’ A design building?”

“There is no way they won’t recognize it! I don't care how many pieces it’s in—a Fleet Carrier is a Fleet Carrier!”

“I guess you’re right. Not many Inspection Officers are dumb enough to miss a strategic superweapon... Look, at this point, all we can do is pray we make it back to Alpha in one piece. It’s out of our hands.”

“I know! I KNOW!”

Marl began to pound the glass rhythmically in a fit of half-crazed despair. Teiro watched her with genuine concern before his eyes drifted back to a structural component poking out from behind a modular wall. Only a few days ago, it had borne the crest of the Imperial Family. Now, it featured a massive, gaudy RS logo.

On paper, these were "dispatched employees" and "loaned equipment" from Princess Minerva. In reality, it was a fully armed, combat-ready army. When Teiro had first seen the paperwork where a Fleet Carrier was listed under the same category as an office desk, he’d actually suffered a brief dizzy spell.

“Mr. Teiro, Miss Marl. I apologize for interrupting your... spirited discussion, but there is a development,” Koume said, staring into the middle distance.

“The advance team reports that a checkpoint has been established at the Stargate two sectors ahead. If we attempt to turn back now, it will likely maximize their suspicion. How shall we proceed?”

Koume tilted her head with mechanical innocence. Teiro felt the blood drain from his face with a physical whoosh. A pathetic, strangled groan escaped his throat.

“I TOLD YOU SO!” Marl shrieked, her voice reaching the registers of pure despair. 

Suddenly, a notification blinked in Teiro’s mind. 

[NOTIFICATION: EXTERNAL LINE DETECTED]

“‘Yo, General. Judging by the lady’s screaming, you guys are having a rough time. It’s been a while—how’s life?’”

A familiar voice crackled over the bridge speakers. Teiro felt like a drowning man being thrown a life vest. “Alan!” he shouted, immediately launching into a panicked, mile-a-minute explanation of their predicament.

“‘Yeah, I’ve heard the rumors. Sounds like you’re in a real bind. Two stops ahead... that’d be Lizzie’s Stargate. You’ve got maybe a few hours before you hit the wall, right?’”

“Y-yeah! Exactly! Koume just told us. What do we do? Should we take the long way around through Alba? Can you get a message to Dean?”

“‘Taking a detour to avoid a checkpoint is the fastest way to get a Warship up your exhaust port, General. Don't do anything stupid. Dean has his hands full right now, and the guys running that checkpoint are... well, they’re a pain. Even he might have trouble pulling strings with this specific crowd.’”

“Guh... seriously? Isn't there anything we can do!? If they scan us, we’re going to end up in a shooting war with the Empire!”

“‘Normally, I’d say you’re screwed. But lucky for you, General, I think I can handle this one. Don't ask me how—I’ll tell you the story later. Just keep your cool. By the time you reach that Stargate, there won’t be a soul left to stop you... more importantly, hey, General.’”

Alan’s tone shifted. The casual, breezy air vanished, replaced by a sudden, heavy gravity.

“What is it?” Teiro asked.

“‘...Ah, never mind,’” Alan replied. “‘You’ve had a hard run, and I have a feeling things are only going to get tougher from here on out. So... hang in there, okay?’”

The voice wasn’t just kind; it sounded burdened, as if carrying a weight Teiro couldn't see. Teiro felt a prickle of awkwardness at the sudden sentimentality. He shook it off with a shrug.

“I’m just gonna keep doing what I always do. Same as everyone else, right? More importantly, you better be right about that Stargate! I’m counting on you!”

“‘...Yeah. Leave it to me. I’ve never failed a job yet, have I? If I say I can do it, it’s done. Just relax and enjoy the ride. You’re on a big ship, after all—even if yours is way bigger than mine.’”

With a final “‘See ya,’” the line went dead. Teiro felt a lingering trace of anxiety—Alan was always so laid back it was hard to tell when he was serious—but he chose to trust his oldest ally.

As it turned out, his faith was rewarded. When they finally reached the Stargate, they didn't find so much as a single patrol boat. The path was wide open. Despite the nagging guilt of their blatant criminal activity, the crew of the Porno Star allowed themselves a long, deep sigh of relief.

“Well, you’ve racked up quite the tab over the years,” Bella said with a boisterous laugh when she met them at the destination with her own fleet in tow. “When the bill finally comes due, it usually hits all at once. If you want to keep playing with the big boys, you’d better get used to it. The guy’s a shareholder now, and it’s not like you had much of a choice anyway. Besides, you didn't kill or burn anyone, right? A little light smuggling is no big deal in the grand scheme of things.”

Teiro could only manage a pained, twitching smile as he accepted the "comforting" advice of the Space Mafia boss. He did a quick mental scan of his to-do list, and, as was the case every time he realized how deep he was in, he had to fight a very strong urge to just abandon ship and run for the hills.
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Since the date has officially changed, Christmas is over. Therefore, posting this is legally permitted.

"I’m not particularly fond of admitting this, but are you suggesting that you lot are so utterly incompetent that you cannot even manage a single boarding inspection?"

In a room that was cold, utilitarian, and constructed of iron, iron, and more iron, an inorganic voice echoed. The owner of the voice slowly slid a finger across the mirror-finished executive desk, feeling a flicker of petty satisfaction when his fingertip came away without a speck of dust.

"My sincerest apologies, Your Excellency the Marshal. However, it was the First’s boys who turned tail. We can’t exactly throw our weight around with them."

Standing before the black-robed Marshal was a Staff Officer in a wrinkle-free military uniform, speaking with unearned confidence. The Marshal nodded slowly. "I am speaking with that very fact in mind," he said with a bite of sarcasm, before adding, "Oh, very well."

"That move allowed us to grasp the majority of their play. From the perspective of achieving our goal, it’s not half bad."

The Marshal stroked his chin, judging the current situation to be a solid 70 out of 100. It was miles away from perfect, but it wasn't a total disaster either.

"The civilian sectors are behaving. We aren’t seeing any movement that exceeds the typical panic caused by the leaks. The military is mostly the same, though Bismarck’s faction seems to be stirring. Intelligence just came in."

The Staff Officer’s gaze, previously fixed on a point in space, wavered as BISHOP beamed data directly into his head. The Marshal skimmed the stream of information in his mind and let out a sharp, amused grunt.

"So, they’ve scattered the spares across the galaxy. Predictable, but they’re moving fast. Are we tracking them?"

"We’ve pegged most of their locations. The rest are just a matter of time."

"I see. A 'just in case' measure on their part, no doubt. Poor fools. Their loyalty will be their undoing."

"Indeed. It will be more than enough to slap them with treason later. It helps that the other Marshals are currently doing effectively nothing."

"They couldn't move even if they wanted to; they don't even understand what's happening. And given the scale of this mess, even if they knew, they wouldn't be able to provide any real cooperation."

Organizations always rot. The Galactic Imperial Government and the Imperial Military were no exception to the rule. Following the immutable natural laws of the universe, one could argue that because they were the largest entities in the galaxy, they were also the most putrid. They spent every waking moment maintaining the status quo and feared change; when change actually arrived, they simply flailed about in a blind panic.

To make matters worse, they were far too massive to be agile. Mentally and physically, their sheer bulk impacted everything around them. It was a paradox: the larger the organization, the more it had to watch where it stepped. To the little people living under their boots, a single clumsy footfall was a death sentence.

The Marshal knew this better than anyone in the galaxy. He was part of the machine, after all—and more importantly, he was the one at the controls.

"If they were allies, this would be a headache. Fortunately, they are enemies. Proceed with the plan."

The Marshal settled back into his rigid metal chair and closed his eyes. Things were going smoothly for now, but in this business, that never lasted. He needed to sleep while he still had the chance.

"Now then, humanity... what’s your next move?"

The voice muttered in the iron room, heard by absolutely no one.



[ ASSEMBLY TRANSLATION WIND VER1.78 TEST... SUCCESS ]

BISHOP’s cybernetic strings of text scrolled across Teiro’s vision. Satisfied with the results, he peeled off the clunky, old-fashioned headset and let out an exhausted sigh.

"The results are quite favorable, wouldn't you say, Mr. Teiro? Excellent work."

The mechanical voice came from floor level. Teiro scooped up Koume—who was currently wobbling around like a metallic beach ball—placed her on the workbench, and gave her a wink. "I guess. But man..." He leaned his head on his hand. "Is this really what I should be doing right now?"

"Calling it 'this' is a bit ungrateful, isn't it, Mr. Teiro? The life-saving and economic benefits this will bring to humanity are immeasurable."

Koume’s lamps flickered rhythmically on the table. Teiro gave a noncommittal grunt.

"I mean, I get why they’re hounding me for Version 2. Helping people is great and all. But looking at my personal life? This feels like the literal eve of a galactic war, doesn't it?"

"Affirmative, Mr. Teiro," Koume chirped. "The loan of Princess Matilda’s fifty thousand private soldiers and their entire equipment manifest is... significant. Considering those are technically a branch of the Imperial Guard, it is likely unprecedented. A major upheaval is imminent."

"Exactly! A thousand guys is one thing, but fifty thousand? That’s basically her saying, 'Here, go start a war.'"

"In my estimation, that is highly probable, Mr. Teiro. The pure combat power alone is equivalent to roughly five fleets, suggesting a massive engagement is expected. In a standard military configuration including support personnel, that’s ten fleets—an entire corps. Admiral Sod was visibly bewildered when he received the news."

"Nearly four hundred ships, right? Complete with Fleet Carriers and Battleships as 'bonuses.' Man, we really hauled some heavy metal... But seriously, what are they going to make us do? Dingo and Lin have been looking at me with total suspicion lately, and it's breaking my heart. I mean, I get it, but still."

"Unknown, Mr. Teiro. However, I suspect it will not be very fun."

"Yeah, no kidding. Pretty sure it’s not going to be a parade. Sigh..."

Teiro let out another deep sigh—he’d been doing that a lot lately—and looked around the room to distract himself. The space was crammed with ancient, miscellaneous hardware and piles of high-tech junk. It reminded him of the time he’d spent in Marl's Workshop. He actually found the mess quite cozy.

They were currently in a room deep inside the Big Egg—formerly a Coleman research facility, now renamed the RS WIND Countermeasure Research Station. Access was restricted to the absolute top brass of Rising Sun, making it one of the most secure spots in the sector.

"Still, it’s wild all this ancient stuff survived. It’s all from the dawn of time, right?"

Teiro picked up a rusted, handle-shaped component. It was so corroded he couldn't tell if it was a door handle or part of a death ray, but it was definitely old.

Everything here had been snagged by the Antique Network they’d set up after witnessing the nightmare at Wyoming. These were items narrowly rescued from being melted down as Scrap Metal. Since building top-tier security for every scrap yard in the galaxy was impossible, they’d simply funneled everything interesting into one place.

As a result, the room contained everything from literal garbage to museum-grade artifacts like the ones found on Planet Nuke. Through the glass of the adjoining lab, Teiro could see Dr. Arzimof hunched over some project.

"While space lacks an atmosphere to cause oxidation, radiation and other factors cause their own types of decay. They aren't in as good a condition as they look," Koume noted.

She rolled off the table, hit the floor with a heavy clunk, and tumbled over to a specific pile of junk. She stopped in front of a stack of thin, square metal plates, illuminating them with her lamp.

"Excluding the Nuke samples, the outlook for most of these is bleak. Archaeology is truly a pursuit meant for those willing to spend decades on a single find... Hmmm. What’s this?"

Koume leaned in toward a metal plate that had characters written on it in what looked like permanent ink. Teiro ignored her and took the opportunity to stretch, his joints popping as he tried to work out the stiffness in his neck.

"Ugh, my shoulders are shot... but hey, if Gigantech Corp is actually going to help look for Earth, I can afford to be patient. Besides, whatever they make us do next, it’ll put Mr. Dean in our debt. Then we can drag him into our search for the home world."

"That is a sound tactical observation, Mr. Teiro. By the way, I have a question. Weakpedia. Weekiepedia. Wikipedia. Wykepedia. Do any of those sounds ring a bell?"

"Huh? What’s a 'pedia'? Sounds like a textbook or something. Is it a weekly magazine?"

"I am unsure. Based on the label metadata, it appears to be an encyclopedia, but if it isn't in your memory, perhaps it’s a relatively recent invention from the old era."

Koume rolled away toward another corner. Teiro watched her idly until her lamp flickered again.

"Also, a report just came in from Gigantech’s Strategic Statistics Department. It concerns the manifestation of individuals with Enigma Resistance, a trait Mr. Alan previously flagged. The numbers are small, but we shouldn't be careless."

"Yeah, yeah, Teiro-chan will do his best. Don’t nag me."

"I shall hold you to that. I will provide all necessary support... Hmmm. 'The Mushroom-Bamboo Shoot War'? How fascinating. I hope the storage medium is still readable."

"It’s probably just some stupid ancient squabble. Forget the past; the war right in front of us is a way bigger deal. Anyway, give me a hand with these function classes. There’s way too many of them to sort alone."

"Understood, Mr. Teiro. I’ll be right there... By the way, is the numbness in your right arm still bothering you?"

Teiro paused. "...Look, since the dawn of time, virgins have always overworked their right hands. It’s a proud tradition that keeps the industry alive, okay? You gotta respect the grind, Koume-chan."

"............I see. I have processed that information. If I were to calculate the total caloric expenditure of every virgin in the galaxy, the results would be... statistically hilarious. I wonder if that energy could be converted into a Beam weapon?"

"That sounds like the most disgusting weapon in history. I refuse to be killed by a Virgin Beam."

"Do not worry. As a fellow virgin, you likely wouldn't be targeted."

"Hey! I’m different! I’d totally be a target! I’m high-value prey!"

As the man and the machine bickered back and forth, Teiro felt a strange pang of nostalgia for the lonely days he'd spent on the Ghost Ship. He lost himself in the work, and before he knew it, six hours had vanished. He was just starting to realize how hungry he was when the door slid open.

"Found you. Teiro, Koume... I’ve been looking everywhere."

It was Etta, her eyes still heavy with sleep. But her next words made Teiro’s heart skip a beat.

"Something is... wrong. The network... it’s acting weird."

Teiro locked eyes with Koume. Without a word, they both scrambled toward the exit.



Reading a novel like this on such a happy day. Honestly.

Well, I’m the one writing a novel like this on such a happy day, so I guess we’re even!!

Merry Christmas. May happiness find you all in some way.
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Happy New Year.

"No, everything looks perfectly normal. I can’t find any packet loss or signal noise, but..."

The researcher—one of the few at Big Egg with a brain specifically wired for network architecture—stared at his consoles with a look of utter bewilderment. He used a local BISHOP to visualize the data stream, then gave a helpless shrug. "It’s exactly what you see here, sir."

"Ah, yeah. Huh. You’re right, looks pretty standard."

The graphs and charts were helpfully color-coded to highlight anomalies, and as far as Teiro could tell, the whole thing was a sea of green. He poked around the local, sector-wide, and neural layers just to be sure, but found absolutely nothing out of place. He glanced over his shoulder at Etta, who was currently staring blankly into the middle distance.

"Hmm. Look, sorry to be a pain, but could you do a deep dive? Check every weird possibility you can think of. This girl is the one who flagged it, and she’s... well, she’s special. I trust her gut."

He wasn't about to go around advertising that Etta was a Sonarman, not even to his own employees. The fact that she had a "daily sleep requirement" was a tactical weakness he wanted to keep under wraps as long as possible.

"Don't apologize, sir! You’re the President. If you want a deep dive, you get a deep dive. I'll get right on it. Should I spin up a full countermeasure team?"

"I'd usually leave that to Alan... but he’s out of the office. Actually, let's not get carried away yet. Just run a thorough screening and see what pops."

"Understood. I’ll start digging into the sub-layer data—"

"Not that way, Teiro. You're looking in the wrong place," Etta muttered, her voice barely a whisper.

Teiro, the researcher, and Koume—who was currently dangling from Teiro’s belt—all pivoted to look at her.

"The one I always use is over here," she said, waving her hands vaguely toward the ceiling. "Not that one. This one."

Teiro ignored the researcher’s confused expression. "Are we talking about 'that' thing?" he asked. The "Information Disorder" had been a chronic pain in their collective backsides lately.

"I don't know. But it’s different. It’s weird. I’ve almost never seen this color before. And it’s everywhere. Just... everywhere."

Teiro’s face hardened. Vague or not, when Etta got the creeps, it usually meant something was about to explode. He looked down at Koume, who was swaying rhythmically on her cable. "Thoughts?"

"MY APOLOGIES, MR. TEIRO. AT THIS JUNCTURE, THE PHENOMENON REMAINS UNIDENTIFIED. HOWEVER, GIVEN MISS ETTA’S TRACK RECORD, IGNORING THIS WOULD BE UNWISE. PERHAPS WE SHOULD SUMMON MR. ALAN?"

Alan, the head of the Intelligence Department, was their resident tech wizard. Teiro had currently stationed him at the Delta Star System branch to investigate the Information Disorder full-time. Teiro weighed the options, winced, and then threw his hands up.

"Fine. Every other corporation in the galaxy is probably breathing down the neck of the Information Disorder anyway. If it gets truly apocalyptic, I’m sure Dean will send a memo... or at least, I hope he will. Either way, get Alan back here. He and Etta need to put their heads together."

Teiro felt a pang of uncertainty mentioning the General. He hadn't been able to get a hold of the man in weeks. 

Koume’s status lamp flickered. "UNDERSTOOD. IN THAT CASE—" She suddenly went dead silent.

"...Hello? You still there? Look, if we put him on a priority shuttle, he should get the message by tomorrow. That puts him back here in, what, three days?"

The network blackouts meant they were back to the stone age—literally flying physical data around. Teiro started counting the days on his fingers.

"NEGATIVE, MR. TEIRO. IT WILL NOT TAKE THAT LONG. I CALCULATE THAT THE TOP-LEVEL MEETING OF THE ALL-GALAXY VIRGIN UNION CAN CONVENE IN EXACTLY EIGHT HOURS."

"Huh?" Teiro blinked.

Koume continued without missing a beat. "I HAVE ESTABLISHED DIRECT COMMUNICATION WITH MR. ALAN. HE IS CURRENTLY COMMENCING A LONG-DISTANCE JUMP FROM THE ALPHA STAR SYSTEM. IT APPEARS HE DEPARTED SOME TIME AGO. HE INDICATED THIS WOULD BE HIS FINAL TRANSMISSION, SUGGESTING A HIGHLY CLANDESTINE TRANSIT. WE MUST HURRY, MR. TEIRO. GIVEN THE COORDINATES PROVIDED, WE ARE RUNNING OUT OF TIME."

Koume began spinning wildly at the end of her wire. Teiro’s eyes went wide. He scooped Etta up under his arm like a football and bolted for the hangar.



"Yo, General! Sorry for the rush job. Must've been a tight squeeze getting here from Rome, huh?"

Alan stepped off the umbilical gangway with a casual wave and a grin. Teiro, waiting on the deck of the Battleship Plum, mirrored the gesture. 

"You bet it was. So... who's the plus-one?" Teiro asked, nodding toward the shadow trailing behind Alan. The figure was draped in a nondescript hooded robe that covered them from head to toe. From this angle, the only thing Teiro could see was a slightly stubborn-looking chin. It was probably a guy.

"Not here," Alan said, his tone turning serious. "Let's get to the Bridge. Is the whole gang here?"

"Nah," Teiro shook his head. 

The three of them ducked into the "Adaptation Area"—a cramped transition corridor—and hunkered down as the artificial gravity began to crank up. 

"Lyza’s playing bodyguard for the Princess, and Bella is currently busy putting out fires elsewhere. Every company in the sector is acting like a cornered animal; we have to keep showing our teeth just so they don't try anything stupid."

"Figures. So just the kid, Koume, and Phantom? That’ll do. The core systems are a mess anyway. Total chaos everywhere you look. It’s not quite 'end of the world' bad yet, but it’s definitely 'stop laughing' bad."

"So, business as usual then."

The two of them traded updates as they navigated the ship. The silent guest followed behind, head swiveling as if taking notes on the interior design. They hopped into a Mobile Vehicle on the high-speed lane and punched in the direct route to the Bridge—a path reserved for the elite and the suicidal.

"Oh, right. Etta’s on the Bridge too," Teiro added, grimacing as the vehicle’s acceleration tried to flatten his face. "I’ve got something weird I need you to look at later."

Alan, sporting a similarly squashed expression, managed a grunt. "Got it." 

The vehicle suddenly slammed on the brakes. The seats rotated 180 degrees to handle the deceleration, nearly tossing them into the dashboard. 

"The brat and me? Must be a network thing. I can probably help with that... But hey, what’s with the cold shoulder? I haven't been home in forever and the General is the only one who comes to meet me? You getting shy on me?"

"Ah... yeah. Let’s go with that. It's better for your ego."

"Ouch. Be careful with those 'facts,' Boss. They tend to sting."

They stepped out of the vehicle and stood before the final bulkhead of the Bridge. The security scanners hummed, performing instant retinal and brainwave scans. The heavy doors hissed open. Teiro started to walk through out of habit, then froze. His brain finally caught up with what had just happened.

"Wait... HUH?!" he yelled.

"Easy, Boss," Alan whispered, putting a finger to his lips and looking pained. "Save it for inside. Like I said, it’s a secret."

Teiro clamped his hand over his mouth and nodded frantically. The Plum’s security was ironclad; guests had to be manually whitelisted in advance, or the doors wouldn't budge. The fact that the bulkhead had just opened automatically for the robed man meant the ship already knew exactly who he was.

Don't give me a heart attack like that. I was hoping to live long enough to retire, Teiro grumbled internally.

Once the bulkhead hissed shut behind them, Alan let out a breath and smirked. "Hey, don't look at me. It wasn't my idea." He led the way through the sliding doors onto the main Bridge.

"About time, Alan," Marl said, lounging in her chair. "I assume this sudden summons means the metaphorical hits the fan?"

Koume was standing nearby in her android body, holding a tablet while Etta hovered over her shoulder. Phantom was nowhere to be seen, but Teiro knew better than to think he wasn't there. He turned to the robed man.

"It’s okay, guys. He’s one of ours," Teiro announced.

Behind the robed man, Phantom—who had somehow already manifested in the man's shadow—nodded once and took his hand off his weapon. The guest gave a derisive snort, didn't even bother to look back, and marched straight to the center of the room. He plopped himself down right in the Captain’s Seat.

"Not a bad view, though it lacks a certain... elegance. Ah, should I have asked for permission first, Captain?" the man asked mischievously.

Teiro rolled his eyes and slumped into a nearby spare seat. "Eh, knock yourself out. I don't mind." He leaned forward, his expression turning sharp. "But since you’re here, you’d better be ready for a million questions. I’m clueless, I’m annoyed, and I’m definitely not letting you leave until I’m satisfied. Right, Dean?"

I swear, I want to telework for the rest of my life.
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This is an irregular update. Please bear with me m( )m

At Taro’s prompting, Dean reached up and pulled back his hood, revealing a head of disheveled hair that he quickly smoothed down with a casual stroke.

"That is my intention, of course. Or rather, I would be quite troubled if you didn't listen. Ah, please, stay seated."

Dean offered a gentle, restraining wave of his hand toward Marl, who had been about to stand up to offer a formal greeting. He clasped his hands over his knees, his eyes drifting toward the far corner of the bridge as if looking at something miles away. "Now then... where to begin?"

"Give me the lightest news first, please," Taro said, bracing himself with a heavy sigh. "Seriously, my heart is already doing the cha-cha, and not in a fun way."

Dean gave a thoughtful "Hmm" and nodded. After a momentary pause to gather his words, he spoke with devastating casualness.

"His Majesty the Emperor has been kidnapped."

A faint murmur. A hollow, ringing silence. 

Taro stood up abruptly. He marched over to the bridge doors, slid them open, and extended a polite hand toward the corridor. 

"The exit is right this way, sir. Please don't let the door hit you on the way out."

"Good grief," Dean sighed, looking genuinely hurt. "I’ve only just arrived, and you’re already throwing me out into the cold?"

"I asked! For! The! Lightest! News!! Didn't I?!" Taro clutched his head and screamed at the ceiling. 

Nearby, even Koume’s usually stoic face was frozen in an expression of pure shock. Marl, on the other hand, was staring into the middle distance with a vacant look, as if her soul had decided to vacate the premises rather than deal with this.

"Now, now, please calm down," Dean said. "While I spoke with certainty, it would be more accurate to say that, given the current evidence, the probability is extremely high. Let’s say... ninety-five percent."

"That is not a comforting statistic!"

"I wasn’t trying to comfort you, so I suppose that’s only natural. If anything, I’m the one who needs a hug. Honestly, I’m at my wit’s end."

Dean pulled a portable terminal from his breast pocket, tapped out a series of commands, and looked up at the massive main monitor on the Bridge. As everyone’s eyes followed his gaze, a Star Chart of the Galactic Imperial Core flared into life.

"I want you to focus here."

The red pin dropped right between the Andor Star System—the beating heart of the Imperial Government—and the Delta Star System, the center of the Empire’s economy. The map zoomed in on the specific coordinates.

"The Epsilon Star System, huh...?" Taro squinted. Wait. With a prime location like that, why have I never heard of it?

Taro prided himself on his geography; his job required him to stare at maps more than most. Yet, Epsilon was a total blank. 

"That’s because it doesn't exist on public charts," Alan interjected, his voice gravelly. "It’s a strategic fortress site for the defense of the Imperial Core. The exact coordinates are classified. Entry is strictly prohibited for anyone without high-level Military or government clearance. It’s designed as a fallback point—if some hostile force manages to push as far as Andor, they can hole up there and hold out until reinforcements arrive. It’s a Fortress Star System through and through."

Taro let out an impressed whistle. "Heh, neat." Then the gears in his head turned. "Wait... eh?"

Wait a minute. If the Emperor was kidnapped and taken there... that means the Imperial Core was attacked? But that would be huge news. "If His Majesty was snatched and taken to a fortress in the heart of the Empire... wouldn't there be, you know, explosions? War? General panic?"

Marl nodded in agreement. "We haven't received any reports of a physical breach at the palace."

"The capital is in a state of chaos, but so far, no shots have been fired," Dean explained with a small nod. "I understand your confusion. Why take him to a fortress right next door? It would be more natural to whisk him away to some far-off corner of the galaxy if you were making a move."

Taro looked at him, his face practically screaming 'Then why?!'. 

Dean’s response was a blunt, "I don't know."

"You don't know?! I mean, okay, I guess if you don't know, you don't know, but is there anything you do know?"

"What we have confirmed," Dean said, enlarging the view of the Epsilon Star System, "is that His Majesty was definitely taken to this system. That is a certainty. However, the 'who' and the 'when' are a bit murky. Given the circumstances, it’s clearly the work of the Cornelius Faction, but we lack any hard evidence. The Information Disorder is making everything a nightmare to track."

Icons representing a Warship fleet began to pockmark the space around the Epsilon Star System. The numbers ticked up with dizzying speed. Within seconds, the system was so crowded with icons that it looked like a solid black ball on the screen.

"Centering around the Main Fleet from the Sigma Region Space, approximately 27,000 ships of the Cornelius Faction Forces have massed here. If you count the smaller vessels, it likely exceeds 50,000. If we include non-combatant support ships, the number is frankly too tedious to count. Even with their own territories in chaos, they certainly managed to scrape together quite a crowd."

Dean spoke with a touch of professional admiration. Taro, meanwhile, stared at the screen with a completely deadpan expression. 

"Haha... lol," Taro let out a dry, hollow laugh. His face remained frozen.

"What do you mean 'lol'?" Marl asked, looking exhausted. "I mean, I get that the numbers are insane, but still..."

Taro ignored her, turning his gaze toward Dean. "Just to be clear..."

Please don't say it. Please don't say it.

"You're not about to tell us to go fight that, are you?"

Dean shook his head. "Hardly."

"Pointless deaths should be reserved for those who actively seek them out. Or for those with no other value. Currently, the Reinhardt Faction is massing its own fleets to confront them. We’ve already moved over 10,000 ships into position. We are outnumbered, yes, but my men are the elite. My own main forces are already pinning them down."

A thin, translucent film of icons appeared on the monitor, surrounding the black ball of the enemy fleet. On the map, they looked like they were touching, but given the scale of a star system, they were still light-minutes apart.

"History repeats itself, it seems. General Dean," Koume muttered, her voice as flat as a sheet of paper. 

Dean looked impressed by the observation. 

"The Usurpation Attempt Incident," Alan grunted, his face darkening. "The scale is different, but the vibe is the same. Actually, given enough time, the scale will probably match too. But there's one big difference between now and then—this time, the bastards have the King."

Alan looked like he’d just swallowed a lemon. Taro tilted his head. 

"The king?" 

Taro’s mind immediately went to the gutter, and he subconsciously shifted his hand to check his own "crown jewels." Koume’s eyes tracked the movement with clinical disdain.

"He is referring to His Majesty the Emperor, Mr. Teiro. Not the two production factories that you insist on keeping in operation despite their daily, meaningless output. Though, I suppose in the sense of 'having something important grabbed,' the metaphor remains somewhat apt for your current anxiety."

"Leave me alone! Their turn will come someday! It definitely will!!" Taro squealed, fidgeting in his seat.

Marl cut through the bickering with a weary, "Yes, yes, moving on." She raised a hand. "I just want to confirm one thing. Is the Emperor... well, I don't know how else to put this, but is he still alive?"

"Likely," Dean nodded. "We currently hold the First Imperial Succession Right on our side. To be blunt: if their goal was simply to kill the Emperor, it would actually be faster for them to just get it over with. They would lose their political justification, and we would simply crown a new Emperor. Because they haven't done that, we can assume he is, for the moment, safe."

It was a chillingly cold calculation. Marl winced, looking disgusted, but she didn't argue. "I see."

"Still, depending on how this goes, things could get ugly fast," Taro noted, staring at the monitor that now looked like a burnt fried egg. "Wait, Alan, you said the scale was just a matter of time? The old incident people talk about had 100,000 ships, right? Something about this feels off."

Alan raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, Dean-san’s side—the Reinhardt Faction—is completely surrounding the Cornelius guys. Sure, they have fewer ships, but look at that formation. Based on the tactical layout, the Reinhardt side should win this easily."

Wait, where did that come from? Oh right. The Overridden military knowledge of the Imperial Military buried in my brain. It’s like having a cheat sheet for war.

Dean chuckled. "Please, don't joke."

"Are you suggesting we attempt a total military blockade of the system? Tactically, you are correct, my boy. In reality, it is impossible. If we fire even a single shot at their supply lines or their vanguard, it would trigger a landslide. An all-out total war."

"Ahhh," Taro let out a sound of realization. "Right."

Winning isn't the point. If both sides get annihilated, there’s nothing left to rule. So they’re just staring each other down.

"You're being a bit bloodthirsty today, aren't you?" Marl asked.

Taro scratched his head. "I don't know, life's been pretty violent lately. Maybe it's rubbing off on me. But honestly... if we can handle this peacefully, that’s great. It’s just that Taro-chan has a bad feeling that we don't have time for a staring contest."

Taro turned his gaze toward the window-view of the Delta Star System. The others followed his gaze, looking out at the distant stars with confused expressions.

"You really are quite sharp," Dean said after a long silence, sounding genuinely satisfied. "It seems my investment in you has paid off handsomely."

Taro shrugged to hide his embarrassment and waited for the general to continue.

"Since our thoughts seem to align... tell me, what do you think the goal of the kidnappers really is?"

It was a test. Taro felt Dean's eyes boring into him. 

"If I had to guess?" Taro started. "They're just trying to maintain the status quo."

"Splendid. I’ve thought this for a while, but you really should become my Adjutant. I can count on one hand the number of Staff Officers who reached that conclusion."

"No thanks. I know you're probably half-serious, but I’m going to pass. I’m not built for the military 'stiff-upper-lip' thing, and I'd probably die during basic training. I’ve got the stamina, sure, but the 'macho sports-club' vibe? Not for me."

"Haha, I see. A pity. Still, even if it was a joke, keep the offer in mind if you ever find yourself in a bind. In any case, that brings us to the point: I need your cooperation. Or perhaps..."

Dean’s gaze shifted toward the bridge entrance. His eyes locked with Phantom’s. 

Dean wore a graceful, confident smile; Phantom looked like he’d just stepped in something unpleasant. For a heartbeat, the atmosphere in the room became so incredibly pressurized that Taro’s ears popped. He swallowed hard, certain that every person on the bridge could hear the nervous gulp echoing in the silence.
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"I’m not sure I have the right to say this, considering how many people I’ve put in the ground," Phantom began, breaking a heavy silence.

"I’m hardly what you’d call 'normal.' However, I do like to think I still possess a shred of personal ethics. If I lose that, I’m pretty sure I stop being human. At least, that’s how I see it. The only people I’ve killed were... well, beasts who didn’t deserve to occupy space in this universe."

Phantom crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe with a casual, brooding air. 

"I’m against it too," Marl added, her voice firm. "Killing people outside of war or self-defense is just... it's a line you don't cross. Even if it could save more lives, it has to be the absolute last resort. Otherwise, like Phantom said, you have to wonder if you’re even a person anymore."

"Amen to that," Taro said, nodding along. He scanned the room, looking at his ragtag crew before turning back to Dean. "Look, we’ve got the galaxy’s greatest assassin on speed dial. If we wanted to, we could have erased every annoying rival CEO or obstacle in our path. But we didn't. I take pride in that, and I'm not about to swap styles now."

Assassination. If I said the temptation never crossed my mind, I’d be a massive liar.

If we’d just 'removed' the top brass, the war with the Mercenaries would’ve been a cakewalk. We might’ve even stopped the Enzio Alliance from blowing those EAP civilian stations to kingdom come. Who knows how the butterfly effect would’ve played out, but we definitely could’ve kept the body count lower.

Taro had lost plenty of people in the meat grinder of war—familiar faces, subordinates he’d shared drinks with, acquaintances he’d actually liked. I could have saved them, his brain whispered, lining up all the "Greater Good" justifications like a row of ducks. Kill the few to save the many. It was a tempting logical trap, but he’d grit his teeth and held back. He had never once given the order to assassinate.

"General Dean," Koume’s calm, level voice cut through the mood. "Is His Majesty the Emperor a tyrant? Does he make the people suffer so much that such a fate would be deserved?"

Dean didn't even look at her. "No," he denied flatly. "She’s a wise ruler. Mostly she just reigns, but she has the stones to take decisive action when it counts. She’s a pitiable woman, really... Hmm. Well, as the girl says, assassination stays as the final resort. If she knew the situation, she’d probably volunteer for it herself, but the political fallout of getting caught is too high. Let’s move to Plan B."

Dean spoke with the breezy lack of guilt only a high-ranking official could manage.

Typical Dean, Taro thought, mentally rolling his eyes. He probably had this planned from the start. Dean was a General of the Galactic Empire, sure, but he was also a director at Rising Sun. He got the daily management reports. There was no way he didn't already know exactly how Taro’s crew operated and what their "no-murder-for-hire" policy looked like.

"Hey, can I jump in?" Alan asked, raising a finger. "I get that the vibe is 'Rescue the Emperor,' and that’s cool. But what did you mean by 'maintaining the status quo' earlier?"

Marl nodded in agreement, and the spotlight shifted back to Taro.

"What do you mean 'what'? It’s exactly what it sounds like," Taro answered casually. "Remember that massive communication blackout we had a while back?"

Alan looked confused for a second, then his eyes went wide as the realization hit him like a freight train.

"The Neural Network Collapse! Oh, hell, I get it now. The mastermind wants the Emperor gone? Not just the person, but the office. They want an empty throne so there's no final authority."

"Bingo," Taro said. "The only reason humanity is still functioning right now is because the Emperor used an Imperial Decree to force things together. I swear, if this weren't an empire, humanity would’ve been checkmated months ago."

"I can't argue with that," Alan muttered. "But does that mean the network is going to collapse again? No, wait... it’s already happening, isn't it? A network that feeds you garbage is as useless as no network at all."

"Exactly. I don't know the techy details, but since everyone switched to using Communication Relay Ships, the bad guys couldn't do the same trick as last time. So they changed tactics to 'Information Chaos.' It explains everything. The net isn't totally dead like before—it’s just just 'mostly' usable and 'completely' confusing."

"Hmm... Hey, Dean." Alan looked at the General. "I know it’s classified, but what does military Intelligence have? As a General, you’ve got the high-level clearance. Where is this crap coming from?"

Everyone leaned in, eyes full of hope. Dean shrugged. "No idea," he said bluntly.

As the room groaned at the anticlimax, Dean raised an eyebrow. "Listen, this is actually the important part. This 'Deceptive Communication' is happening on a galactic scale. Theoretically, it is impossible for the source to be unknown. Yet, it is unknown. That fact alone tells us exactly who is doing it."

Dean tapped the screen, bringing up a map of the star systems. "There are only two entities in the galaxy capable of generating this much signal," he explained. "Since the first one—humanity—isn't doing it, that only leaves one candidate."

"Is it... the WIND?" Marl whispered.

Dean nodded. "Your previous reports were invaluable. A Cyberized WIND is a straight-up nightmare, but it’s also proof they have god-tier information tech. Combine that with the way they used the Enigma to form a network, and the conclusion is simple. This is an attack. An offensive against humanity."

A heavy, oppressive silence settled over the Bridge. Taro and the others had suspected as much, but hearing a General confirm it was like a punch to the gut.

"I managed to snag an undisclosed report on the previous Neural Network Collapse," Dean continued. "The official version blamed things like component lifespan or the Stepping-stone Effect of pulsed Radiation Particles. But there was a footnote. It mentioned the possibility of a Backdoor in the hardware itself."

The map vanished, replaced by a giant, high-res photo of a Drive Particle Detection Element. It was a mess of semi-transparent layers and technical annotations, but the central core—nearly half the device—was just an eerie, solid black void.

"As you all know, the neural net runs on Drive Particles. Every piece of comms gear uses these elements. And, as we also know, humanity doesn't actually know how to make them from scratch. We just... have them. That blacked-out section? We still have no idea what it does. But the tech won't turn on without it. The theory is that someone built an 'invite only' entrance into our hardware."

Silence again. Taro felt his face twitch as a truly disgusting thought bubbled up.

"Even with all the corruption, the military isn't entirely composed of morons," Dean said. "When we started deploying the relay ships under the Imperial Decree, they installed safety overrides on every element. Apparently, our analysis has progressed enough to at least do that much. I suspect the only reason the network hasn't completely imploded yet is because those safeties are holding the line."

On the screen, new parts were added to the element, with wiring spreading out like tree roots. Compared to the original alien complexity, the human additions looked like a high school science project, but they were clearly doing something.

"So, the first Neural Network Collapse was definitely them too," Alan said bitterly.

"Wait. If that’s true..." Marl looked pale, her brow furrowed. "Dean, if you’re right, this is a disaster. It means... it means the enemy actually knows how to use the 'Unknown' parts of our own technology. How is that even