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        What Do You Mean I'm The Captain Of A Yandere Mercenary Company?

    
    
    
    
                I thought being laid off from my job was the greatest of my worries but I just had to wake up in a ship's cockpit after my space game crashed. Now I have no map, no friends and no money.

But that's ok, I've started from the bottom before! With my starter ship I will scour through space as a Mercenary and maybe even start up a Mercenary Company while I'm at it! This ain't my first rodeo in space after all!

Except... Apparently my crew members are weird?

The guy who bumped into me yesterday was found sliced up and floating outside the space station.

The girl who tried to honeytrap me was reported missing with only a finger found in an alley.

And then that merchant who scammed me had his entire ship blasted into bits by unknown vessels the very next day.

Some people say my crewmates were behind it but they must be mistaken, right?

I only know one thing for sure...

In space, no one can hear you scream...

            

    
        Mod Compatibility Issues

    
    
    
    
                "I'm sorry… But given the current state of the company…"

"No, no… You don't need to explain to me, boss. Have you forgotten? I'm the one doing all the sales reports so I know how badly we're doing."

"I… I truly am sorry. And I thank you for your years of service."

I gave my boss another wave before making another gesture with my other hand, shutting down the video feed in front of me.

Great… Not that I wasn't expecting it, but it seems like even my position as the Head of Sales was not enough to save me from the dreaded retrenchment…

Ten years of working at this company and everything was lost just like this… At least I no longer need to do the dreaded walk out of the office with a box in my hands in this day and age anymore…

With the video cut out, I was now left alone in complete darkness.

I reached my hand to the side and pressed a button, causing the sound of gas escaping to hiss from the side before a panel in front of me opened up to reveal my study room.

My hands reached up and took off the headset on top of my head before I stepped out into my study room to look back at the thing I just exited.

The VR Capsule, the latest machine in the VR market that has pretty much become synonymous with daily life since its introduction. Not only was it booming in the entertainment sector but even in the business sector as well with how convenient it was.

With this machine, you could hold in person meetings without being there physically and you could even simulate an office space where your employees could come to work while their physical bodies were at home, cutting down travel time.

The entertainment industry also boomed with its existence with multitudes of various entertainment options popping up including games, movies and of course, porn. Especially when you are able to simulate basic senses while in the capsule as well, there is almost no reason not to use them if you can afford it.

As such, these machines were quite widespread all around the world and pretty much everyone uses them.

Of course that also led to some societal problems where people end up wanting to live in these VR Capsules in a simulated world rather than the real world but that's none of my business.

Right now, I just got laid off and I'm staring at my VR Capsule in relatively low spirits.

I still have quite a bit of savings so even if I were to be without work for a few months I should still be fine, it's just the prospect of needing to job hunt again that I was annoyed with.

Anyway, it's not like I have anyone else but myself to take care of in the first place so it's not that big of a deal.

I don't even know if I could still find a job that's on the same level as my previous one in the current market either…

Fuck it… This can be future me's problem… For now, I've found myself suddenly devoid of anything to do for the rest of the day.

I was just about to leave the room when I heard a notification ping from the VR Capsule.

Oh? Maybe some company heard about the layoffs from mine and offered me another job?

Yeah right, there's no way that's possible.

Still curious, I went back into the machine and tapped on the screen at the side of the seat, bringing up the notifications screen.

'New update for Galactic Conquest!'

Galactic Conquest, one of the most popular VR games in the market right now.

It's an online game that simulates an entire galaxy where players can explore a future where humanity has already achieved faster than light travel and even colonised multiple planets.

The details put into the game was mind boggling and players had the freedom to do whatever they wanted within the game.

Although the price for that freedom was the fact that other players you find in the game could also do whatever they wanted to you and that included robbing and killing your character.

There's a lot of opportunities but it's also quite an unforgiving place if you ask me.

But that's also why they had released a single player version of the game as well.

The single player version allows the usage of mods to alter the game to your liking but of course it comes with the caveat of it being limited to only one player in the game.

It's also no secret that the developers sometimes take ideas from player made content on these mods to be used in the official multiplayer games as well.

Is it scummy? Maybe. But hey, I'm just here to play the game.

As for me, I do own the single player version but I do play the official servers for the PvP aspects of the game from time to time.

Seeing that I have the entire day free now… Why not just indulge myself a little bit?

I sat back down on the chair inside the Capsule and tapped on the screen, bringing up the browser that would open up to the game's modding site to look for new mods.

I quickly went through the list of mods, marking the ones I was interested in to be loaded into my game.

Better boobs and butt physics… Increased body sliders… Schlongs of Conquest… The Dyneera Experience… Oh? What's this?

I tapped on the last mod on the screen to open the description page, reading through it briefly to realise that it was a complete overhaul mod.

According to the mod author, this mod 'completely overhauls the game and makes it even more realistic and better in every way'?

Hmm… It doesn't say exactly what it does and they did not post screenshots either…

They did, however, mention that a new game has to be made for this mod to work.

Nothing unusual since that's usually the case for mods like these.

The good thing about it was that it claimed to be largely compatible with all the existing mods so far so there was no need to uninstall any other mods.

I felt that it was unfortunate that I would have to be giving up on my other playthrough which I have already spent close to eight hundred hours on, but I thought that I could just try this mod out on a new save. If I decide it was not interesting enough, I'll just uninstall it and pop back over to my old save.

With the mods installed, I activated the VR Capsule and the door closed with a hiss while I put on the headset.

The machine whirred to life and the darkness around me gradually lit up to reveal the start screen of the game.

Double checking that the mods were loaded, I then selected the new game option and I was directed to the character creation screen.

One great function was that this game allowed the saving of preset characters so I've already done that hour long character customisation when I first started the game. All I need to do now is to just load up the preset and I could see the character I had painstakingly created appear in front of me.

I only spent a minute or two doing a few minor adjustments to my features before I went on to customise my character traits.

Pick these perks here, these traits there and then these backgrounds that I know would make this build either overpowered or more fun to play.

Hmm? There's some traits and perks I do not recognise?

I guess these must be some of the new things the overhaul mod has added in.

I looked at the descriptions of these new options and I couldn't help but feel the mod author did this part half heartedly.

These options would usually have a flavour text before specifying what the trait does in the game.

Example, for the 'Sharpshooter' trait in the base game, the flavour text would say 'After countless hours practising with the gun, you have an almost superhuman knack of landing your shots'.

Beside that would be the game effect of the trait, 'When holding your breath while aiming down sights, slow down time by fifty percent'.

Yet I see a number of these traits that have flavour texts but the game effects column was left completely empty.

There's a trait I found called 'Super Adaptive Body' with the description being 'Your body is super adaptive to changes'.

What the heck is that supposed to mean?

And what even is 'Super Immunity'? The flavour text is even less specific with 'You are super immune'. Super immune to what? I know there's debuffs in the game like being poisoned but is it really just that? Or is it something else? Why can't you just explain here instead of leaving people guessing?

I get that you might want to make it seem mysterious but ambiguity isn't going to do anyone any favours here damn it!

I'm definitely leaving a comment on the mod page to point this problem out later.

In the meantime, I guess I'll just pick a couple of these new character traits and perks on top of my usual choices just to test them out.

With my character complete, I waved my hand over the button to complete my character and my point of view switched to the character I just created.

There were a few final adjustments to be made where the game calibrated me to the character and finally I was able to click the button to start the game.

I prepared myself to be transported into the game but… Nothing happened.

I tapped the button a few more times and I quickly realised that the game was frozen.

Damnit… Did the game crash? I know I have a few hundred mods installed but it has been working fine so far… Must be one of the new mods I downloaded.

Ugh… Probably a mod compatibility issue with this overhaul mod then… That means I now need to go back out and test which is the incompatible mod to--

A sudden pain wrecked through my head and my vision went black with pain.

The last thing I remember was falling down and something soft hitting my face.

            

    
        Pirate Boarding Event

    
    
    
    
                Ughh… My head…

I groaned, wincing as I felt the pain in my head slowly subside to a dull throb.

It was then that I realised I was lying down on the floor, which was weird considering that I already had been sitting down in the VR Capsule so I should not be on the ground even if I passed out.

I pushed myself up to my feet as my vision came back into focus, revealing that I was standing in a room that was somewhat alien yet not entirely unfamiliar to me.

Wait… This isn't my room? Where the hell am I?

Right in front of me was what looked like a cockpit surrounded by consoles and several screens that were currently switched off. Flanking on both sides of the wall were two more console panels each with their own seat in front of them.

And in front of the cockpit were several windows that showed a sea of stars outside.

It slowly dawned on me where I was.

This was the cockpit of one of the starter ships in the game that you could get by picking a specific perk, the Mercenary.

It was one of the better starting ships in my opinion as it boasted the highest firepower amongst the starter ships and it even had good mobility to boot. Although its cargo space is much lower compared to the Trader starter ship, it's still enough to at least accept small delivery missions in the game, making it the perfect ship to start with if you are going the Mercenary route.

Huh… So I guess the game actually managed to start up after all? But what happened to the opening sequence? Did I actually pass out and skipped through it?

I looked down and did a quick check on my character.

Hands? Check. Smooth, long legs? Check. Long white hair that reaches my lower back? Check. Vagina? Also check. Butt? Bubble. Boobs? Nice, firm F cups and very squeezable.

What? Like you've never seen a guy make a female avatar before. Please.

Hmm… Is it just me or is it cold in here?

Wait… Cold? How can I feel cold here? The VR Capsule should not be able to make you experience temperature changes… So why does it feel cold now?

Was this a new update or something? But the hardware didn't change and there were no news about such a feature?

I flicked my hand instinctively to open the machine's settings menu.

Nothing happened.

Eh? Eh??

Wait, wait… No, no, no… This must be a mistake…

I flicked my hand a few more times but the results were the same.

My head felt a little dizzy and I had to lean against the chair for support.

No way… Did I… Did I get sent to another World? Or in this case… Another universe?

Did I die in my original universe?

…

No, no, no…

Arrgghhh! God damnit! If I had known this was going to happen, I would have spent more time in the character creation menu instead!! I should have made myself taller!! Or at least given myself longer legs and wider hips!! Fuuuuuck!

…

Haha… This… Isn't a dream, is it? Is this actually real? Did I really--

My thoughts were interrupted when the console in front of me beeped out a warning.

[Warning! Detecting high energy signatures on approach!]

I turned my attention to the console, the map display showing a blip that was slowly getting closer to my ship.

I reached out and tapped on the screen, my experience with the game kicking in as I switched the display to show the external cameras.

A red ship with a distinct skull and crossbones insignia on its side was in the midst of docking alongside my ship.

Two figures were already floating out of their ship towards my ship's external entry hatch.

Great… A pirate boarding event just as I started? At least they were kind enough not to blow me out of space…

I guess for now… Let's just accept that this is real and I should deal with the more immediate, pirate problem first.

I went towards the back of the cockpit where a square metal safe locker was bolted to the side of the wall.

If this was similar to the start of the game, they should have given me some starting weapons in the safe here. Otherwise… I guess I'm fucked.

I pulled open the locker door and thankfully, there was an energy pistol alongside some spare energy cells stashed there.

It wasn't much but it was better than nothing.

I picked up the pistol and cells before heading towards the hatch, making sure to check the gun was loaded on the way.

I pressed myself against the wall close to the door, hiding in the shadow of the wall as I heard the sound of the outer hatch cycling close.

With shaky fingers, I tapped the console beside the door, giving me a live feed of the other side.

"Are you sure about this?" One of the pirates asked.

"I already told you, yes. Did you not see for yourself? The scan showed the life support systems were offline. Only the artificial gravity systems were online. This thing is empty."

"But it's completely intact…"

"Then maybe if you find anyone inside just shoot them dead. Is that so hard? Now shut up, I still have one more door to hack unless you want to do it instead."

"Fuck… Fine…"

I shut off the console and thumbed the safety off on my pistol, letting the weapon power up while I tried to press myself even closer to the wall, hoping that they would not spot me as they entered.

There was a hiss and the door started to cycle open.

I slowly lowered myself to a squat to hopefully be less visible that way, though I could not stop myself from shivering slightly both from a little fear and anticipation.

The door finally spun open and two pairs of boots stomped in, the two pirates sweeping their gazes around the dimly lit interior of my ship with a casual air.

The one closest to me looked down at a wrist mounted tablet, "Hmm… Looks like there's still air in here but the main power is off. Whoever this belonged to left in a hurry."

With that news, the two of them reached up and took off their helmets.

"Remember. See anyone, shoot first, ask questions later. Got it?" The closest pirate ordered.

They then pulled out their weapons, both of them wielding what I assume to be ballistic assault rifles in their hands.

I slowly levelled the blaster to the head of the furthest guy and held my breath.

This… This is a game… This is a game… This is a game…

I squeezed the trigger.

A ball of blue plasma shot out from the barrel of my gun, hitting the pirate dead in the head.

The pirate closest to me flinched and turned to look at his comrade, the momentary distraction giving me ample time to shift my gun to point at his head, the world seemingly moving in slow motion and my heart pounding like a drum in my chest.

With another squeeze of my fingers, another energy bullet was fired to hit the last pirate in the head, also killing him instantly.

The two pirates fell onto the ground on top of each other with a thump, their guns clattering onto the ground noisily.

I let out the breath that I had been holding.

Then the smell of blood hit me and I felt my stomach churn.

Oh god… This isn't a game… The bodies don't just despawn and if I wanted to loot bodies, I actually need to pry it off their cold, dead hands…

I looked down at my hands, finding that they were shivering noticeably.

Yeah… This wasn't a game… I just took two lives in a span of a few seconds…

I thought that I would be fine since I've killed plenty of enemies in VR which would arguably be close to real life but since not all of your senses were replicated in the game… I was still not that prepared for the real thing.

I was brought out of my thoughts when a voice came from the bodies which made me jump.

"Hey, you guys are done with the entry hatches right? Hurry up and open up the docking hatches, we're waiting over here."

I almost tried to shoot the dead body again, stopping when I realised the voice was just coming from their communication device.

Right… I'm not in the clear yet… These two were just the advance party to help the others gain entry… There's no way they would be wanting to transfer the loot they got from this ship by floating across the void of space.

Judging by the size of the pirate ship, I would guess that it should hold around five to six people, which means I might still have four other pirates to deal with…

What… What do I do?

Even though I might have played VR shooters to the point that I felt I'm actually pretty decent at the game, but if I die here there won't be any respawns or reloading of saves.

I will actually die if I'm killed…

Can I run away?

No… They're currently tethered to me so I can't even run…

I'll need to fight but can I take on four enemies on my own?

I would think they would be on guard if they don't see their friends at the door so I doubt I would be able to use the same tactic again.

Wait… That's it!

Ok, this is pretty risky but it's better than nothing! I just need to move fast and with a little bit of luck I might actually be able to pull this off!

Alright, let's hope they don't mind waiting for just a few more minutes…

            

    
        You Will Probably Die If Killed Here

    
    
    
    
                "Goddamn finally! Did you two get lost in the ship or something?! And what's wrong with your comms?! All I heard was garbled nonsense when I tried to contact you!" The pirate growled as the door opened.

Two pairs of footsteps passed through the docking hatch, stopping in front of two figures hunched over the console panel.

The two newcomers went closer towards the two unresponsive comrades.

"Hey! I'm talking to you! Did you go deaf or something?!"

The one leading the way tugged on the shoulder of one of the slumped over pirates, causing the corpse to tumble down onto the ground.

While the two of them were still trying to register the fact that their comrade was dead, I popped out from the shadows behind them and fired my blaster at one of the pirates.

The energy bullet flew true, hitting my target in the head and blowing his head apart.

"What the?!" The final pirate cried out, jumping at the sight of his other friend falling over onto the ground.

I shifted my aim to the last pirate, pulling the trigger again.

Instead of blasting his head open like the others, however, a pale translucent blue wall seemed to appear around his head and absorbed the bullet from my gun, rendering it harmless.

He turned and our eyes met, his face switching from surprise to rage in a single second.

"You bitch!!!" He roared, his hand reaching down to his waist where his own blaster laid.

Unfortunately for him, it was strapped onto his belt with a clasp over it which he was currently fumbling with to unclasp it.

I dropped the energy blaster in my hand and picked up the stolen rifle I had taken from one of the pirates from before, my muscle memory helping me line up the barrel of the rifle to the pirate's chest before I squeezed the trigger.

Several flashes of light illuminated the room as I emptied the magazine on the pirate.

The pale blue screen materialised in front of him again, blocking several of the bullets before it suddenly shattered with an electronic 'ping'.

The bullets that came after that sound penetrated his flesh and he didn't even get a chance to let out a scream before he fell on his back, the pistol he just managed to pull out of his holster clattering on the ground beside his body.

I tried to get my breathing back under control.

Ok, ok… I'm fine… I'm fine…

The smell of burnt flesh reached me.

Ugh…

I got up and dry heaved in a corner of the room, making sure that I was not looking at the dead bodies and continued to breathe through my mouth.

This is real… This is real… Blugh…

It took me a while before I got my breathing back under control and I straightened myself once again.

I had to do what I did, or it would be me that was on the ground instead of them…

Yes… That's right…

This was real… And I suppose I should get used to it sooner rather than later…

I dropped the spent rifle and checked the energy levels on my blaster, seeing that there was still enough for at least three more shots.

Keeping my blaster in my hand, I went towards the two pirates I recently killed to check if they were truly dead.

Seeing that they were, I checked to see if there was any useful equipment I could find while trying not to throw up.

My search turned out to be pretty much the same as the first two pirates I killed. That meant two more ballistic assault rifles and a pair of magazines each.

I then tried to figure out what the blue screen on the last guy was and my sight was drawn to a rectangular box that was strapped to the belt on his waist, the only thing he had equipped on him that the other three did not possess.

Pulling it off his corpse, I lifted it up to inspect it but I saw no noticeable features aside from a light screen that was blinking the same pale blue colour as the screen I saw.

Was this like a thing that gives you a shield or something? The game didn't have something like this.

I strapped it to my waist but nothing happened. There weren't even any buttons that I could press either… Was it out of energy or something?

Whatever, I could figure it out later.

The only reason why I was doing all this was because I knew I wasn't safe yet. The pirate ship tethered to me might still have some pirates inside and until I clear it, I was still in danger.

I then looked towards the hatch that connected my ship with the pirate's and tiptoed my way towards it.

I took along one of their assault rifles and two spare magazines just in case I got into another firefight and needed more firepower.

Trying my best to keep to the shadows, I snuck on board the pirate's ship with my blaster at the ready. The corridors were a little narrow so it was easier to check the corners with the blaster than the rifle for now.

The first room I entered seemed to be their armoury which was empty aside for a few more spare magazines for the ballistic assault rifles. Beyond that was a long corridor with several doorways on each side before leading out to an open area beyond.

I crept through the corridor while checking each doorway for any more pirates.

I realised that those doorways were the pirates' living quarters and honestly, they were a mess. Well… I guess… As expected from pirates?

Each of the rooms were empty of life so I quickly moved past them to what appears to be the dining room judging by the table, chairs and what I guessed to be space food strewn about, stepping inside it with my blaster drawn.

"Did you guys forget something?" Someone called out.

I pointed my blaster in the direction of the voice, only to see a surprised young woman with crimson red hair that was tied up in a ponytail standing there. She had an eyepatch with an exclamation mark symbol sewn on it and she was currently staring at me with her one good eye.

"Fuck! Don't shoot! I'm unarmed!" She cried out, her hands raised in the air.

I kept my gun pointed at her, "Who else is on board?"

"Tch… Assuming you already killed the four guys who went to your ship… There's only me left… Behind me is the cockpit so you can check if you want."

I narrowed my eyes at her, "You don't seem upset I killed your friends."

"Friends? Bah. Acquaintances, more like. Not even my first crew I rolled with. Definitely the worst though, bunch of slobs."

"You're not going to attack me after I lower my gun, are you?"

She seemed surprised by my question, "Wait… You're not going to kill me?"

I raised an eyebrow, "Would you rather I did?"

"Well, fuck no. But just so you know, I don't have a bounty ok? I don't want you getting mad at me later if you intend to cash in on bringing me back alive."

"You really don't have a problem with being caught? I thought pirates would rather die than get caught."

Honestly… Not that I'd know but the pirates in the game would always fight to the death. Only in very specific missions would you be granted the choice of bringing pirates in alive and the bounties are automatically added to your character once you kill them anyway.

But I guess since this is real life now, anything would beat dying pathetically in the void of space where no one can hear you scream.

Or at least I think that's the case here?

She rolled her eye, "Those must be really stupid pirates you have met then… Fuck, you're a bounty hunter aren't you? Setting up that trap for us and all…"

I lowered my blaster a little and chose not to answer her question, "You're the first pirate that I've seen surrender willingly."

Not exactly a lie.

She scoffed, "You must have really met the crazy ones, the really stupid ones or the really bad ones. Ugh… Just my luck to run into an experienced Merc on the first run…"

"What, I thought you said this isn't your first pirate group?"

"Oh, first pirate group, but not the first bunch of outlaws. I was part of a smuggler crew before this. Entire crew got caught and thrown in the slammer, I got lucky since I wasn't on the ship. So ya know… Even if you turn me in, I might get at most three, five years max before I'm out. Never killed anyone either."

Huh… No wonder she's fine with just being captured I guess.

I lowered my blaster the rest of the way, "Alright… So I'll trust you for now."

At that moment, her hand suddenly moved and something flew towards my face, only to be stopped by a pale blue screen that appeared in front of my face, similar to what happened with the last pirate I killed.

I realised that she had pulled out a blaster of her own from behind her and shot me with it, aiming to kill.

She cursed when she realised she had failed and I responded by shooting my blaster from the hip, firing all three remaining rounds at her.

The pirate tried to dive out of the way, avoiding the first shot that sailed past her side. Unfortunately, the next two shots hit her in the abdomen and brought her crashing down on the floor. Her blaster had also slid out of her hands to disappear under a chair.

She groaned painfully, not yet dead but definitely dying.

I holstered my blaster and switched to the rifle, advancing on her with the barrel pointed towards the pirate.

She held up a hand, "Wai--"

I squeezed the trigger twice, double tapping her in the head.

I breathed again and lowered my rifle, ignoring the shaking in my hands.

Fuck! Almost died! Fuck!!

At least I know the shield is working…

Reloading my blaster, I stepped over the dead pirate to check the rest of the ship but found no one else, so I guess she had been honest about that part.

I returned to my ship and sat back down on the pilot seat, once again relying on my memory of the game as I flipped the switches that brought the main generators online.

The console lit up and I manoeuvred the screen to open up the map.

Three words flashed on the screen which highlighted my worst fear.

"No Map Data"

Even in the game, you would at least have the map data of the beginner area… But you would normally spawn on a planet instead of in space in the first place anyway.

Ok, that means the likelihood of this being a completely new universe is really high. No problem, I can deal with this.

The pirate ship should have some map data I can download so I just need to get it from their ship, then I can make my plans from that.

Ah… I guess that brings about another problem… How am I supposed to download it from their ship?

Oh wait…

If the ship was brought over from the game… Then maybe some of the items have also been brought over as well?

In that case, I know all players should also be given a Spacer Codex, or more commonly known as SC or just Codex, which serves as our menu screen and also our interface with anything digital in the game. You can use it to hack enemies, browse the game's market and even use it as a phone to talk to NPCs.

It's basically an indispensable tool for players!

Now the question is… Did it also come over to this universe with me? And where is it?

            

    
        Hacking And Ship Class

    
    
    
    
                Thankfully, I found the SC tucked away beside the pilot's seat which takes the form of a wristband that you can wear. When activated, a holographic screen would be projected that I can interact with by touch.

I tried to explore the functions of the SC a little and found that aside from the usual game menu settings that were missing, pretty much all the other functions were still there.

Good enough for me.

I strapped it to my wrist and went back to the pirate ship, plugging the device into their terminal to download their map data.

Then I realised that I actually needed to hack into their systems and disable their security to access that data.

Oh shit… If this means I need to know programming, I'm fucked.

But it seems like luck was still smiling down on me as I realised the screen on my Codex has changed to resemble the hacking minigame that I was familiar with in the game.

On the screen were several words and numbers scattered across the screen and the required word and number was displayed at the very top. To clear the minigame, I just needed to search for the word and number within the mess and I will be able to unlock it.

[Data Download Successful]

The SC chirped, prompting me to unplug the cable from the pirate ship's terminal.

Didn't even take me a minute. Easy~

I then opened up the map display and a star system was projected up into the air in front of me.

It seems like the pirates only have a map of the local system which shows a single star with four planets orbiting around it.

All four planets seemed to be uninhabitable but there was a station orbiting the second planet from the star with a note that read 'Keyes Orbital Mining Station.

Near the fourth planet was an asteroid field and there was a similar marking there that read 'Home Base'. I'm guessing that must be the pirate hideout.

Of course, there's no way I'm going to assault it myself, but this information might be useful later so I just kept a note of it for now.

Currently, I'm more interested in the location labelled Keyes Orbital Mining Station.

An Orbital Mining Station meant there were people and people that aren't pirates is a source of information for me to get my bearings. Perhaps I can find a more complete map that would tell me if I was still in the game's universe since I don't remember such a station being in the game.

This only reinforces the possibility that I'm most likely not in the game but another universe instead.

Well, no use speculating right now so might as well just head towards the station first.

I tapped on my SC and linked the controls of the pirate ship's with my own ship, effectively making it into a single 'ship' as long as it was tethered to mine.

This was one of the ways that you could transport a ship to another location which is especially used in cases where one of the ships has broken down and needed towing. Though of course, this is used in the cases of small sized ships like the current ones.

Although for me, I mostly use this mechanic to tow disabled enemy ships back to a station to sell it for a quick profit.

And yes, that was what I was intending to do right now with this pirate ship.

Since I seemed to have been dropped here without money as well, this should be hopefully a convenient solution to my monetary problems.

I'm not sure if this place follows the same classification but in the game, the ships are grouped according to sizes starting from A Class all the way to F Class with A Class being the smallest.

There's more sub-classification in between like A1, A2 or A3 Classes if you wanted to be more specific, but generally these classes denote how much space the ship requires to land.

My current ship is actually a B Class Heavy Fighter and the pirate ship should also be a B Class though I wasn't sure on what type of ship it was.

I sat down at my cockpit and made use of the new map data I got from the pirates to set a course for the habitat station.

The engines for the ships powered up before it propelled me towards the direction of the station, the stars turning into streaks of light around me.

I waited until we reached the required speed before engaging the engines to boost our speed to sub-light speeds. But even at this speed, it will still take us an hour to reach there.

That was fine since it gave me time to clean up the dead bodies while also looting the pirate ship clean.

I kept the bodies in one of the rooms just in case they had a bounty since I figured that I would need to get the security at the station to check them and pay me if there was any, which was unlike the game where you get the bounty immediately after killing the target.

As for the rest of the ship… I found food inside their kitchen area but… Well… I guess there's no way to say it except for the food tasting bland.

It feels like the food was just there for sustenance and not for taste, or maybe it was just a matter of my taste buds being screwed while in space or something, I dunno.

Putting that aside, I tried to find if there was any money on board and I was surprised to see that they were using the same currency as the game was.

I picked up a rectangular shaped device that looked like one of those old school thumb drives you might find in my world in the past. It even has one of those ports sticking out that you can use to plug it into something.

This was a Credit Chip, which basically also functions like a thumb drive but it stores money inside it.

I don't really know the in-game reason as to why these Credit Chips are used by everyone but yourself since you would store all your money digitally on your SC. There was no reason for me to question if before after all…

Maybe I might go and look up the history behind this when I get the chance, especially when I'm not sure if the Spacer Codex is something unique to me which might raise questions in the future.

I plugged the Credit Chip into my SC and then tapped on the screen to transfer the credits from the chip into my SC itself.

Seeing that it worked, I continued to search for more Credit Chips that might have been left around the ship and plugged them into my SC to take all the credits in them.

I also decided to keep the empty Credit Chips, since I'm not that sure what other use they have aside from storing the credits. But better to have a few of them in case I need them than not have them.

After searching through the entire ship, I had collected a whopping total of two thousand credits!

…

Which is dirt poor actually, especially when you have a ship to maintain and resupply… I should be able to at least refuel and rearm my ship but I'm pretty sure that would cost all of the money I have just to do that.

Ugh, whatever… If I'm able to sell off this pirate ship, I could at least get some money off its sale which should cover the expenses.

Now that I've looted the room, I was left with one place I have yet to check… Their cargo storage.

I missed it the first time since the entrance was a hatch half hidden under a pile of discarded clothes in one corner of the dining room. I only spotted it by accident when I tripped over the clothes pile and kicked at it in irritation to reveal the hatch.

Armed with my blaster and a rifle once more, I prepared to open the hatch that led to the cargo storage in case there were more pirates hidden there.

I yanked open the hatch and peeked over the edge with my blaster at the ready, only to see a rather clean room below that had several crates and boxes pushed to the corners of the room.

Breathing out a sigh when I saw the room had no other signs of life, I descended the ladder to check what was stored down here.

The boxes weren't locked so it was a simple thing of just opening them up to see what was stored in them.

A few backup energy cells for the engines… Some extra ammunition for guns… A crate of food… Meh.

These might sell for a couple hundred credits at least I guess, which was better than nothing considering my current financial situation.

I was hoping that being pirates, they might have already robbed someone and had some valuable loot stored here but my luck wasn't that good it seems.

I relocated some of the food, ammunition and energy cells to my ship for storage while intending to sell the rest.

Now that everything was prepared, there was nothing left for me to do except to wait until my ship arrived at the mining station.

That gave me the time to check out the thing that saved my life.

I held up the rectangular box to the light, which I now know for sure was some kind of personal shield device.

This wasn't something present in the game, which I suppose wasn't really needed since the game had health bars and you could take a rocket launcher to the face as long as you had enough health to tank it.

But here… A well placed bullet in between the eyes is enough to kill you. You don't have health bars to tank damage here which is why there's personal shield devices here I guess.

I'm also guessing these are quite expensive since only one guy out of the five pirates had this and I'm willing to bet he was the leader too. Or maybe since they were pirates, they don't have access to the conventional market to get these kinds of things and he stole it off from someone? Who knows?

The shield managed to withstand about half of a full mag fired from a ballistic assault rifle, which I suppose was not that bad but it also meant you can't just stand there and tank hits all day.

Now I wonder if it protects you against melee attacks? Does a punch get through the shields or does it also stop the punch from hitting you?

Well, I'm not going to punch myself to find out either way… I'll just search it up later if I remember to do so.

I was just in the midst of attaching the shield device back on my belt when the console in front of me started beeping, signalling our imminent arrival at the orbital mining station.

Wait… Are they even open to having visitors? Do I even have identification on me?

Crap…

Perhaps I should start a ship's log so that I can record down things that happened to appear more legitimate… Is it too late now? Fuck it, let's just do it.

            

    
        First Stop

    
    
    
    
                I closed in on the Orbital Mining Station just as I heard the notification sound that indicated someone was hailing me.

I opened up my comms channel and a screen popped up in front of me showing a bearded and bespectacled old man with a stern look on his face.

"You there! If you're here to rob us, I'll just let you know that we have absolutely nothing here! We're just a mining colony for the gas giant below us and we have nothing valuable!!"

I waved my hand in greeting, "Umm… Hi? I'm not a pirate or here to rob you. In fact, I just dealt with some pirates and I noticed your station so I thought I might stop over to resupply?"

He blinked at me, "Damn... You're a Merc? What are you doing all the way out here? Are you lost or something?"

I grimaced, "I… May be a little lost actually. I encountered an anomaly and my ship lost my map data and… I guess yeah… I am indeed quite lost."

"Oh shit, that's some bad luck you got there. Well, come on then, we don't have much but we can at least help you with your map problem."

"That would help, thanks."

"Not a problem. Name's Marten by the way. I'm the station master for this mining station."

Ah… Oh shit… What should I tell him my name is? Somehow telling him my old name just didn't really sit right with me, especially since I was reminded that this was no longer my original body as well.

Wait! I can just use the name that I name my character with!

I nodded at him, "Nice to meet you, Marten. I'm Tera."

"Nice to meet you too. You can use any of the free berths, there's plenty to go around."

"Will do."

I shut off the communications channel before returning my attention to my ship controls, slowly directing my flight path towards the station's docking hanger.

The station itself looked like a tower that was floating in space but with an added circular construct at the very top with four 'arms' spreading out from it in the shape of a cross.

Those 'arms' were actually docking bays for larger sized ships that could not fit in the docking hangar of the station itself.

My ship was able to fly in directly so I made use of their docking hangar and flew through the translucent atmospheric barrier. The barrier served to protect the station from the vacuum of space but still allowed ships and other solid objects through, a staple in any space station.

I found an empty spot easily enough and I flew my ship towards it, landing it with the pirate ship still tethered to mine.

My body reacted instinctively with all the landing procedures of lowering the landing gears and powering down the engines before finally setting a lock on the cockpit.

The last action is very important in the online version of the game since if you forget to do it, other players may be able to board and steal your ship.

In case you were wondering, yes, I learnt that the hard way. Though I have to also admit that I have done this in turn to other players as well so I can't complain much.

As I stepped out of the cockpit after finishing the landing procedures, I strapped on a holster to my waist that contained my energy blaster just in case. I'm going into unfamiliar territory right now and I don't know if these people are who they claim they are after all.

While I was moving towards the ramp, I passed by a screen that reflected me on its surface and I stopped for a moment.

When I first woke up here, I only did a preliminary inspection of myself but now that I had the time to properly take a look… I have to say that there's nothing that I don't like from what I see.

Looking down, I could only see two funbags staring back at me instead of the floor, which I saw as a privilege instead of a problem. My instincts drove me to give them both a squeeze and so I did.

Hmm… I guess I might explore myself more intimately later.

I suppose the only thing that I wished was different was the fact that I have something missing in between my legs.

I wonder if there was a way for me to get that here?

Putting such thoughts aside for now, I went to the ramp and descended to the hangar bay, only to see Marten and several other people behind him watching me exit my ship.

"Hello there. Tera, I assume?" Marten asked with a raised eyebrow.

"That's right. And you're Marten, the station master?"

"That is correct," He confirmed before looking at the ramp I descended from. "Should we be expecting anyone else?"

I felt a little wary when he asked that question and I eyed the others behind him. All of them seemed to be trying to appear like they were nonchalant about my presence but I could see that they were clearly nervous or even apprehensive about me being here.

I shifted myself so that my body was tilted at an angle, "Mmm… I have a few others on board. Why?"

"I see… Then could I ask if you really are a Mercenary and not a pirate?"

"I am indeed a Mercenary. If I was a pirate, I don't think I'll fly in with a pirate ship tethered to mine and walk out here alone, would I?"

He narrowed his eyes slightly, "Then I suppose you will have no problems if I were to ask you to show us your Mercenary licence?"

"Licence?" I repeated.

That made him frown, "Do you not have a Mercenary licence?"

Oh, so I didn't hear wrong… He actually asked for my Mercenary licence.

Wait… You need a licence to be a Mercenary here? There was no such thing in the game obviously, so what even is that?

"No, I do not have a Mercenary licence," I told him honestly, using my body to hide the fact that my hand was resting on my blaster, ready to draw it out at the slightest sign of trouble.

Marten narrowed his eyes, "You call yourself a Merc with no licence? Are you even registered with the Mercenary Guild?"

Oh, there's even a Guild for Mercenaries here?

At this point, I could see that the others behind Marten were giving me unfriendly looks and I quickly realised that they were all suspecting me of being a pirate trying to sneak my way into the station.

I slowly raised my hands to show compliance, "Ok, I know how this sounds, but I am not registered with the Guild as a Merc due to some circumstances but I have been operating as one for some time. I encountered an anomaly that made me stuck in this sector with all my map data lost and the pirate ship you see there found me."

"You're telling me they boarded you and you killed them?"

I nodded, "My ship's power was out and I was in the midst of fixing it so they thought my ship was a derelict and boarded it not expecting me to be there. I managed to take them out and that's how I ended up here."

Marten's eyes narrowed a little more, "So which sector are you from?"

Ah… Erm… I guess I should just use Earth? Maybe it exists in this universe too?

"The Sol system," I answered.

That seemed to throw them all off as they were now looking at each other and whispering amongst themselves. Only Marten continued to stare at me though the look he was giving me was akin to me telling him I came from heaven or something.

"That anomaly… Did you fly through a wormhole and blacked out or something?" He asked.

That seems oddly specific… But I did black out while starting the game so I just nodded for now.

At this point, all of them relaxed and even Marten was giving me a pitying look.

"Ah… I apologise, lady… I don't know how to tell you this but I think your head's a little messed up… Do you even know where you are?"

I frowned, "No? That's why I'm here to get a map?"

"Mmm… You're not the first case and I'm quite a blunt person so I'll just tell you straight as it is… I think your memories have been messed up while you were going through the wormhole."

…

Err… What?

I was more surprised about the fact that something like that could happen than the possibility of that being my situation because I knew for a fact that it was not.

Still, my shock was quite evident on my face since Marten just nodded at me sadly, "Well, we know you're not a pirate at least. I apologise for the caution since there've been sightings of them around here recently… Why don't you and your crew come on in and I'll help you get up to speed or something? There's really not much here but if you still have Credits, we at least still have some supplies to sell."

I only nodded quietly and stepped off the ramp, wondering just what I have gotten myself into.

            

    
        Keyes Orbital Mining Station

    
    
    
    
                "Aren't you calling the rest of your crew?" Marten asked while I was leaving the hangar.
"Ah… I may have lied about that part… I wasn't sure if you guys were trying to jump me yet so I didn't want you to know I was alone."
"Ha! Smart girlie! I suppose the next thing you're going to say is that technically you did not lie, because the others you were referring to were the dead bodies of the pirates?"
I shrugged, neither denying nor affirming his words.
That was enough to tell him that he was right although he chose not to rub it in my face at least.
Right now we were moving through a relatively narrow and metallic corridor that is just barely wide enough to fit two people side by side.
There were also several exposed piping here and there and I could hear metallic clangs coming from the pipes from time to time.
"So… At the risk of sounding like an idiot… What is this place?" I asked.
"We're on our way to the log room right now."
"I meant the station. Like what are you guys doing here?"
I know it's a mining station of course, but I was curious just what exactly they were mining.
Marten answered without slowing down his pace, "I wasn't lying about this place being a Mining Station, you know?"
"Oh, I know that. The map data I downloaded from their ship did mark your station as an Orbital Mining Station."
That made him stop to turn back and give me a worried look, "Wait… The pirates have this place marked?!"
"Err… Yes? That's how I found this place after all…"
"If they have this place marked… Then it means that there is a possibility of them hitting this place… But why?"
I raised an eyebrow at him, "Is there really nothing of value here?" 
He scowled slightly, "Of course not. We're literally just mining the helium gas from the planet below us, who the hell wants to rob a station for helium gas?"
I mean… I wouldn't know… And I guess that answers my question at least.
"Maybe they want to get ransom from your employers?" I suggested.
He sighed, "They must be really desperate to come all the way here to do that then. Whatever, I guess it isn't a problem anymore since you dealt with them."
"Ah… But they have a base in this system as well though."
"What?! Where?!"
"In the asteroid field around the fourth planet in the system… I'm guessing that's bad?"
He groaned and ran his hand down his face, "If they already had a base here… We most definitely came here after them in that case… It does make our situation slightly better as it is very likely that they aren't here for us specifically… But the problem is still there… Do you have the map data?"
I nodded.
He then continued walking, "If you don't mind… I'll need you to show me that map data and hopefully I can get a security patrol down here to deal with them."
I don't really know how bad having a pirate base in the same system as your Mining Station is so I kept my mouth shut and followed after him.
He brought me to a small room with several console panels pushed up against the wall and a screen mounted on said wall that showed a map of the system.
Marten then gestured to the console, "You can connect your personal terminal to the console and upload your map data. Also, go ahead and download our map data too while you're at it."
I nodded, moving closer to the terminal and tapping my finger on my Codex, navigating the menus until I had wirelessly connected my Codex to the terminal.
I did as he requested and uploaded my map data into the terminal, which caused the map displayed on the screen to change slightly.
Originally, the screen showed that the fourth planet was empty aside from an asteroid field surrounding it.
Now that I have uploaded my map data to the console, there was now an extra marking there that revealed the location of the pirate base.
"Damn… So they really are in this sector…"
I turned to him while starting the download of the map data they had, "So what are you going to do?"
He sighed, "At first when we received reports of pirate activity here, we were expecting only one or two ships hanging around here… We thought that they might just be here to escape from security forces and would leave sooner or later…"
He then pointed to the screen, "But if they have a base here… That means they're not leaving this place any time soon… I don't think they will attack our station directly but any ship coming here would most likely be robbed which could mean no supplies for us…"
Ah… Well… Now I see how serious this problem is…
This station is definitely not self-sufficient from what I could guess so they most likely rely on other ships to bring them supplies. 
But if there are pirates in this system, then there's a high possibility that those ships carrying their supplies would get attacked by said pirates which result in this Mining Station not receiving anything at all.
I turned to him, "So I guess you're going to call someone to deal with the pirate base?"
He started tapping away on the console, "I'll contact a representative from our corporation and they should arrange for a security team or some Mercs to come deal with them."
He pushed one of the buttons on the console and the screen changed from the map to display the words "Calling".
There was the sound of static before another voice came from the screen, "Marten? What's up?"
"Hey, I've got some bad news. We have a pirate base located in our system. Seems like they were here before us. I don't know how the survey team missed them."
"A pirate base? Are you sure?"
"I'm sure, a Mercenary fought one of their ships and gave the map data she took from them as proof."
"Damn… Ok… I'll see what I can do, hold on tight and just continue with the mining operations for now."
"Got it."
The line was cut and the screen changed back to show the previous map of the sector once again.
I gave Marten a look, "So I guess that's dealt with?"
He nodded, "Hopefully, yes. As long as the pirates don't do anything within the next few days of course…"
"Right… So err… You mentioned about getting me up to speed or something."
"Ah, that's right. Forgive me. Knowing that there's a pirate base put me on edge. I suppose I should ask what do you remember first?"
I pretended to think, "I… Hmm… I guess I remember travelling in my ship… Then I think I blacked out and found myself on the floor. I didn't really have much time to think after that before I got a warning about a pirate ship coming towards me."
"I see… You mentioned you came from the Sol system?"
"Yes? And I noticed you guys reacting weirdly when I said that?"
"That's because the location of the Sol system has been lost for ages after the Machine War."
"The Machine War?" I parroted.
He gave me an odd look, "Oh wow, did you travel through time or something? Have you not heard about the Machine War?"
"I'm afraid so…"
"Ah… Unfortunately I'm also not the best person to tell you about it either. But I can tell you that after that war, the location of the Sol system was lost. There have been people who have tried to search for it but all attempts have resulted in failures so far. So for someone to claim that they come from there…"
"Must mean that the person is either a liar, crazy or just plain delusional?" I completed for him.
He gave me a wry smile, "Or that they went through an anomaly that messed with their memories. It's happened before."
Hmm… That's quite frightening…
"Is it a common occurrence?" I asked.
"Not exactly. But there's enough cases for common people like ourselves to know about it. But I'm afraid to tell you that most people who experience this don't get their memories back…"
Well… Good thing that I didn't go through that but was somehow sent to this universe instead…
But I'm curious about the Earth of this universe though. He said that the location of our solar system was lost in a war but there have been attempts by others to find it. What would happen if I were to somehow find its location and return there? Would I find my old Earth or a new one?
I suppose logic would say that it would be a new one since this was clearly a different universe but who knows? Maybe my old Earth had also crossed over to this universe too?
I suppose that's a question for the future anyway. Right now… I'm a little hungry.

Please tell me that they don't eat space slop or something…

            

    
        A Short Chat With Station Master Marten

    
    
    
    
                Well… It's not space slop but it's something akin to gruel I guess…

When I told Marten that I was feeling a little peckish, he brought me to what I assume was the station's mess for me to eat.

It honestly looked like some kind of unprocessed meat paste dumped on a tray but surprisingly, it did not taste as bad as it looks.

Still, I don't think I want to know how they made this.

Marten was kind enough to sit with me and let me ask questions about the station, so I found out that the people working on this station was actually really small.

"There's only thirty people here?" I asked.

He nodded, "We've only been in operation for a short while and most of the things here are automated anyway. All the miners need to do is fly out of the station with their mining ships, hover above the planet and drop a gas mining cord down to start gathering the helium gas."

"Sounds simple enough," I noted.

"Looks that way, but get too close to the planet or be unlucky enough to be caught in a storm? Your entire ship is getting sucked down into the planet and you're not coming back up."

Ah. Well that certainly sucks.

He continued, "Anyway, they will return with the gas mined to the station where we will store it and wait for a transporter to come and transport it away to a processing station. They would also be the one to deliver our supplies which I'm hoping the pirates won't touch."

"Right, and when is this transporter coming again?"

"If things are still on schedule, probably anytime tomorrow or the day after in Standard Hours."

"Standard Hours?"

"Ah, that's the time that everyone follows when we're out in space. It's just Earth's time or how they count the time on Earth. Something about human beings being sentimental or whatever. There was quite a debate back then about what we should use as the standard time and we ended up just going with this one. Some of the other races weren't too happy but well, we all got used to it."

"Wait, wait… There's other races?" I gasped.

"Oh man… You really got your head messed up pretty bad I see… I assume you don't even remember the Great Divide? No? Yeah… I'm no historian and I frankly don't give two shits about it so if you want to know, I'd recommend visiting an archive to learn about all that if you're interested in learning about it."

"And… Err… Where can I find an archive?"

"Most Orbital Habitats should have one. Or any of the established planetary cities at least. Have you checked the map you've downloaded yet?"

I shook my head.

I already downloaded their map data into my Codex just now but I've yet to actually take a look at it yet.

He hummed, "Well I think the closest major habitat would be the Theeve Orbital Habitat so if you want to, that could be your first stop if you're leaving after this."

"Right, I'll keep that in mind. So what other races are there?"

"Well… The first one I would tell you about are the Inucanis since even I know that they were the first race that we humans encountered and are, arguably, the ones who get along best with us. Although I suppose the Maochattes would disagree with that statement."

"What do they look like?"

"Well heck, Inucanis basically just look like us except they have lupine shaped ears and tails. It's the same for Maochattes except theirs are feline shaped."

…

Waaaaaait…

Doesn't this meant they are just cat and dog eared people?!!

I have to make sure of something first…

"Their faces… Err… Are they also human shaped? And do they have human hands?"

"Ah, there's some kind of subspecies thing or something where a few of them might have paws or a snout, but majority of them have the same type of face and limbs as us humans."

Oh wow… Do you know what this means? Cat girls/boys and dog girls/boys exist!!

This is the best universe ever!!

Come on, don't tell me you wouldn't come here just for that!! The chance of you meeting a cat girl back in the old World is basically zero percent! Over here it's actually more than zero!

"Are there any of them here right now?" I asked, barely hiding my excitement.

"Ah, unfortunately not. This place is UTG territory after all, so it's normal for there to only be humans around here."

Another term came up that I don't know I see…

He raised an eyebrow at me, "Are you going to ask me what the UTG is?"

I nodded slowly and he sighed.

"United Terran Government, which is just a fancy way of calling Humans if you ask me but hey, I'm just a small station master on a Mining Station so what do I know?"

Ok, cool.

"I guess I shouldn't ask you about the whole history of how the United Terran Government came to be?" I joked.

He scoffed, "Like I said, just go to an archive if you're interested. The only thing I can tell you about the UTG is that they are a bunch of assholes."

"Let me guess… Taxes?"

"That's just one of them. If you go and read them up in the archive, you might find out what else they have done to make common folk like us hate them."

Now I'm really interested in knowing more but I guess that will have to wait.

There was still one more thing I needed to know.

"So… How does one get a Mercenary licence?"

"Oh right, you don't have one. Actually, are you really sure you don't have one? Maybe if you go and check the Mercenary Guild, you might find something about your past if you were already registered as a Mercenary back then. Maybe you might even have some kind of history recorded about you."

I highly doubt that is the case but I guess it was worth a shot?

In the game, there was no such thing as a Mercenary Guild but who knows, maybe my records were brought over from the game and into this universe?

He continued, "Anyway, for your question about the licence, I can't really say for sure because I never tried to sign up as one. But I doubt it could be that hard considering the fact that there's so many Mercenaries around and the ones I've met before aren't really that… Shall we say, quick thinking? Yeah. So I don't think it's that hard to be one."

Well, alright then. Maybe I just need to go to the guild and tell them I want to be one and then I'll become one.

Just as I was about to ask him where the closest Mercenary Guild was, someone came running into the room in a panic.

"Boss! Boss! We've got a problem!!"

Marten scowled, "What? Did Jerry break the pipe again?!"

"N… No… Err… Actually I think he may have but that's not the problem! Pirates!"

Marten turned to look at me and I just stared back at him, doing my best not to say anything about him wishing the pirates wouldn't do anything before the patrol arrived.

He quickly got up from his seat and rushed out of the mess hall, following the first guy out.

Of course, I followed them as well, wondering if the pirates were here because of what I did. Was it because I subdued one of their ships and they're here to take revenge?

We went into what I assume was some kind of communications room and the single wall sized screen was showing a ship that was floating in space. The distinct shape of a skull and crossbones could be seen painted on the side of the ship, leaving no questions as to their affiliation.

"What do they want?" Marten asked the guy who came to warn us.

He shrugged, "I… I don't know. They did not send a message or anything. They're just staying within our sensor range so they should know that we know that they're there."

Marten narrowed his eyes at the screen, "So they're just floating there… Menacingly…"

"Boss?"

"It's probably a threat, they're announcing their presence to us and making us fear them."

"But… Why would they do that, boss?"

"I'm going to bet that they're going to return tomorrow or the day after with a larger force and demand our submission or something. They most likely want our station intact, maybe to serve as their forward base or something…"

"Then… What do we do?"

Marten turned to me, "Tera, how confident are you in a dogfight?"

I thought for a moment, "If the pirates' ships are similar to the one that I have captured, then I would say that I can safely engage five of them at the same time."

He raised an eyebrow, "That good?"

"I have a good ship."

"Alright, in that case, could I trouble you to wait outside with your ship in case they attack us? I doubt they will attack us outright but just in case they do, we need all the help we can get. I'lleven make this a formal request as a station master and pay you for it.."

"A Guild Request?"

"A formal Mercenary Request, basically. Yo."

Sounds good to me, when do I start?

            

    
        This Is Why You Don't Negotiate With Pirates

    
    
    
    
                I paced around the cockpit, waiting for the pirates to show up.

According to Marten, they managed to pick up a few ships hovering on the very edge of the scanner range. They're expected to reach the station in another hour or so.

As for me, I've detached the pirate ship I've captured and left it in the hangar while I flew out in my own ship to wait for the pirates to appear.

I made sure to shut off the engines and only power up the life support and communications systems to keep my ship's heat signature low.

Even if my ship was shown on their scanners, they would think that I am probably space debris or something instead of a Mercenary ship lying in ambush.

My comms was also tuned into the open channel so that I could listen in on any conversations the pirates and the Mining Station might have.

While waiting for the pirates to show up, I went around to explore the parts of my ship that I have yet to check out.

From the exit ramp, it was a straight corridor to the cockpit with the ship-to-ship and ship-to-space entrance hatches arranged along the left before the cockpit.

There was an additional room to the right immediately after the exit ramp which led to a storage room where I was using to store all the extra food and stuff.

Then right after that was apparently a small living quarters and by that, I meant that there was a small kitchenette opposite a bunk bed with a small shower and toilet at the back.

Further down was another living quarters with the exact same arrangements except the bunk bed was replaced with a single bed instead.

It was definitely small but it was still functional I suppose. This was a B Class Heavy Fighter after all and Heavy Fighters are more focused on firepower than comfort of living.

Speaking of firepower, there's a reason why I was quite confident of taking on five other B class pirate ships on my own.

For my armaments, I had two medium range energy chainguns, two short range ballistic cannons, one long range photon laser underneath the cockpit and one medium range railgun turret at the top of the ship.

With a good pilot, this ship could take on C Class Destroyers and even D Class Cruiser ships by itself in a pinch.

I say that because there are other players out there who would claim that this ship was only good for dogfights between ships of the same class and I would say that they just lack skill.

Returning to my cockpit just as the one hour mark was up, I noticed that there was an incoming call in the open channel.

I sat down in the pilot seat and opened the map screen, noting that there were four unknown ships that had stopped a short distance away from the Mining Station.

A quick scan showed that there were two A Class fighters and two B Class Light Corvettes. I can definitely take them on if it comes down to a fight.

Flipping open the controls to tune me in on the open channel, a gruff voice immediately came from the speakers.

"... And you're on our turf, so if you don't want any trouble, we expect you to pay."

Marten's voice came next, "This… We will need to contact our superiors for this… This Mining Station is under the--"

"I don't give a fuck about who this station belongs to. Do you not hear me? I said to pay up right now or else we're blasting you guys out of existence for setting up here!"

"This… Even if you say that, we can't just arrange sixty million Credits just like that… I don't have the authority to authorise such a transaction for our company…"

"Then get everyone on that station to cough up whatever they need to make up the difference! If anyone thinks their life is worth more than credits, then they should be very cooperative, don't you think?"

"Please… Please be reasonable, everyone here are just simple miners making little pay. Even if everyone pooled all their money together, we wouldn't even have that much Credits…"

The pirate let out a bark of laughter, "Ha! Then are you saying that there is no way for you to pay?!"

"What… What are you suggesting?" Marten asked.

"Don't you have a transport ship that comes by to deliver supplies to you? We want those supplies of yours and you will keep giving them to us until the value reaches sixty million Credits."

"Wha… What? But… But then we wouldn't be able to survive without any supplies!"

"We're not that cruel, we'll leave enough for you to survive on, but everything else, we're going to take. And any money you have, we're taking those too. Do we have an agreement, or do we have to blow your station up?"

"I… I… Sigh… I accept…"

"Great! I knew you sounded like a sensible person! Now, we're going to plant a bomb on your station so if you ever have any plans to report us, we'll detonate the bomb and blow you guys up!"

"Wait! That's not part of the agreement!"

"Well I'm changing it now, what are you going to do about it?"

"This… Damnit! Why do you even want to extort us?! We have literally nothing! We're just a small Mining Station!"

"Hahaha! Blame your superiors for sending all of you here! From today onwards, your new boss is going to be us, got it?!"

"Y… Yes…"

I figured this was my time to enter so I powered up the engines and weapon systems before boosting my ship towards the stationary pirates.

It was only now did I realise that this would be my first space dogfight I would be participating in this universe.

I shrugged off the sudden feeling of uneasiness and decided to just treat this like I was still in the game.

My comms was still tuned to the open frequency channel so I could hear the pirates' surprised voices coming from the speakers.

"B… Boss! We've got a ship coming right towards us from below!"

"What?! How the hell did we miss that ship?!"

"Its weapons are powered, boss!!"

"Fuck! Is that a fucking Merc?! We outnumber him! Turn and engage!!"

I got within range of my photon laser and targeted one of the corvettes first, pulling the trigger the moment it got within my targeting crosshair.

A blue beam of energy shot out from my ship and hit the shield of the corvette. The shield barely held for a second before it shattered, leaving the ship open for the same laser to pierce through its hull.

There was a scream followed quickly by static over the comms as the ship exploded into a giant ball of fire.

Wow, their shields suck.

I turned my ship to face the other corvette who was in the midst of trying to turn to face me, opening its broadside to me.

I did not leave this chance to waste as I lined up myself for another shot, pulling the trigger again once I had the ship locked onto my crosshairs.

The ship suffered the same fate as its comrade, the shield barely protecting it for a second before it was breached and my laser pierced through its side.

This one did not explode but it was clear I hit something important since the ship's engines sputtered and died, leaving it floating helplessly in space.

The last two ships reacted differently with one of them choosing to charge towards me while the other was already turning away in order to flee.

The one chasing after me tried to fire several laser blasters at me but my shields shrugged it off without any problems.

Instead of going after him, I ignored it in favour of chasing down the one that was currently fleeing instead.

For this one in particular, I made use of my two energy chainguns that lit up the void of space when I fired them up.

A deadly hail of lasers blasted out from the wings of my ship, the fleeing pirate ship desperately trying to dodge the hail of bullets in order to escape.

Unfortunately for him, I adjusted my aim a little and the lasers quickly started peppering the side of his ship, shattering his shield in an instant.

He tried to bank away but my guns were still not done firing, two of the lasers piercing through the ship's midsection while the last one went through its engines, causing the ship to explode.

I tilted my ship and activated my turret's targeting system, allowing the computer to automatically target the last pirate ship that had tried to turn back around to attack me again.

The railgun turret fired a single round and the projectile went through both the fighter's shield and hull in a single shot, sending the ship careening off into space before it also exploded.

Well… I didn't want to say it but…

That was easy.

            

    
        Miner's Hero

    
    
    
    
                I exited from my ship to the applause of several of the miners, Marten included.

"Damn, I didn't think you were serious about taking on multiple pirates at the same time," Marten praised, clapping me on the back.

I shrugged, "I just have a good ship."

"The way you flew though! That was some top tier flying if I ever saw one!"

I'm not sure what he was talking about since I felt that my flying was pretty normal all things considered, especially when I wasn't doing any crazy flips and corkscrews either.

Not that there was any point to do so in the first place since I was fighting them in open space with nothing to hide behind.

Still, I wasn't going to tell him that either and simply accepted his praise by nodding along.

But amidst the praise, it seems like one of the miners wasn't as impressed.

He walked up to me with a scowl, "Now look what you've done!"

Marten turned to frown at him, "What are you talking about, Jerry? She saved our asses! That's what she did! So maybe at least show some appreciation!"

"Like hell! Yeah! She killed some pirates, but those are just the scrubs! They have a base here, don't they?! And if those guys don't return, they're going to send even more of them after us! And once they find out that we are responsible for their deaths, we'll all be slaughtered anyway! At least before this, we could have saved ourselves!"

I can see where he's coming from but come on… Does he really believe that the pirates would really let them go? I'm pretty sure they knew the people on this mining station wouldn't be able to come up with the money they requested in the first place. What they were after must have been the supplies instead.

I'm guessing they needed the supplies either because they got tired of robbing others to get them or their normal means of getting supplies got compromised somehow.

So if they could get control over this mining station and control the miners through fear, they would be able to get all the supplies they want easily.

Marten furrowed his brows, "You fucking idiot! Don't even get me started on you breaking the pipes again! But do you really think we would be let go just because we agreed to their terms?! They were planning to plant a bomb on out station for fuck's sake!"

"It's just to ensure that we cooperate with them, right? We wouldn't have anything to worry about if we choose to cooperate with them!"

Someone from the crowd of miners shouted, "Shut the fuck up, Jerry! You have no idea what you're talking about! Do you think the bomb wouldn't be used against us if the pirates felt like it?! Who is the one to decide whether we are cooperating enough?! Is it you?!"

Another miner also chipped in, "Yeah! They want all our money, you know? My family is depending on my salary to pay the occupation fee in their habitat! If they can't make the payment, they'll be evicted out of the station! Do you want my family to die that badly, Jerry?!"

"And our supplies too! They'll definitely take most of our food, do you want us to live on scraps even after we have to go down to mine the gas everyday?!"

Instead of being intimidated by the shouts from his colleagues, Jerry stood his ground and glared back at them, "Yeah, you can say whatever you want, but this doesn't change the fact that the pirates would definitely kill us once they found those debris outside! Who knows, maybe one of them had already sent a distress message back to base and they're rushing here to finish us off right now!"

That quickly shut everyone else up.

As much as they hated to surrender to the pirates, I suppose they are also aware that what Jerry said was true.

Marten tried to calm everyone down, "I've already contacted someone about the pirate base, they assured me that they will be sending a Merc party down here to deal with it."

Everyone seemed satisfied by Marten's words and turned back to glare at Jerry again.

I raised my hand, "If it makes you feel better, I'll stay here and protect you guys from the pirates until the pirate base is dealt with, how about that?"

Marten smirked at Jerry, "How about it? Are you satisfied now, Jerry?"

"Whatever! Don't come and find me when the pirates come and make more demands that we can't fulfil!" The man clucked his tongue before storming off.

Marten caught him by his collar and pulled him back before he could get very far, "Oh? Where do you think you're going Jerry? Running your mouth is one thing but we still have yet to talk about you breaking the transfer pipes again, have we? How many times does it make it this month alone? Hmm? Let's go get those repair tools, shall we?"

The station master then dragged the miner away, ignoring his screams of protest.

Marten turned back right before he left the hangar to shout at the other miners, "And the rest of you, don't think this is an excuse to take a day off! Get back to work!!"

The other miners groaned before they started to shuffle away unwillingly, a few of them taking the chance to congratulate me again on the good work before walking off.

Now I was standing alone in the hangar and I wondered what the hell can I do now?

I'm on an Orbital Mining Station, not an Orbital Vacation Station… I doubt anyone would appreciate me snooping around and intruding on their work either.

Oh right, speaking of work, Marten did say that he was going to pay me for dealing with the pirates didn't he? I wonder how much I would get from this?

I decided that I should go and find him or at least wait for him in his office since I assume that he should still be busy with Jerry.

I decided to just head to the comms room since I believe that was where his usual workstation was, relying on my memory to bring me back to that specific place.

Finding the room was quite easy since I had to move from there to the hangar not even a few hours before this to set up the ambush for the pirates, so the route was still fresh on my mind.

When I entered, there was only one other person in the room and I recognised him as the same guy who had rushed to warn Marten about the pirates from before.

He looked surprised to see me, "Oh, hello there. Do you need anything?"

"Ah, no. I just wanted to look for Marten. I'm guessing he's still dealing with Jerry?"

"Yeah… He should be back in a while. He's just going to give him a repair tool and a space suit before sending him out to repair the pipes. I swear, that idiot probably flies drunk with how he keeps crashing his ship into the pipes and breaking them."

"Is it serious?"

He waved his hand casually, "Nah, the repair tool will deal with the breach easily enough. It's just that it's a pretty shitty process to put on the suit and get out of the station to deal with it. That's why boss is getting Jerry to do it himself."

As if on cue, the door slid open and Marten walked in, the man heaving out a sigh.

"I swear… If Jerry breaks the pipes because of his stupid flying one more time, I'm going to cut his pay. Oh? Tera? What are you doin-- Ah, it's about the pay for the pirates right?"

I nodded.

He went towards the console, "Right, I won't lie to you, but we can't afford to pay the market price for… What's this?"

He interrupted himself when he noticed one of the lights was blinking on the console.

The station master went to push a button and a panicked voice came through, "Oh thank god! I thought you had already died, Marten!"

I recognised the voice to belong to the same person whom Marten had contacted to inform him about the pirate base.

"Hey, what's wrong?"

"Well… I've got some bad news, corporate is dragging their feet in getting a Merc request, I think they'll only get around to it in the next two weeks or so and the Mercs will only be there in the next month. Do you think you can hold out until then?"

Marten seethed, "Fuck no! They already know we're here and came to make some demands! If it wasn't for the Merc here, we would have already been forced to submit to them!"

"Crap… Can't you get that Merc to deal with the base?"

"It's only one Merc, bro! I'm not sending them to their deaths!"

"... I'm sorry Marten… But there's really nothing else I can do…"

"Hey! Don't you hang up on me! Hey! Hey!! Heyyy!!"

Well… I guess we're fucked aren't we?

            

    
        Guess I Have To Finish The Job

    
    
    
    
                Marten slammed his fist on the console, "Fucking corporate bastards!! I knew they never gave two shits about us!"

The other guy in the room was looking at him worriedly, "What… What do we do now, boss?"

"Fuck… At this rate, we might need to abandon the station… When the supply transport arrives, we'll leave with it. Let the pirates have the place."

"But… Won't the company penalise us for this?"

"We can pay back the Credits eventually, but if we die here, forget about being penalised, you won't even have a chance to whine about being penalised."

"Ugh… I'm going to have to relocate my family…"

"You'll be fine, don't worry about it."

I raised my hand, "You know… How about I go take care of those pirates?"

Marten swivelled his head around and stared at me with wide eyes, "Are you serious, Tera? I mean… I've seen how easily you've dealt with those four pirates and I have full confidence in your flying skills… But how are you planning to take on an entire pirate base on your own?"

I thought about it for a moment, "I mean… I could just go there and recon the place first… I don't think there would be a lot of pirates there right? There's nothing of value for them to rob around here after all so I reckon the base should be on the small side as well? If I find out that their base is bigger than I thought, I will send a message to you and you can go ahead with your original plan of evacuating."

Marten and the other guy looked at each other for a moment before turning back to me.

"If I may be so bold to ask, Tera… Why are you willing to go so far for us?"

I shrugged, "I don't think it's that big of a favour though? Plus, you helped me out and even let me into the station even when you didn't have to either so perhaps you can just think of this as me returning the favour?"

"But… Anyone could have done what I did… You're risking your own life for this right now!"

"I'll be fine," I assured him. "I can outrun them as well if I need to. I still have the map data that I've downloaded from you after all."

"Hmm… Good thing that Jerry isn't here to make more noise… I wouldn't be able to stand another round of his ramblings…"

I gave him a wry smile, "Well… There's no need to let everyone on the station know about this for now. I'll just give the excuse that I'm going to check out the debris left there for salvage and patrol around the area to see if there's any more pirates in the meantime."

Marten gave me a serious look, "If you manage to destroy the pirate base, Tera… I'll do everything in my power to make sure you are paid at least the market price for what a Merc would charge for this. I swear on it."

I chuckled, "You're a good man, Marten. Well then, just let me resupply my ship and I'll be off."

"Then by my right as station master, I authorise you to resupply your ship free of charge until the pirates are dealt with."

"I appreciate that."

I left the room but I heard the other guy whisper to Marten, "Do you think… She'll make it?"

"I… Don't know… Just get everything ready in case we need to abandon station, but not until we get the message from her to do so."

"Alright, boss…"

Right, the fate of thirty or so miners rest in my hands right now, no pressure.

Returning to my hangar, I went to the docking bay console and tapped on the screen to begin the automatic resupply process.

Mechanical arms latched onto my ship and a large pipe connected itself to the bottom of my ship, starting the charging process for my engines and my weapons..

True to his word, I could see that the price for the resupply stayed at zero throughout the process. He must have already done the necessary procedures for me on my way to the hangar.

With the resupply complete, I ascended the ramp and sat at my cockpit, doing the final checks before take off.

I tapped on the screen to request for takeoff clearance and once I was given the green light, I fired up my engines and my ship slowly propelled itself out of the hangar bay and into open space.

I noticed a few other ships were also in the midst of leaving the station, all of them heading in the direction of the planet below. No doubt those were the miners heading out for their shifts.

For my first stop, I stayed true to my word and went towards where the pirate derelict were.

Hey, that's free loot drops right there, ain't no way I was going to leave that there without at least trying to find something worthwhile there!

For salvaging, I had three salvage drones that could help me with that while my scanners would pick up any notable objects in the debris field.

Since I don't exactly have a lot of cargo space, I can't just take anything I find and if I find anything too heavy for my salvage drones to move, I would have to put on a suit and float out myself to deal with it.

A quick scan with my scanners showed that the only thing of value in the field of broken space parts was a few energy cells and some spare ship parts.

I decided those weren't worth my limited cargo space to pick up so I just ignored them.

I did a few more scans but those also came up empty.

Bummer.

Seeing that there was nothing worth my attention, I fired up my engines and sped away in the direction of the pirate base.

Even with the travel drives engaged, it would take me about a day or so for me to reach there at this speed.

Welp… I guess this is the time for me to look at the map data I've downloaded from Marten. So many things have happened in such a short time that I didn't even have time to look at it properly.

Plugging my Codex into my ship's computer, I let it update my ship's map systems to display the new map.

When the screen loaded, I found myself looking at a map consisting of several systems linked together by lines connecting in between them.

I'm guessing that if I want to head to those systems, I have to travel by those lines?

Also, there's only a few systems here, so I'm assuming this isn't a complete map either. Perhaps there was no need for a mining station like that to have a full map system?

That reminds me… How does inter-system travel work in this universe?

I tapped on my screen and went to my power management systems, only to find one specific part of my ship missing.

Where's my warp drive?

In the game, every ship had a warp drive and was capable of jumping to other systems using that. Of course the distance you could jump and the charge time varied depending on the warp drive and the size of your ship but it was present in all but the smallest A Class ships.

So it's not a case of my ship not having one but it was removed entirely.

To make sure, I even went through every single window in my console to double check if the menu for the warp drive was moved elsewhere due to this being a new universe but to no avail.

That's not good… How am I supposed to get out of the system then?

I zoomed the map into my current system, which seemed to be named "K-3Y-E5" system on the map.

That was when I noticed that there was something new reflected on the system.

In between the second and third planet, there was an additional station there. When I saw the name of the station, I realised what kind of travel method this universe uses.

"K-3Y-E5 Warp Gate"

I see…

So to travel from one system to another, you need to use Warp Gates to jump…

Well, that's not really ideal since it meant that I would need to travel to these Warp Gates before I could travel out of the system, making them perfect ambush points. Are there no warp drives in this universe?

Oh whatever, I'll cross that bridge when I get there.

I tried to search where Theeve Orbital Habitat Station was, the station that Marten told me was the closest place that had an archive.

Unsurprisingly, it was located in the next system which had only two planets, both of them also uninhabitable.

The map doesn't show any other information aside from that so I'm not sure what was that system's specialty nor why an orbital station was even set up there.

I suppose I'll find out when I get there… Assuming that I actually manage to deal with this pirate base that I'm currently travelling towards right now…

My plan was simple, really.

Go there, estimate how big their forces are, if they are manageable, start bombing the fuck out of them. Then they would definitely launch a defence and I'll shoot down any pirate ship that comes out from their hangar like fish in a barrel.

Easy.

Here's to hoping my plan works out as I hope…

            

    
        Pirate Base

    
    
    
    
                The pirate base was different from what I thought it might look like.


When I reached the location on the map, what I found was a half destroyed battleship floating in an asteroid field. Though from the fact that there were still lights on some parts of the ship, it was still somewhat functional I suppose.


I guess the pirates must have found this place and converted the functional parts of the ship to turn it into their base, especially since the hangar part of the ship seemed to be one of said functional parts.


I had chosen to approach the base the stealthy way which involved shutting down power to my shields and pretty much everything else while having my engines at only quarter power with the bare minimum thrust.


This would allow me to slip past most scanners as just another floating debris so unless the pirates have some highly advanced scanners, I should be able to get close without raising any alarms.


As I floated by the derelict, I tried to gauge how big of a pirate crew I was dealing with.


There were about two or three Fighter class ships hovering around the hangar entrance, probably acting as guards, though I wonder why they needed something like that.


It's not like their location was compromised, right?


I mean… It is, but they don't know that yet.


I adjusted my flight path a little so that I could peek into the hangar, hoping that I could see how many ships were docked there. If I could see how many ships were docked inside, I could roughly guess how many pirates might be inside the base.


As my line of sight levelled with the hangar, I counted at least three A Class ships and two B Class ships.


Honestly, that's more ships than I thought there would be but it was still a number that I could deal with.


A safe guess would be that there's at least a dozen to two dozens of pirates active in this base. Sounds about right for such a base.


I did another quick scan of the base, trying to see if there might be any unexpected surprises waiting for me.


Since this was a battleship, are the weapons on it working?


I couldn't get too close or I'd get spotted but I still tried to move as close as I could to check the turrets on the ship.


That was when I heard the warning that my ship was being targeted.


I looked in the direction that my computer was warning me about the threat and I saw one of the battleship turrets tracking my ship.


Fuck, I guess that answers my question of whether the weapon systems were online… And I guess the pirates set it to target and shoot at any foreign objects that stray within a certain distance of their base.


Damn… Ok… This makes things a little complicated but it's still fine, I can still deal with this.


Let's just do a quick scan of how many turrets there are first…


Four with two on each side? That can be easily dealt with.


Alright. Guess I'm doing this… Once I start, there's no going back…


I sucked in a breath and let it out slowly.


My fingers then flew across my console and powered up my shields, engines and weapon systems.


My other hand immediately activated the engine boost and propelled my ship forward and out of the turret's firing arc, avoiding the energy bolts that it shot towards me the moment I increased my ship's power levels.


I then pulled back on my controls, forcing my ship to do a loop back to point my guns at the turret that was still in the midst of turning towards me.


My photon laser and chainguns fired at the same time, piercing through the turret’s armour plating and blowing it up.


If the pirates didn't know they were under attack, they certainly do now.


I turned on my railgun turret's targeting system to target enemy fighters specifically and it swivelled to fire at the pirate closest to me.


That poor guy didn't even manage to react before my projectile tore through his ship's hull, turning it into a wreck as its engines sputtered and died.


I flew past the first turret I destroyed and went straight for the second turret, keeping myself in its blind spot to avoid getting shot at.


I used my chainguns and ballistic cannons this time since I was this close to it, the turret ripped to shreds with just a single salvo.


I swung my ship past the turret just as the other two pirate ships caught sight of me, both of them turning to engage me.


One of them tried to shoot me with their energy blasters but I engaged my ship’s thrusters to do a barrel roll and avoided the shots.


My railgun turret swivelled back and fired a shot at my enemy, catching the pirate completely by surprise as the projectile literally cut through his ship and separated it into two.


The last pirate tried to flank me but I cut my engine’s power and diverted all power to thrusters, turning my ship to face it.


A hail of energy blasted out from my chaingun and tore the pirate fighter apart, the ship spinning out of control and crashing into the side of the derelict battleship before exploding.


The other two turrets weren’t a problem for now since I was outside their arc of fire, allowing me to focus my attention on the hangar bay instead.


I engaged my reverse thrusters to keep my ship right above the hangar exit, positioning myself to be in the perfect ambush spot above any ship that was leaving the hangar.


In other words, I was in a perfect spot to shoot any ship that chooses to come out of the hangar bay right now.


And as though on cue, right as I trained my weapons at the doors, an A Class Fighter was in the process of leaving from the hangar bay.


That ship barely had time to turn before my photon laser pierced through the centre of its hull, leaving a hole in its belly and sending the Fighter spinning out of control away from the derelict battleship and into the void of space.


The other two Fighters left the hangar right after that, only to be gunned down by a hail of energy bullets coming from my chaingun that shredded apart their engines and wings.


The two ships crashed into each other and exploded in a giant ball of flame, joining the first one in the void of space.


I waited there for the other two B Class ships to appear but… Even after waiting there for a while, neither of them seemed to be showing up.


Hmm… I was sure that I spotted those two ships sitting in the hangar just now… And this hangar bay only had one way in and out right?


Wait… Could it be that the other side had a door that was closed and they only just opened it to sneak out from the other side?


I spun my ship around and sped towards the other side of the battleship, destroying the two remaining turrets on the way quickly.


When I reached the other side however, I found no hangar bays on the other side.


Odd… So they weren’t coming out from here as well… Then why have they not come out yet?


I flew under the battleship and returned to where the hangar bay was, ascending my ship up with my guns facing the hangar bay in case they were planning a surprise of their own.


When I was levelled with the hangar entrance, I realised that the two corvettes were still docked there with no signs of it being prepared to be launched.


In fact, the entire hangar seemed to be quite empty.


Huh… That can’t be all the pirates right? Or… Perhaps those two ships were actually originally part of this derelict ship’s and the pirates could not use them?


Ugh… Now I feel a little stupid for being so cautious…


Though now I have a problem…


My weapons can’t exactly blow this battleship up even if I were to use up all my energy blasting at it… And I’m definitely not going to just assume that all the pirates are dead just like this.


Who knows? Maybe there were a few more still hiding inside as part of their ground crew?


But I’m not without options though.


Since the hangar and the turrets were still functioning, that meant that it still had a functioning generator somewhere on the ship.


If I were to board it and set it to overload itself, I could blow the entire ship up.


But well… The problem with that is that I would need to actually physically board the ship and find the generator to overload it…


Fuck it, I was already kind of expecting something like this to happen anyway, which was why I did an equipment check before I got here.


Let’s get this done and over with…

            

    
        How To Solo Clear A Pirate Base

    
    
    
    
                I brought my ship past the hangar doors and landed it in one of the empty spaces.


After going through the landing process, I did a final check on my equipment before descending the ramp to leave my ship, my rifle held at the ready.


I advanced cautiously, my eyes sweeping the seemingly empty hangar bay for any signs of movement.


Seeing none, I continued forward and stalked through the hangar, letting my ship lock itself up behind me.


Ok, first things first, I need to find a map of this ship or at least a way to get to the generator room.


Unfortunately I do not have a quest marker or even some kind of guidance line that could show me the way to my objective so I guess I’ll need to do this the hard way.


Well… I guess I should first find a way out of here to start with.


Remembering how the ship looked from the outside, the only parts of the ship that still had power were concentrated around the hangar area.


It's still quite a sizable area to cover by myself so I tried to look for the pathways that seemed to be most used.


I realised that one particular door had deep grooves carved along the ground and what looked like tracks leading towards it. I’m pretty sure this meant that the pirates were pretty much only using that particular door to get out of the hangar.


Just to be sure, I went around to check the other doors and sure enough, all of them were either broken, locked or welded shut.


Well… I suppose this makes my choice of where to go next easier…


I moved to the side of the door, hiding around the corner with my rifle held at the ready while I pushed the button that would activate the doors to slide open.


Even as the door opened, I remained hiding behind the corner, waiting to see if there were any sounds coming from behind the door.


Seeing that nothing happened even after a while, I peeked around the corner to check if the coast was clear.


What greeted me was an empty corridor with lights that flickered on and off at specific intervals.


Hmm… Is there really no other pirate here? Did I really kill everyone already? I’m feeling a little bit stupid being so cautious right now but I guess some of my game instincts are at work here.


Especially in the multiplayer version of the game, other players would always love to set up ambushes and wait for other players to fall into them.


You could have just finished clearing a pirate base and might even be in the midst of collecting the loot when a player would drop down from the ceiling and eviscerate you from behind, causing you to lose all your loot and equipment to that bastard.


Yes, I speak from experience. And yes, I hunted down that bastard and made him pay for it, even made him lose his ship in the process.


Fuck that guy.


I decided to just assume that there might still be pirates in the station and continued forward carefully, making sure to check my corners and even the ceiling as I moved down the corridor.


Luck seemed to be on my side because I managed to find a map printed on the wall of the corridor midway.


According to the map, this corridor led towards the barracks and mess hall, which I suppose suited the pirates’ needs just fine which was what led them to set up base here.


I tried to look for the generator room but I realised that it was located all the way at the aft of the battleship, the part that was completely destroyed and floating in space as debris.


This means that there must be an auxiliary generator somewhere here that wasn’t located in the generator room and isn’t reflected on this map… Or that the pirates managed to bring in a generator of their own to power this section of the ship…


Ugh… This complicates things…


I don’t know if the auxiliary generator would be enough to blow this place up even if I were to overload it and if the pirates brought in their own generator, depending on the size, this plan might even be impossible to execute…


But I suppose even if I can’t blow the place up, rendering whatever is powering this place unable to function would also be a win for me.


Without power, there would also be no life support systems online and anyone who is left on the ship would also eventually die anyway.


Alright, new objective! Find out what exactly was powering this place!


First stop would be the barracks I guess. If there were any more pirates around here, they should be there.


I committed the path there to memory and began my trek there, which I realised was quite easy to reach considering the fact that every other pathway was also either blocked, destroyed or locked.


And… It was also one of the only rooms that was still lit.


It seems like my caution was not unfounded in the end because I heard voices coming from the room even before I neared it.


There seemed to be at least three  different voices coming from inside.


“Hey, don’t you think they’ve been gone for a while already?”


“Who knows, maybe they’re toying with the idiot who came all the way here.”


“Why would a miner come all the way out here though?”


“I dunno, if you’re that curious, why don’t you go out there and ask?”


“Nah, fuck that. I’d rather just stay here and do nothing.”


“Careful, don’t let the boss hear that or she’ll gut you.”


“Fuck her, she’s been gone the last few days and we’ve yet to hear from her group either. If you ask me, she probably got herself done in by a Merc.”


“All the way out here in the outskirts of known space? I doubt there would be a Merc operating out here.”


“Then she got eaten by a Leviathan or something, I dunno. Even those guys who went to the mining station aren’t back yet. Bet they’re all stuffing themselves with the supplies on that station while we’re here just eating scraps. Fuuuuuck! I didn’t become a pirate for this!”


“Shut up, no one did. But we’re just having a bad haul now. I’m sure once boss comes back, we’ll have a better place to target soon enough.”


“Yeah… I’m just going to say it, setting up here was a bad idea. We should have just stayed in the same system as Theeve… At least we had a better time there.”


“Did you forget? We had to leave there because our base was discovered.”


“Yeah, yeah. And I wonder whose fault it was that we got discovered in the first place?”


“You want to start something?”


“Oh please, I’ll finish it.”


“Both of you--”


I reached the door to the barracks and leapt in, the barrel of my rifle already trained on the location of those three before I had entered.


With a quick burst from my rifle, I had shot all three of them in the head, not even giving them time to realise they were being attacked before they were shot dead.


I then scanned the room, looking for any more potential threats but found none.


I slowly advanced into the barracks and checked each of the cots to make sure they were empty.


TBut at that moment, I heard a door slide open and a man came out wrapped only in a towel with a toothbrush hanging in his mouth.


“Hey, are you bastards fighting agai-- What the fuck?”


I twisted around and double tapped him in the chest, the pirate letting out a gasp of pain before toppling backwards on the ground, joining his companions in death.


I pulled out my rifle’s magazine and checked the remaining bullets inside it.


Seeing that I still had plenty, I slammed it back in and went to the door that I assumed was the bathroom that the last pirate had come out of.


I peeked into the bathroom and found no one else inside, effectively clearing this entire are of any enemies.


I finally allowed myself to relax a little as I inspected the four pirates I had just killed.


The three I first shot were playing cards and there were some Credit Chips scattered on the table. Of course, I went ahead to acquire those Credits for myself by plugging them into my Codex.


Now I’m four thousand Credits richer, yay~


The rest of the barracks was empty aside from a few more guns and personal effects that I assume belong to those pirates, those I ignored.


I moved quickly to the mess hall and the place was also devoid of any life.


There was, however, one thing that stood out in the middle of the mess hall.


It was a big generator sitting in the centre of the mess hall.


Holy shit… Did the pirates strip this out from the destroyed part of the battleship and bring it here somehow?


One of them must have been a heck of an engineer to be able to do that.


Oh well, this makes my job a lot easier now. Time to blow this place up!


That was when I heard a voice come from the speakers overhead, “Hey! We’re back boys!! Better not have drunk all our booze you hear?!”


… Ah fuck, there’s more of them…

            

    
        Better Get Out Before It Blows

    
    
    
    
                Fuck, fuck, fuck… Ok… What do I do?


I'm staring at the generator in front of me right now…


Do I start the overload process? Or do I deal with the pirates right now and come back later?


Wait… I could set this generator off and then sneak past the pirates to get to my ship, leaving them to blow up with the station while I fly off, couldn't I?


That sounds like an idea!


I took out my Codex and plugged it into the generator, easily hacking into the generator controls to pump everything up above the safety levels and starting the overload process.


Tha generator started making quite concerning noises and the lights around me started flickering off and on.


That was probably a sign that I should get the fuck out of here if I didn't want to get blown up alongside it.


I estimate that I may have about ten minutes before the whole place goes boom.


I gathered my things and rushed back towards the hangar, hoping that this group that was coming in wouldn't be too big for me to handle.


Just as I reached the hangar, I found two corvettes were in the midst of landing inside said hangar..


Ok… That's one more ship than I thought would appear…


And for some reason, they decided to park on either side of my ship as well…


Do I just make a run for it? Could I start up the plane and fly off before those pirates start shooting at me like a sitting duck?


Just as I was deciding that it was worth the risk to just make a run for my ship, the landing ramps for both corvettes dropped down and several pirates started descending from the ship.


I quickly hid myself behind some loose rubble near one of the pirate corvettes and double checked that my weapons were prepared and loaded.


I don't know if I should count it as fortunate or unfortunate that the overloading generator wasn't causing anything to go haywire in the hangar so these pirates shouldn't realise the ticking time bomb yet. Although how long before the overload reaches here is another question.


The first pirate to reach the end of the ramp nearesr to me noticed my ship immediately and turned to his companions.


“Hey? Since when did we have a nice ship like this?”


The one behind him turned to where his comrade was looking and shrugged, “I dunno? Maybe the boss got a new ship or something, who cares?”


A third pirate came down, “Where’s everyone else? I don't even see anybody outside.”


Another one quickly caught up to them from the back, “I'm seriously telling you guys! I wasn't mistaken about the turrets being destroyed!!”


“Oh yeah, sure. Next thing you're gonna say is that there's some hot girl that somehow found her way to our base.”


“Guys, I'm being serious right now!”


“And we think you need to go and jerk yourself off or something. Shut up man.”


It seems like there’s four pirates per corvette since I see four pirates descending from the other ship as well.


Ok… Four is already a coin toss on whether I can take them on but eight is definitely not possible.


Someone from the other corvette also noticed my ship and called out to the pirates closest to me, “Hey! Since when did we have a ship like this?”


“I don’t know, but it looks pretty sick right?”


“Hey, hey! Did you guys over there notice that our turrets have been destroyed?”


“What?! Really?! I mean… I don’t think any of us were paying attention but was it really?”


“Think about it! Where’s the others right now?! We didn’t even see anyone patrolling outside the base did we?! And their ships aren’t here! I’m telling you, this ship belongs to a Merc or something and we’re under attack right now!”


I held the gun closer to my chest, my finger slipping to rest on the trigger.


“Come on, dude… You’re not saying that a single Merc wiped out everyone, are you? There’s like ten of us against just one you know? I don’t think the others suck that much to not even be able to handle one Merc.”


“What if they got defeated separately?! Look! We don’t even see anyone coming to--”


His words were cut short as the battleship we were on suddenly shook unexpectedly and the lights flickered.


Ugh… I’m guessing the generator was reaching one of the final stages of overloading… I really need to get out of here soon if I don’t want to be blown up alongside it…


The pirates looked up at the ceiling where the lights were flickering, all of them going quiet.


One of the pirates quickly took charge, “You two, watch that ship, the rest of you, follow me inside and get ready for a fight!”


I held my breath as the pirates started running towards the direction of the door, all of them running past me without noticing that there was someone pressing themselves against the rubble and watching them run past.


I waited for them to go through the door and for the door to slide closed before moving to peek out from the rubble, seeing two pirates looking up at my ship with concern.


The battleship shook again and I could now hear some alarm go off in the distance. I’m going to guess that there are some parts of the ship that are starting to blow up right now…


Ok, it’s all or nothing!


I stood up from behind the cover and fired at one of the pirates, expecting him to go down within the first few shots.


Unfortunately for me, that guy I shot at seemed to possess a personal shield since a pale blue screen appeared and deflected my bullets away.


I cursed and changed my target to the other pirate instead who was still in the midst of being surprised by my gunfire.


This pirate did not possess a shield so I managed to shoot him dead with a single bullet through his head.


The other pirate with the shield spotted me and furrowed his brows, his hand reaching for the blaster holstered on his waist and pulling it out to shoot at me.


I instinctively ducked back down to avoid the bullets before peeking out from the other side to shoot back at the pirate.


He seemed to place a lot of trust in his shield since he remained standing out in the open, relying on his shield to protect him from my hail of bullets.


He redirected his aim at my new position and I ducked back into cover again, just before several energy bullets pierced through the space where my head had been.


I can’t let myself be pinned down here because time isn’t on my side.


On one hand, I had the generator overloaded so who knows how much time I still had before the place started to blow up.On the other, I also have no doubt that the pirates who went in just now definitely heard the sound of gunfire and a few of them might even be rushing back here.


I need to finish this as fast as I can…


I ejected the spent magazine from my rifle and slammed in a new one, cocking it to slide a new bullet into the chamber.


I then decided to risk it and leapt out from the cover, the pirate in the midst of reloading his own gun and looking at me in surprise.


Levelling my rifle at him, I steadied my aim and emptied the rest of the magazine in his chest even as I ran towards him, the shield holding up for half of my bullets before it shattered and leaving him vulnerable.


He didn’t even get to scream before my bullets pierced into his body, sending him stumbling a few steps back before he fell on the ground, his gun clattering out of his grip.


I made a run for my ship just as I heard some sounds coming from the doorway that led out of the hangar.


“Hey! What’s going on… Wait!! That’s the Merc!! Shoot him! Shoot him now!!”


Guess he couldn’t see me properly since I’m most definitely not a ‘him’ right now, not that I’m going to stop and tell him of course.


I blind fired my rifle behind me even as I ascended the ramp, more concerned about getting away than to kill more pirates.


One of my bullets must have hit someone since a yell of pain suddenly erupted from behind.


Good, that’s one less of them I need to worry about.


My shield blazed blue for a moment, indicating that it had successfully blocked a few bullets even while I was entering the ship.


Not to be outdone, the pirates continued firing at me and I ducked my head to make myself a smaller target.


The moment I reached my ship, I slammed my fist on the button to shut the door behind me, blocking a few of the attacks.


Phase one, getting to my ship, success. Now to get the fuck out of here befoere this place blows up!

            

    
        And I'm Out Of There

    
    
    
    
                I rushed to the cockpit and started up my ship's engines even before I sat down.

As the consoles around me booted up, I felt the entire battleship shake as an explosion rocked through it.

Looking at the screen that showed my ship's external cameras, I could see several of the pirates either fallen on the ground or otherwise trying to ascertain what caused the explosion.

That was when one of the doors that had been sealed off suddenly blew open, revealing the entire corridor behind it being engulfed in an inferno of flames.

Some of the pirates below started running towards their ship, most likely figuring out that they needed to get out of here as well.

I pushed the throttle lever and my engines hummed, initiating the take off sequence.

My ship slowly lifted off the docking bay, one of the pirates still trying to shoot at my ship with his blaster but my shield shrugged off the small arms fire like it was nothing.

In response, I turned my ship around just as I saw the notification that my weapon systems were fully charged.

I lined my ship up to be perpendicular to the pirate ships and let loose my photon laser.

The beam of energy pierced through the side of the first ship before continuing to melt through the side of the second ship as well, rendering both vessels unusable.

The pirates that were left below stood with their mouths opened wide, realising their fates even as alarms rang through their base.

Sorry, but I can't take any chances.

Another explosion rocked through the ship and parts of the ceiling started to fall. One of the metal beams even fell right on top of a rather unfortunate pirate, squashing him under its weight.

I quickly redirected my ship towards the hangar exit just as an explosion blew out the atmospheric shield generator that protected the hangar from the void of space.

The air inside the hangar started getting sucked out and everything that wasn't nailed down started flying out of the hole, my ship included.

I felt my ship spin out of control as it was pulled out into space with a whole bunch of other objects, my hands fighting to keep a hold of the flight sticks to try and bring my ship back under my control.

I looked out the cockpit just in time to see a metal box tumble towards me and I barely managed to tilt my ship to the side before the box crashed into my ship's nose, causing the entire fighter to start spinning in a clockwise direction while being flung out into space.

I activated the auxiliary thrusters to slow down the spinning while I engaged the afterburners in an attempt to get myself further away from the debris that had became improvised projectiles being launched out of the hangar

At the corner of my eye, I even managed to catch sight of a pirate flying past my ship, the poor dude flailing his arms around comically towards a quite horrible fate.

I managed to regain control over my ship and maintained a heading that led me away from the deathtrap, narrowly avoiding a metal plate that flew past my wing.

At this point, I could see the flashes of light coming from the pirate base as parts of it continued to explode from the overloading generator.

Chancing a look at my rear cameras, I saw the battleship engulfed in a series of small explosions all around its surface.

Just as I thought I was safe, the entire ship blew up and various pieces of debris started rocketing towards me.

I cursed under my breath and engaged the afterburners again, the G force pushing me against my seat as my ship sped forward while trying to get me out of the danger zone.

My finger hovered over the console that would set my ship to boost ahead to travel speeds, but a broken off turret flying at me from behind forced me to change direction to avoid it.

Unfortunately, that also put me in the zone where various pieces of metal and rock were being hurtled out into space and I focused my attention to avoiding them instead.

I flipped, spun and cockscrewed my ship past the hail of debris, avoiding several close calls with death.

It felt like an eternity but I finally managed to get out of it, floating myself out into empty space.

I finally let myself relax and sunk into my seat, letting out a sigh of relief.

Well…. All things considered, at least it wasn't as bad as some of the raids I had to do in the game… There were even more intense encounters there as compared to this.

Just in case, I double checked the scanners to make sure there weren't any more pirate ships that might show up out of the blue and, once I saw it was empty, I opened a comms channel to the Keyes Orbital Mining Station.

It took a while before my call connected and a familiar gruff voice came from the other side.

"Keyes Orbital Mining Station, station master Marten speaking. Identify yourself."

"Hey Marten… You can relax now," I chuckled.

There was a pause, "Tera?"

"Yeah, who else has such a charming voice like mine?"

"No way… If you're saying that… Then does that mean…"

"Yep, one pirate base completely destroyed. I'll even send you a commemorative pic of it to hang it up in your office or something."

I tapped on my screen and did just that, giving him a picture of the blown up battleship that was nothing more than floating scrap now.

Another moment of silence before Marten's voice came through again, "Holy shit… You actually did it… You really blew up their base?"

"Fuck yeah, so now I hope you can hold up to your end of the bargain. I almost died for this, you know?"

"God damn, I will, Tera. You know what? I'll even see if I can get that bastard that left us to dry to write you a letter of recommendation too. Also, whenever you find yourself here, I'll make sure you get to resupply for free, no questions asked."

"Damn, that's really generous of you, Marten."

"You risked your neck for us and in my opinion, you did what would require several Mercs to accomplish on your own. If you don't get properly compensated for it, I would not be able to live with myself."

I chuckled, "Well, in that case I suppose I have no choice but to accept your generosity, don't I?"

"You're goddamn right about that. I take it you're already on your way back?"

I repositioned my ship to point it in the direction of the mining station, engaging my thrusters to increase my speed.

"Almost. I'll be engaging my travel drives soon so yeah, probably be there in about a day or so."

"Great, I'll wait for your return before I let everyone know what you've done, wouldn't want to give them another reason to slack off since I know they would be throwing a party for you the moment they know about this."

I grinned, "Of course. Anything else I should know about before I get back? I don't need to take pictures of all the pirates I killed right?"

"What? Of course not. Your ship should have a log that shows any other ship you might have shot down in your vicinity. So you should have a log of the pirate ships that you have destroyed. Although… I highly doubt any of those pirates have a bounty anyway, but if you were aiming to cash in on personal bounties… You would need to bring at least some proof of their defeat…"

I raised an eyebrow, "There's different bounties?"

"Yeah, personal bounties are tied to the person themselves and it might not always be pirates who have them. Then there's ship bounties that are tied to the ship which you can get as long as your log shows that you destroyed them. Most of the time these are given to ships where they don't know who the pilot is, but you can cash in on both the ship and personal bounties in the event both of them happen to be present."

Cool, I guess that's another way to make money for me.

I suppose that's what that pirate was saying when she said that she didn't have a bounty on her, though whether that was true or not I have yet to check.

If I remember correctly, her body was still stowed away with the rest of her crew in the pirate ship I had left back at the mining station. Maybe I'll ask Marten to help me check if any of them had a bounty.

My console pinged, telling me that I had reached the appropriate speed to engage my travel drive.

"Alright, I'm engaging travel mode so I'll see you soon, Marten."

"Safe travels, Tera. I'll be waiting for your triumphant return."

I shut off the comms and pushed the button, the hum of my engines turning into a low whine as the stars outside my cockpit turned into streaks of light.

Not bad for a day's work I would say.

            

    
        Another Triumphant Return

    
    
    
    
                I heard the alarm ring as I was jolted awake from my sleep.

I groaned, reaching up to tap the screen to shut it off as I slowly climbed out of bed.

Yawning, I took a moment to get my bearings as I needed to remember what I was doing before I went to sleep.

Oh right, I was on the way back to the Mining Station and I slept after setting up the autopilot to fly there.

The bed isn't really the best but at least this ship had one for long hauls like these. I'll be looking to travel to the next system once I get my things settled here anyway so that's a necessity.

Of course, I wasn't planning to stay here forever. No offence to Marten but this place has literally nothing for me since I'm not trying to become a miner after all.

I picked up the clothes that I left aside the night before and made a mental reminder that I should get myself new clothes.

Truth be told, I had some rough times the first day as I had to figure out my new body on my own. At least normal day to day activities were fine but then when I had to dress myself and stuff… Things got a bit complicated I guess.

In case you were wondering, I did take some time to explore myself in the shower and… Let's just say the experience was very different from what I was used to.

I never knew girls could… Ah… I guess I shouldn't say anything more than that.

Anyway, I doubt I could act girly or whatever so I guess I'll just behave like I normally do. Though I would still say that my experience as a head of sales also prepared me to put on different 'masks' if need be, so there's that.

Whatever…

I went ahead to tie up my hair in a ponytail. Something else I quickly realised is that long hair really just gets in the way of doing things and it gets annoying that I have to flip the hair away from my face every few seconds.

With myself properly dressed, I went to sit in my cockpit and saw that the station was coming into view.

The console in front of me told me that we would be reaching the station in another few minutes so I went ahead to open a comms channel with the station.

"This is Tera, requesting docking permissions."

A few seconds passed before I got a return answer, "Ah, hello. Boss said you're free to make use of the same dock as before since we reserved that spot for you. So go on ahead to use that one."

"Got it, thanks."

I shut off the comms wondering if they really needed to reserve a spot specially for me?

Oh well, I probably wouldn't make use of it much anyway so let's just accept it as it is for now.

I turned my ship towards the mentioned docking bay and flew through the hangar doors, landing right beside the pirate ship that I had left behind when I went out for my pirate hunting.

I could already see Marten and the miners waiting there for me, most likely the station master already told them about what happened with the pirate base and got everyone else to welcome me back.

With my things gathered, I went down the ramp to enter the station and once again I was greeted with applause from the miners.

I'm definitely getting a sense of deja vu from this… Except that the cheers were even louder than the first time.

Marten came up to me, "Goddamn it, Tera! You're seriously amazing, you know that right?"

"Err… Thanks?" I answered lamely, not really sure how I should react to the praise despite this being the second time.

"Hey, boss! You sure you didn't just hire a Platinum ranked Merc and then trick the rest of us into thinking she's a newbie?" One of the miners asked.

The other miners also started laughing.

"Yeah! Ain't no way our luck is that good!"

"Otherwise, boss must have used his entire lifetime's worth of luck huh?!"

"Alright! We're partying hard today!"

Marten turned back to growl at the others, "Shut your trap! When I told all of you about the pirate base, all of you were pretty much shitting your pants! Now you're all just acting as though you weren't scared shitless just now!"

"Aww boss! We agreed not to bring that up didn't we?!"

"Not fair boss! You don't get to be the only one acting cool in front of her!"

"Yeah! You should also tell her how you were pretty much panicking in your office the entire time!"

"Shut up! All of you!"

I couldn't help but laugh alongside them.

Marten grinned at me, "Well, we all prepared a welcome party for you. It's not much, but well… It's just a small token of our gratitude."

He gestured to the back where a table had been laid out and several food and drinks had been prepared as a spread on the table.

I could see that it was definitely different from the gruel I had back in the mess hall that time, which meant that they really went out of their way to specially prepare this for me.

He clapped me on the back, "Go on! You're our guest of honour, Tera. So you get the first pick!"

Ushered by the station master, I went towards the table and picked up one of the mugs that held what I assume to be alcohol.

I then turned back to see all the miners staring at me expectantly, as though they were waiting for a speech of some kind.

Really? I mean… What can I say here? Err…

I raised my mug into the air, "Fuck those pirates!"

What?! You can't just put me on the spot like that and expect me to come up with a good speech without at least some kind of preparation! Even I need some time to come up with something!

I was still wondering what else I should say when the other miners raised their cups and cheered.

"Fuck those pirates!"

"Yeah!!"

"Fuck 'em!!"

Oh well, good enough for me.

The party started officially then and everyone got their own food and drinks. Some of the miners came to talk to me and quite a number of them wanted to know how I managed to beat the pirates, asking me to recount my fight with them.

I gave them the watered down version and simply told them how I managed to ambush both tha patrolling fighters and the guards before I blew up the base by overloading the generators.

For some reason, they were really impressed by what I did despite it being so simple. I mean… It's not like this was a full scale raid that I soloed and I managed to get the drop on the pirates as well, so I had all the advantages in this fight.

Still, I just accepted their praises with a nod and a smile.

The party carried on for a while and I finally managed to excuse myself after receiving the thanks from every other miner on the station.

They were nice guys I would say and I found out most of them had families they were supporting back in one of the orbital habitats in another system.

I managed to learn that they work in a rotation and after a few months here, they would return back home and let another shift take over them.

Sounds like hard work but they seem content at least and it's not my place to judge anyway.

I moved away from the party to take a break in another corner of the hangar when I noticed Jerry beckoning to me from the other side, away from everyone else.

He had been clearly avoiding me the entire party so I was a little bit confused on why he would be calling out to me right now.

Curious, I went towards him anyway and he waited until I was within arms length before he spoke, "I… Wanted to apologise. I realised I was being a bit of an ass earlier…"

I waved at him, "All water under the bridge now. I don't really mind."

"Well… I still feel bad so I prepared something I want to give you, would you mind following me? It'll just be a while."

I shrugged and motioned for him to lead the way.

He turned and led me out of the hangar and through the corridors until we reached a part of the station that I realised was their personal rooms, since each door had a plaque with names written on them.

He continued until we reached a room with the word "Jerry" written on it and he stepped aside to let me in first.

Going in, I found the room to be rather small but cosy and it was quite neat too.

Then I heard the door shut behind me and I turned just in time to see Jerry lunge towards me.

What the fuck?

            

    
        An Inside Woman

    
    
    
    
                I felt his fingers close in around my throat as I was pushed to the ground, the wind being knocked out of my lungs from the fall.

On instinct, I grabbed his arm and pulled, lessening the pressure he was putting on my neck.

My other fist then came up and smashed him across the face, causing him to fully release his grip on my neck which gave me leverage on his wrist.

I pulled his arm to the side and his head snapped back, allowing me to smash my elbow into his chin and sending him rolling to the side.

I then rolled back to my feet, only realising that I did some crazy stunt when I calmed down a little.

Ok… There were indeed hand to hand combat scenarios in the game but I never pulled off something like that before in my entire life.

Jerry pushed himself up on an arm and glared at me, blood spilling out slightly from the corner of his mouth.

"Bitch," He spat.

"Am I going to get an explanation or what?" I asked.

"You killed my fucking crew asshole."

"Ah… So you're one of them? No wait, your crew? You're the leader?"

"Yeah, and you killed them all so I'm gonna kill you now."

"But I heard it's supposedly a woman though? As much as your attitude is like a crazy bitch, you don't look like a woman."

"There's no need to explain to you when you're about to--"

I pulled out my blaster and shot him in the leg.

Jerry screamed and clutched at his wound while I levelled my blaster at him.

"I see you didn't think this through, did you?" I asked, slowly backing up towards the door to get some distance between us just in case he tries to lunge at me again.

He scowled at me, "What else do you want? I've already lost everything!"

"I mean… You tried to kill me and you're asking me what I want? If I say I want you to not kill me, would you do that?"

He tried to get up and I shot another round at the ground close to him.

"No, no. Don't get up, stay down," I warned.

He growled at me but obeyed, "You should have just minded your own business, bitch. Why the fuck did you even come here in the first place?!"

"I didn't choose to come here in case you didn't realise. This was the only place I could go."

"Couldn't you have just went to another system?! You ruined everything for us!"

"You're a fucking pirate so I don't think you get to argue about this right now. The only reason why I've not blown your brains out is my curiosity winning out on how you managed to sneak your way in here."

As though on cue, the door opened again and a familiar voice came from behind me.

"What the heck is going on here?" Marten asked.

I turned back to see the station master standing there alongside several miners who were looking at the scene in front of them with stupefied expressions. No doubt they were wondering why I had a gun pointed at Jerry who was bleeding from the leg on the floor.

Jerry was quick to change his attitude, "Boss!! She attacked me! I found out she lied about destroying the pirate base! She's working for them!! She sold us out!"

Oh wow… Really?

I kept my eyes and gun trained on him while I told them my side of the story.

"This is going to sound stupid but the opposite is true. He told me he wanted to apologise for his shitty attitude from earlier but attacked me the moment he led me here. Apparently he was quite angry that I killed his crew and yes, he's the leader of the pirate crew that I wiped out."

Jerry pointed his finger at me, "Don't listen to her boss! I'm telling the truth!!"

Marten raised an eyebrow at him, "How did you even find out that she was lying about the pirate base?"

"She told me that herself! She even mocked me saying that no one will believe me even if I told you!"

The station master grimaced, "Right… And for a good reason don't you think?"

I used my other hand to tap on my Codex to display a holographic screen in the air, "Well, you're out of luck, Jerry. Because I already sent a picture of the base I destroyed to Marten earlier and here is the proof."

On the screen, a picture of a broken asteroid could be seen.

He scowled, "You're lying! That's not the pirate base!"

I raised an eyebrow, "Oh? And how did you know that Jerry? You speak like you've been there before. But that can't be right? We only found out that there was a pirate base here recently and I doubt you had the time to fly all the way out there and back?"

Yeah, I took a few more pictures after I realised I could take pictures. Hey, I'm in space damnit! And everything looks awesome!

Realising he got caught in my trap he tried to lunge at me again but I pulled the trigger and shot him in the other leg, causing him to crash face first on the ground.

A very interesting thing that happened when his head hit the floor was that his face shifted for a moment, almost like a glitch.

I frowned and knelt down to give the side of his face a solid whack.

It seemed like I wasn't imagining things because his face distorted and Jerry's face disappeared to be replaced with a woman with a shaved head that I didn't recognise.

My attack also had the unintended effect of knocking her out as she slumped onto my arms, unconscious.

"By the gods… That's Holoface Yirfa!" Someone cried out from behind.

Everyone else turned to the miner who cried out, obviously looking for an explanation.

He pointed at the woman in my arms, "She's a known pirate from the Theeve Orbital Habitat area! She's known for using that holoprojector mod of hers to make herself look like other people! I didn't know she was here!"

First of all, holoprojector mod? That sounds cool, where can I get one? Second of all…

"Oh yeah… I heard they had to move out of there from one of the pirates," I recounted, remembering the conversation I overheard between the pirates.

Marten frowned, "Wait… Then Jerry was this Yirfa all along?"

The same miner who recognised the pirate scratched his head, "Err… No, boss… Sorry but I think they got Jerry… The holoprojector needs to scan something to project it in the first place…"

Ah… Poor guy… I'm going to guess that the real Jerry got intercepted by the pirates some time ago and this Yirfa pirate killed him to take his place as the inside woman to infiltrate this station.

Marten sighed, "Damn… Poor bastard. As much of an idiot he was, he didn't deserve such a fate… Guess I'll have to write some emails soon…"

"So what now?" I asked.

Marten recovered, "Hey, you not only got rid of our pirate problem, you also rooted out a rat in our midst, I'd say this is as good a reason as any to throw a second party when the transport ship reaches here. What do you all say?"

Everyone cheered at the back.

"Damn boss! You the man!!"

"We get another day off don't we?!"

The station master growled, "Fat hope! We're already behind on our quota!! We're throwing the party after working hours, you got it?!"

That made everyone else groan.

"And what about her?" I pointed to the unconscious pirate.

Marten shrugged, "You subdued her so she's your prize and what not. Do whatever you want with her. I'd bet that she has a bounty on her too so you could secure her on your ship and bring her to Theeve Habitat to cash in on it if you want. Oh, just so you know, you can bring her in alive or dead, it doesn't matter."

The underlying suggestion to just off her right now was not lost on me.

"I'll put that decision on hold for now," I told him, "There's still some things I want to know from her."

She's basically another source of information that fell into my lap, why wouldn't I take advantage of that?

What's more, this one in particular would have information from the other side of the law. Plus I don't need to worry about getting a little rough with her too.

Marten didn't object to my decision and simply nodded, "Fair. But just make sure you lock her up somewhere, I don't want her breaking out and then sneaking amongst my crew again. That would be a mess to clean up."

"Don't worry, I know just where to keep her," I assured him.

"Great, the transport ship's coming in tomorrow and I have some calls to make. And the rest of you guys better be ready tomorrow for work! I'll skin you guys alive if I have to do the unloading process myself when the ship reaches here!"

Everyone dispersed, leaving me to carry the unconscious pirate back to my ship where I'll lock her up until I'm ready to turn her in.

It's been less than a week since I've come to this place and I already felt a lot of things have happened…

            

    
        Freighter Captain Herman

    
    
    
    
                It seemed like I gave her quite a heavy blow because that pirate stayed unconscious even after an entire day had passed.

Right now, I'm watching the transport ship dock with the station at one of the station's 'arms', the C Class Freighter coming to a stop as its docking hatch latched onto the station.

Marten and several of the miners were also with me, all of us watching the freighter completing its docking process while waiting behind the doors.

The docking bay doors cycled open and several people walked through the doors to enter the station.

No offence, but the guy at the front looked like some kind of hippie with a red bandana tied across his head and his dreadlocks flowing out from behind. He was even wearing some chains and wearing a loose sleeveless shirt with a jacket tied around his waist.

The ones following behind him were pushing along carts that had piles of boxes stacked on top of them.

Marten went up to greet the guy at the front with a smile, "Herman! You made it!"

"Yeah? Why wouldn't I be? Same time as always, aren't I?"

Marten raised an eyebrow, "Don't you know about the pirates?"

"Pirates? What pirates?"

"Wait… Did corporate not even send you a message telling you about the pirate base here?"

"There's a pirate base here?!"

"You didn't know?!!"

The rest of us watched the exchange between the two men with mixed feelings.

Marten pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed, "That bastard… It's to save his own skin huh… Fuck it, I'm definitely sending a report to the higher ups for this."

The Herman guy seemed to understand what was going on since he also spat out a curse, "Fucker. He would really just give us up like that huh? I don't get it, he's a handler isn't he? What does he get for doing this?"

Marten shook his head, "He gets paid a bonus for having a station under his surveillance and since he already knew that sending a Merc here was next to impossible… He would rather risk making things look like they were fine and swindle the extra money for a period of time before he has to deal with it…"

"Is it really worth it?"

"Apparently it was to him… Fuck."

"Well, then what should we do about the pirates? My freighter is only lightly armed. I can fight off one or two pirates at most but if they have a base here I can't do anything about that."

Marten laughed and beckoned to me, hinting me to go over to him.

I complied and he turned back to the freighter captain, "Herman, meet Tera. She's a Merc that single handedly wiped out the pirates here. Tera, this is Herman, he's the freighter captain in charge of resupplying our station and delivering the gas we mined."

He looked at me with wide eyes, "You took down the pirates all on your own? Hot damn, you're a Platinum Merc aren't you?"

"Err… What's a Platinum Merc?" I asked, this one being the second time I heard this.

Herman furrowed his brows but Marten came to my rescue, "She went through an anomaly and her memories were… Quite badly affected. She doesn't even remember where she came from."

"Ah… My condolences in that case. And I suppose I should also thank you for helping us get rid of the pirate problem, the galaxy is better with less of those scum around."

Marten clapped him on the shoulder, "Right, we're having a party for that later too. So let's just work on doing our work first before we get to that, eh?"

"Sounds good to me. Alright! Let's get to work boys and on the double! We're going to drink today!"

His crew let out a cheer before pushing the cart to the miners who took over carrying them into the station.

Herman looked at me, "So… I doubt you are staying in this station for long, are you? No offence, Marten."

Marten chuckled, "None taken and yes, she intends to head to Theeve Orbital Habitat. Maybe the Mercenary Guild there has her records that she can make use of to regain her memory."

I nodded, "There's also the archive that I want to peruse, plus… Well… I'm quite short on Credits at the moment and I have a pirate ship I want to sell and their boss who I hope has a bounty I can cash in on."

Herman raised an eyebrow at the station master, "No money? Are you not getting paid for getting rid of the pirate base?"

Marten scratched his beard, "Unfortunately… I will only be able to put forward the payment request when she's a registered Merc… Since she doesn't know her Merc credentials right now, I can't submit a request to HR to send the payment…"

The freighter captain nodded at me sympathetically, "I see… Well I can tell where this is going. I can bring you and your ship along with my freighter to make sure you can dock at the habitat without any problems. We're going to stop there for a quick resupply anyway so it's not a big problem for us."

"That would help a lot," I thanked him.

While I could travel to the station on my own, my travel speed would definitely be slower than a C Class ship's travel speed so if I was able to latch my ship onto his and piggyback off of his freighter, I could reach the station faster than if I were to travel there on my own.

"Speaking of which… Do you mind if I see your ship? I really like to look at ships you see…" Herman requested while rubbing his palms together.

I shrugged, "Sure, why not?"

Marten waved at me, "Well, you two have fun then. I'll have to go make sure those guys aren't slacking off."

We parted ways and Herman followed me towards the hangar, the hippie freighter captain looking especially excited to do so.

"Just curious, do you know the leader of the pirate base?" He asked.

"Ah… Someone called Holoface Yirfa I think?"

"Oh shit, that crazy bitch? Even I heard of her! I think her bounty was at half a million credits I think?"

"Is that… A lot of money?"

"What do you… Oh right, the memory loss thing. Err… I would say it's a substantial amount depending on you I guess? Definitely a lot for a miner but if you're a freighter captain like myself, I could probably make that amount of money in like half a year or so, give and take a few months. Not counting expenses of course."

"That… Doesn't really tell me anything," I pointed out.

"Shit, I guess not. Ermm… Ah! I guess beer prices are pretty much standard throughout the galaxy except for some places. You could probably get a beer for ten to fifteen credits if that helps. And resupplying my ship would cost me like three thousand credits or even up to six thousand if I was doing a long haul and needed more food and stuff for my crew, not including their pay and any other cost like docking fees and such."

Hmm… I think I could guess that ten credits is equivalent to a dollar?

"So that Yirfa is some big pirate I suppose?"

"Oh nah. If I'm not wrong, that bounty on her was because she stole some corp's secrets and they put a hit on her, only for her to make a fool out of them so they got really pissed. Otherwise, I'd say her bounty would probably be around ten times less than that."

That means I got pretty lucky didn't I? Well, you won't hear me complaining that's for sure.

We reached the hangar and I guided him to my ship, presenting it to him with a quick wave of my hand.

"That's the one, B Class Heavy Fighter Verlandi," I introduced, stating its model as well.

"Verlandi? I've never heard of that model! This is so cool! Which company is it from? Is it from StellarTech? Or maybe Nebula Dynamics? Oh! Oh! Galactic Armaments?!"

I blinked at him, "I… Don't know."

"Ah, sorry. I keep forgetting that you lost your memories. But this is cool! I know most of the ship manufacturers but I've never seen a ship like yours before! Oh wow! Is that a photon laser?! I never knew you could mount that on a heavy fighter! This ship must have cost a fortune for sure!"

It's… One of the starter ships that you could get in the game… So it's literally free… But of course I wasn't going to tell him that.

But I was more concerned about one thing…

"There aren't any other ships like this?"

"Well… Not that I know of. It's the first time I've seen this after all and I do take note of all the ships I've seen."

Ok… Now this is kind of confirming the possibility that I was in a completely new universe… This ship was quite common in the game so there's no way this would be the first time someone else has seen my ship model…

Just where the hell did I end up?

            

    
        Warping To A New System

    
    
    
    
                "Approaching the Warp Gate, all crew to Warp stations," Herman's voice came from over the intercom.

I looked out from my cockpit and a construct resembling a tuning fork could be seen floating out in the void of space.

This must undoubtedly be the Warp Gate that would send us to another system.

The entire thing was several times bigger than even the Freighter I had my ship attached to and I could not even see the other end as we neared it.

Its surface was a smooth silver sheen and it looked especially slick with no imperfections along its surface.

As we got close to it, my consoles started beeping and displaying a notification on its screen.

'Warp Jump Iminent'

I held on to the armrests as the exterior of my cockpit was engulfed in a flash of light and I felt a sense of weightlessness for a moment.

When the light dissipated, the scenery outside also changed to another planet with a distinctively large station orbiting around it.

That didn't even take more than a few seconds.

So that's how it feels like to use the warp gates… Cool.

From what I could get from Herman, he roughly explained that these Warp Gates functioned a little like slingshots that shoot ships through space to their destination. Except they don't actually physically fling them through space but something about travelling through a warp space or something.

Apparently this technology was gained after humanity was attacked by a Leviathan, which was a term given to giant space lifeforms according to him, and that particular Leviathan had this ability to fling itself through space.

Humanity managed to eventually kill that Leviathan and studied it to learn how to create Warp Gates from its corpse. The method of its construction is apparently a closely guarded secret in the UTG which I already knew was basically humanity's government.

He didn't really know much beyond the fact that "it just works", considering he's just a freighter captain and not some scholar.

I suppose for normal spacefarers who have already gotten used to the Warp Gates, they don't really care about the intricacies of how these machines work. Similar to how I don't even question how a VR Capsule works I guess.

I made a note to see how these Gates work on my own since I would most probably be using them in the future too.

'Warp Jump Complete' was displayed on my console and the Freighter slowly turned in the direction of the Habitat station, starting our journey towards it.

I'm quite looking forward to seeing how that station differs from the mining station, where the miners and Marten gave me a very enthusiastic sendoff when I left with Herman.

That reminds me…

I got up from the pilot seat and went out of the cockpit before moving to the room next to mine.

Tapping on the control panel on the door frame, the door slid open with a soft hiss, revealing the only other current occupant of the ship.

"Hello~ Did you sleep well?" I asked the pirate that was currently tied up and left on the bottom bunk bed.

Yirfa sneered at me, "What the fuck do you want now? Come to gloat or something?"

I shrugged, "I mean… Since you suggested it… I guess I can do that?"

She spat at my feet, "Don't think I will beg for--"

I smacked her across the face before she even finished her words.

"Don't spit on my ship, bitch. I'm the one that has to clean up your spit so unless you want me to use your face as a rag you keep your body fluids inside you."

She growled at me but said nothing.

I nodded at her, "So, before I turn you in at the station, I have some questions I would like to ask."

"And what makes you think I will answer them?"

"Hmm… The fact that I have no qualms about making your life a little harder before we get there?"

"Ha! What else do I have to lose then? I might as well have the satisfaction of denying what you want before I get sent to the slammer!"

"Hmm… Really? I just have some simple questions though."

She sneered, "Fuck you."

I shrugged and started tapping on my Codex, "Alright, let's see… Oh? I can control this room's atmosphere remotely and vent out breathable air? That sounds nice, maybe let's try doing that and leave you here to suffocate~"

Her eyes widened, "You… You wouldn't…"

"Why not? I don't need you alive to claim your bounty and since you're no use to me alive, I might as well test out my ship's functions on you right? Maybe I might even try testing if I could lower the temperature here all the way past freezing and back up to boiling to see how it works?"

My finger hovered over the Codex while I smiled at her, giving her the chance to change her mind.

She scowled, "Fuck… You fucking lunatic! What the fuck do you want then?!"

I turned off my Codex and smiled at her, "Well, let's just start from the top. How did you even get Jerry?"

"Tch… Just that? Found his ship, boarded it and took it obviously. Idiot was even dead drunk and didn't even know what was going on. Scanned his face and then vented him out of his ship down into the planet below and I took his place."

"Then why even bother doing that? I don't get it."

"Didn't you already figure it out? We had to run away from Theeve station because we got too much heat… We were fucking lucky enough to find that ship that we could use as a base to hide out and it even still had supplies left in it. But those fucking Corps never tried to stop searching for us and the supplies on that derelict was running out so we were looking for alternatives. We got even luckier when we found out they built a mining station in the system that we could exploit."

I scratched my chin, "And how does that holoprojector of yours work?"

She furrowed her brows, "Don't even fucking think about it. It's an implant in my eyes so the only way you're getting it is killing me you bitch."

Oh, her eyes were implants? I couldn't even tell. They look pretty organic to me from here.

"Where could I get one then?" I asked.

She let out a laugh, "Ahahaha! Too bad! These are fucking illegal dumbass! You can only get these babies off the black market and they're all pretty rare too! You want to get one? You better have a recommendation then, or else forget getting these, you might not even be welcomed in the market! Ahahaha!"

Ok… Thanks for the info that there's a black market out there for these.

I then started prodding her face with a finger, causing her to recoil back in surprise. Except that she couldn't get very far because her hands and legs were still tied and secured to the bed.

"What… What the fuck are you doing?!"

"Hmm… Your face seems organic to me… Are only your eyes implants?"

"Of course!! I didn't mod my whole head, you dumb bitch!"

"Interesting… Tell me more about these mods."

Upon hearing my question, she smiled with pride, probably because she quite liked her implants.

"Heh heh! Just so you know, these are keyed to me and they're only usable with my own bio signature! Spent a pretty good amount of Credits to tune this up! I could even stand in front of you and you wouldn't even know that my face was fake~ That's how I snuck in and stole all those secrets from those dumbass Corps!"

"Mmhmm… And then they put that hit on your crew so you had to run away because you can only hide yourself but not your crew huh? I'm more surprised that you didn't choose to just abandon them."

Her brows furrowed, "Even if I'm a pirate, I still have my morals, bitch. They followed me through my tough times, I ain't going to just give up on them!"

"A pirate with morals that vented some poor miner out the airlock. Colour me surprised."

"And you're a Merc who would do anything if the price is right. You're no better than me so don't act like you're a saint."

I shrugged, "I never said I was one, I just thought that was ironic. So I don't suppose you would point me in the direction of these black markets?"

What? I was also interested in what other things they would sell there. Black markets are the place where you can get anything you want you know? They're really valuable especially when you have things that you want to buy or sell that can't be done legally.

You want to get rich quick in the game? Black markets are the way you want to go.

She raised an eyebrow, "You're seriously asking me for a referral?"

"If you're willing to give one."

"Fuck off. And I'm not going to do that even if you kill me. Go find some other idiot to do that for you."

"You sure? I could try venting the air now…"

"Grrr… Fuck it, fine! Ugh… I hate my fucking life!"

Why thank you~

            

    
        Theeve Orbital Habitat

    
    
    
    
                "Thanks for the ride, Herman," I waved.

The freighter captain gave me a thumbs up, "No problem! It's the least I could do after you helped them with the pirates after all!"

"Right, I suppose I'll be seeing you around."

"Take care, Tera! Be seeing you!"

I turned my attention to the other person who currently has their hands tied up behind her back, "Now, let's go."

"Don't treat me like a dog you fucking bitch," Yirfa growled.

"You either walk and shut up, or I stuff something in your mouth and shut you up, your choice."

She glared at me but moved as I directed towards the station's immigration customs.

Theeve Orbital Habitat Station was huge. Like an entire city's population kind of huge.

From what I learned, stations like these are akin to a floating city in space with populations reaching more than a few million in each of them.

They even had immigration checkpoints to check the people entering the station as well, which I admit kind of worried me a little considering the fact that I didn't exactly have legitimate credentials.

Or… At least I don't think I did? So I'm not sure what will happen when I try to enter the station like this.

Still, I already prepared a few excuses I could use to hopefully get through the checkpoint in the event that they found I had no registered identity.

I brought the pirate with me towards one of the booths manned by one of the officers overseeing entry into the station.

The man behind the counter raised an eyebrow when he saw me approach, "Merc?"

I nodded.

He then tapped on the side of his temple twice and his eyes seemed to change colour, which in turn caused the screen in front of him to react.

Yirfa's profile then appeared on the screen and I realised the officer was scanning her.

He whistled, "Oh wow. That's a pretty impressive bounty you've got. The security guys are going to have a field day with her."

"Thanks. I'm new to the bounty thing though, where do I bring her to process her?" I asked.

He raised an eyebrow and turned to me which made me shiver for some reason.

The screen then changed, surprisingly displaying my picture and my name.

"Tera huh? I see you're not a registered Merc. Still starting out?"

I nodded again.

"In that case, you can just take her directly to the Mercenary Guild. Just follow the street signs and you can register and hand her over to them at the same time."

Oh, that's perfect.

Also, it seems like my fear of not having an identity was unfounded. That's one less worry for me I guess. I didn't even need to bring up the anomaly or whatever they call it to try and bluff my way in.

He then waved for me to go through the checkpoint, making me step past a metallic scanner that I'm guessing was supposed to check whether we were bringing illegal goods.

I still had my blaster strapped to my hip, though I did not bring along a ballistic rifle since I thought that might have been overkill.

None of them batted an eye at it and I realised guns were allowed inside the station, since the next person I saw was a seven foot tall man with a minigun strapped to his back strolling to the checkpoint.

With the pirate still tied up with me holding the leash, I stepped towards the exit and into the station proper.

I realised that the place I had been was a building by itself and when I exited it, an actual street with familiarly shaped buildings on each side greeted me.

They weren't kidding when they said habitat stations were floating cities.

When I had been flying towards the station, the shape of it resembled a spinning top.

If I'm not mistaken, it spins around to create an artificial gravity within the station so when I looked up, I could see the city curving up towards the left and right. Sort of like the ground was being lifted up to the sky.

It was a rather surreal sight for me.

One unfamiliar thing was the fact that the vehicles that were travelling along the road definitely did not look like the normal cars I was used to and were a mix of either really sleek in design or very angular and boxy in shape.

The next thing I noticed was that there was an actual sky above which I assume must be a simulation to mimic a day and night cycle in the station.

The other thing I realised was the fact that this place had a lot of neon lights and the people walking around were obviously modded in some way.

By that I meant that they clearly had some kind of non organic adjustments made to their bodies. Some of them had mechanical limbs while others had metallic parts stuck around their bodies.

It really hammered in the feeling that I was not in my world anymore.

Yes, yes, I get it, I was literally flying around in space, but the people I have been meeting have all been obviously human so far so this really gave the alien feeling for me.

Unfortunately… I do not see any other beings except humans which was a little saddening.

I guess the cat and dog girls will still have to wait.

Where was I?

Oh right, Mercenary Guild. Now which way is it?

Yirfa spoke up beside me, "If you're looking for the stupid Guild, it's that building over that, dumbass. Is this your first time here?"

She was nodding at a tall tower a short walk down the street with disdain and I raised an eyebrow at her.

"While I am quite thankful for your help, I'm curious why you would even help me with that?"

"You think I want to be tied up like this and paraded around like some kind of animal?! Fuck you!"

Mmhmm… I guess it was indeed quite humiliating for her to be seen tied up like this like some kind of dog.

Anyway, apparently criminals like her wouldn't be killed but most likely enslaved or something. Over here, they believe that imprisonment was basically a drain of resources and something that benefitted the criminals more than the society.

By enslaving them, they would make them work off their 'debt' of the crime and they are allowed to earn back their freedom once they have served a period of time depending on the seriousness of their crime.

For Yirfa in particular, she had shared with me her guess that her supposedly biggest crime was stealing and selling some corporate secrets so she would most likely be enslaved for ten years or so.

I wondered if this was even a good idea since she would eventually be free to become a pirate and go around robbing and killing again if she so chose.

Then again… I suppose it'll be the same if she was imprisoned and it's not like I can change anything about how this works anyway so might as well just don't worry about it.

What I do need to worry about is her coming back for revenge I suppose. But that's also something to worry about in the far future and not now.

For my more immediate problems, I need to get myself registered as a Merc and turn her in for some Credits. Not to mention sell the pirate ship I had captured too since I'm pretty much broke right now.

There's a docking fee for docking your ship on this station and it's a hundred credits a day for visitors and ten credits for residents.

Herman helped me pay for the first day but I would like to be able to earn some credits on my own soon.

Since I didn't fancy myself getting some desk job or working a nine to five job in this station after coming to a new universe, the Mercenary Guild was the way to go.

Ah, I also intend to find the black market here too since Yirfa so helpfully gave me the details to it as well.

Alright, so first things first! Mercenary Guild!

Following her direction, I brought her to the tall tower she had pointed out and it was evident she was telling the truth since a sign that read 'Mercenary Guild' was hung above the metallic doors.

The moment I stepped through the doors, a loud roar could be heard followed by someone slamming a table with a fist.

"You think you're some hot shit just because you're a Gold rank?! I'll beat your bitch ass up right now! You wanna go?!"

I turned in the direction of the commotion and saw a few men surrounding a single woman with golden blonde hair who was staring straight at them without fear.

She rolled her eyes at them, "Please, you guys couldn't finish the job and then I had to finish it for you. Now you want to come here and demand I pay your share? What share do you want when you did zero share of the work?"

"Don't push your luck, Amber!! I'll fucking gut you!!"

Oh wow, is this a fight?

            

    
        I'm A Merc Now

    
    
    
    
                The group was arguing in front of one of the Mercenary guild counters and the interesting thing was that the guy sitting behind it didn't even seem that bothered by the sight. It's as though this was something that happened often around here.

I counted three men surrounding the female Merc and all of them wore unfriendly expressions on their faces.

There were also others in the guild but most of them seemed content to watch the scene from a distance while the others were not even paying attention to it.

"You sure you want to do this, Amber?" One of the men growled.

The woman leaned against the desk casually, "I should be the one asking that question. Are you sure the bunch of you Silvers are up to the task? Because I believe there's a reason why you losers are still stuck at Silver."

A snicker came from my side and I turned to see Yirfa laughing to herself, "You Mercs aren't all that different from pirates aren't ya?"

I'm not in a position to answer that since I don't know if this was the norm in the first place.

The male Merc growled, "Oh now you've done it! Don't blame me for this then!"

He tried to grab that blonde haired Merc's neck, but I saw her hand move in a blur before the man was suddenly sent flying away.

I had to step aside as the guy crashed near me and skidded past where I had been standing earlier.

The other two watched their friend fly in a stupor, needing a minute to comprehend what had just happened in front of them.

"What… What did you do, you bitch?!"

"You're finished!!"

The one on her left also tried to grab her and it was her foot that moved this time.

There was a loud 'crack' before the guy doubled over, his hands clutching in between his legs and falling onto his knees.

He even let out a rather high pitched wail before curling himself up into a ball on the ground.

She casually turned to the last guy, "Do you still want to try? Or do you want me to break something of yours too?"

He raised his hands and backed away from her, "Alright, alright… Fuck, fuck, fuck… I get it ok? I'm leaving!"

She watched him leave with dispassionate eyes and only after the guy picked up his buddies and ran out of the guild did she turn her attention to me.

"Hey, sorry about that just now. You alright?"

I waved at her, "I'm fine, don't worry about it."

She stepped aside and gestured towards the counter, "You're turning in a bounty aren't you? Go ahead."

Well… I guess it might be rude to turn down her offer so I went towards that counter in particular.

The man behind the counter was a middle aged man with a receding hairline and sharp eyes.

He spoke gruffly as soon as I stepped up to the counter, "You're not a registered Merc."

That made the blonde haired Merc raise an eyebrow but I ignored that and nodded, "I want to register as one. Is there a rule against someone capturing pirates before registering as a Merc?"

He shrugged, "There's none. Whatever… Let's see now…"

His eyes shone red and both mine and Yirfa's profiles were projected in the air in front of him.

"Fucking hell… Holoface Yirfa in the flesh. Were you a retired soldier or something?" He asked.

I raised an eyebrow, "No? Why?"

He nodded at the pirate beside me, "A Silver ranked Merc team was sent after her and they not only lost their ship but needed someone else to come by and rescue them since they were left stranded on a derelict ship."

I shrugged, "I got lucky."

"Damn right you were," Yirfa growled. "Bitch was just in the right place at the right time… Fucking hell."

I honestly won't deny that. The first encounter with her pirate crew was indeed pretty lucky for me and the fact that I managed to sneak into the base and out of there was also quite lucky on my part.

The guild guy then tapped a few buttons on the side and two guys wearing full body armour trudged towards us. Their helmets had a dark visor that covered their entire face, hiding their features from view.

Yirfa seemed to know what their presence meant since she let out a sigh and did not resist when the two grabbed her by the arms and led her away.

I guess they're the police or whoever was in charge of taking in these criminals.

The guy behind the counter then tapped the side of his head, which made Yirfa's profile disappear while mine remained in the air.

"I'll just go ahead and register you as a Merc before I credit her capture to you. I assume you have a ship of your own or are you land-bound?" He asked.

I blinked at him, "Land-bound?"

"That's a term we use to call Mercs that don't have ships and only operate within station or planetary confines."

"Ah, I have a ship of my own in that case."

He hummed and made no other comment.

On the holographic screen, I noticed a few new lines being inputted under my picture but since it was backwards and the font size was quite small, I didn't make out what it was saying.

"Right, name of the ship?" He asked.

"Do you mean the model or…?"

"The name you've given her."

Ah… Well shit… I mean… I've never really been good with names and I don't really bother naming them in the first place… I especially didn't feel the need to name this one because come on, it's literally the starter ship.

Once I get a new and better ship, I'll probably just keep it in a hangar somewhere or sell it off.

He noticed my hesitation, "No name? That's fine too. Any prior affiliations we should know about?"

"Err… Like what?"

"Whether you've worked for any Corps, private or otherwise."

I shook my head.

"Right… There, you're a Merc now."

I blinked a few times, "Just like that?"

"What? Were you expecting me to roll out a red carpet and start a light show for you? You're starting as a Copper rank one. That's it."

"Ok… Do I get an explanation of the ranks?"

The blonde haired Merc who had been standing beside me the whole time leaned against the counter, "Were you living in an asteroid this whole time? You don't know how the Merc system works?"

Is it supposed to be common knowledge or something? Time to bust out my excuses in that case.

"About that… I was actually caught up in an anomaly and my memories were quite messed up. I remember some things though I also seem to have some incorrect knowledge as well."

"Like what?"

"Like the fact that my home is supposed to be Earth."

The guild staff and the Merc shared a look before turning back to me.

"You still managed to catch that pirate with your memories like this?" She asked.

"As I said, I got lucky. Her crew found me floating out in space while I was trying to do repairs, mistaking my ship as a derelict. I got the jump on them and then found the location of her pirate base through them."

The blonde haired Merc beside me whistled, "That's still impressive. What did you do? Sneak into her base and bag her?"

"Nah, I blew up her base."

I didn't really feel like explaining the whole mining station thing so I decided to just give them the summarised version of what happened.

That was when her hand shot out and grabbed me by the shoulder, surprising me.

"Wait! You went to a pirate base alone and blew it up by yourself?!" She cried out.

I winced a little, she had a pretty strong grip.

"Yes? Not really a big deal, her crew wasn't even that big. Plus they had their guard down since they thought the system was too remote to have any Mercs hunting for them."

"You're crazy, you know that?"

I was about to refute her again when she suddenly leaned in and whispered beside my ear, "I like crazy~"

I felt my spine shiver as she pulled back, the woman now looking at me with a rather hungry look. She even licked her lips like she was looking at some piece of meat.

Ok… That was weird.

She then stuck out her hand, "Name's Amber by the way. Guy behind the counter is Ges. He may look like a tough, mean old man, but he's really just a tsundere."

"Who the fuck are you calling old? I'm only in my forties, ok?" He protested.

"With a receding hairline that you don't want to mod out for some reason."

He grumbled but said nothing.

I shook her hand, "Tera. Nice to meet you?"

"Ahaha! Very nice to meet you too, Tera! Now since you're obviously new here, how about I show you around? It's not everyday you get a Gold rank Merc being your escort you know? I can even give you the introduction to Merc life instead of listening to Ges over there!"

…

Actually, why not? Let's go then.

            

    
        You're A Mercenary, Tera

    
    
    
    
                For some reason, Amber was in quite a good mood after I accepted her invitation and she even hummed to herself as we left the guild.

"They'll most likely transfer her bounty to you once she gets processed so in the meantime… You hungry? I know a good place if you're interested and we can talk there." She asked.

I shrugged, "I don't mind, lead the way."

"Great! It's just a short walk down the street over there! I would go there after finishing my hustles to unwind."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "You've been a Merc for long?"

She shrugged, "Lost count of time. Probably a few years I guess."

"Right… So what happened with those three guys?"

She raised an eyebrow at me for a moment before smacking her hands together, "Oh right! Those three idiots? Fucking incompetent idiots trying to take what they don't deserve to have, that's what. They picked up a job that they couldn't do and ran away from it, then I had to come in and do the job for them and guess what they did?"

"Claim that you stole the job from them?"

"That's right! And they even have the audacity to try and say that they would have completed it even without my interference! Yeah, right."

We stopped at an intersection where the light was red and we waited to cross.

"What was the job?" I asked.

"Escorting a mining convoy into the asteroid belt which was attacked by a few pirates along the way. Instead of staying to defend them, they ran away from the fight. If I wasn't passing by at that time, those miners would have been floating around in the void of space right now."

I frowned, "Is there no penalty for them to abandon the miners like that?"

"Oh there definitely is. They'll be paying back the client the money they should have received from the hustle and the Guild would most definitely be deducting Mercenary Points from them."

"Mercenary points?"

"Heh, shall I start the introduction to new Mercs, Tera?"

The light turned green and we started to cross the street, though I managed to give her a nod before we did.

She then raised a finger, "You, my dear friend, are now a proud member of the Mercenary Guild, congratulations! Blah blah blah. I'm just going to skip over all that stupid shit and get to where it actually matters. You start out as a Copper rank and there's eight ranks in total. From the lowest to highest rank, you have Copper, Silver, Gold, Platinum, Diamond, Emerald, Ruby and finally Prisma. Each rank has five levels and you must advance through all five before you get to the next rank. Got all that so far?"

I nodded, it's a pretty basic concept after all even though this system did not exist in the game. You could still operate as a Mercenary but there was no guild so there was no ranking for Mercs either.

She continued as we reached the other side of the street, "The last two ranks are a little special but let's leave that aside for now. To advance in the other ranks, every Merc has Mercenary Points which are obtained from completing hustles and once they reach a certain number of points, they move up a level. So as a Copper rank at level one, you need a minimum of fifty points to be raised to level two."

"How difficult is it to get fifty points?"

"Not that hard to be honest. It's really just the introductory stage for a Merc. You could just do a few escort jobs or even some transport jobs and each hustle at that rank could give you around ten points each. Ah, here we are."

She pointed to a certain shop and I looked up to see what was basically a ramen shop.

The place even had counter seats too.

Amber led me to one of the empty tables and sat down with her feet raised to rest on the empty seat beside her while I took the chair across from her.

She tapped on a button on the side of the table and a holographic screen was projected in front of both of us.

"Just choose what you like, my treat."

I narrowed my eyes at her, "You're treating me?"

She grinned at me, "What, are you thinking that I'm looking to get something from you? Can't a senior look out for her juniors these days?"

"You barely know me though."

"And same for you, yet you still followed me alone out here? I'd say it's a little too late to play the cautious card don't you think? Relax, I'm just killing some time. Besides, the Credits I'm using are taken from that escort hustle I completed for those three idiots so no need to feel bad about it."

Since she offered… I shrugged and went ahead to peruse the menu and… What the heck?

"This is… Ramen, right?" I asked.

"Yes?"

"What kind of ramen is this? What's 'Synthramen with Subpork'?"

She raised an eyebrow at me, "Exactly what it means. What are you talking about?"

"What the heck is Synthramen and Subpork?"

"Shit, Tera. You might as well ask me what is an arm and a leg. How the fuck am I supposed to tell you that aside from exactly what it sounds like?"

"Ok… Let me ask it in another way… What are they made of?"

"Ah fuck. Don't tell me you were thinking that you're actually going to eat real pork made from pigs and noodles made from wheat?"

I gave her an incredulous look, "What else can they be made out of?"

"Well fuck, girl. Unless you're like the super elite with Credits to throw around, peasants like us are stuck eating the Synth and Sub foods and fuck if I know what they're made of. They taste decent enough and we don't starve, details aren't that important."

Ok… Yeah… Maybe I'm just making too big a deal out of it… This is another universe after all so maybe they came up with the technology to replicate these foods without the need for raising all the materials organically anymore.

Thus, the organic foods are more of a luxury than a necessity or something.

I shrugged and tapped on the picture of that particular ramen on the holographic projection.

Amber did the same and the screen disappeared, leaving us free to converse again.

She gave me a look, "You're not some super rich lady from one of the Noble Families that's out on a joyride, are you?"

"If I were, do you think I'll be alone?"

"Well fuck, maybe you ran away from home, I dunno. Please tell me if you are, ok? I don't want to get implicated in any of the Noble Families bullshit."

"I don't even know what Noble Families you are talking about so you don't need to worry about that."

"Fair enough. Now where was I… Oh right. When you reach level five on your rank, you can apply to be promoted to the next rank through the Guild and they will assess if you have the necessary requirements to move to the next rank."

"So even if you have the necessary Mercenary Points you can still fail to move to the next rank?"

"Yep, since hustles are tied to ranks and Mercs can only take hustles that are in the same rank or one rank below them. And especially when most of the higher ranked quests involve needing your own ship, a Merc without a ship might not be able to rank up. Or if you're just a fucking asshole and everyone hates you, that might prevent your rank up assessment too."

"Huh… In that case, doesn't that mean someone might be able to bribe their way to get ranked up since it's the Guild that decides it?"

She shrugged, "Maybe, but what's the point? Even if you just ride on other Merc teams to complete hustles to get your Mercenary Points and then pay someone off to rank up despite not qualifying for it, what are you going to achieve? Hustles would still get completed and everyone still benefits from these being completed so I argue that this would be seen as a skill by itself. And if you just so happen to take a hustle beyond your skills which led to you dying because of it, you have no one to blame but yourself, right?"

So basically it's just a case of even if you manage to go around the system, the one at risk the most is still the Merc themselves since they are the ones risking their lives to complete those missions they take.

Fair enough… Though I would question that wouldn't the Guild's reputation take a hit for sending incompetent Mercs to take these jobs that they would fail?

I was going to ask that and a few more questions when a drone floated out from the kitchen holding a tray to stop beside our table.

It lowered its altitude until it was level with our table and Amber sat up to take her bowl off the tray.

I followed her and took mine as well, looking at the bowl with a critical eye.

It looks… Like ramen I suppose?

Amber was already slurping the noodles so I decided to dig in too.

Alright~ Let's try what space ramen tastes like.

            

    
        I Have Money Now

    
    
    
    
                …

…

"... Bleeuuurrgghhh…"

"Oh come on, is it really that bad?"

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand after I heaved again for the umpteenth time.

Meanwhile, Amber was leaning against the wall in the alley's entrance while I was suffering over here.

I turned to her, "How could you even eat that so calmly? It felt like I was eating worms dipped in toilet water or something… Bleuuugh…"

She gave me a look, "I'm more surprised you even know what worms taste like. Come on, it's not that bad is it? What the heck have you been eating so far for you to even think this is that bad?"

"I dunno? Normal food? Fuck… Even that packaged food didn't taste as bad…"

Truth be told, those don't taste bad more because they don't even have any taste in the first place.

What's more, that slop the miners made and the food they cooked up during the party tasted way better than whatever I ate inside there.

Calling that thing ramen was an insult to the actual thing.

Amber rolled her eyes, "I'm now convinced you're probably some rich girl who ran away from home thinking you could do better out by yourself."

I turned to her, "If you actually think that… That thing is actually food, you've never eaten real food before. Holy shit, that was so bad…"

"If you're going to tell me that 'real food' consists of using organic ingredients, I'm just going to stop you there."

"Ughh… Please. I ate better food when I was with some miners in an Orbital Mining Station… Does that tell you how bad this is?"

She seemed quite annoyed by my words, "Well, then I can't wait to taste this 'real food' you're talking about. Why don't you let me taste one?"

I raised my finger at her, "I will… Give me some time and I'll let you see how much you've been missing out."

Back when I was with the miners, I thought that the packaged food was already the lowest the food can go. Now I know it's just a matter of the miners actually having a competent cook that could make actual good tasting food.

I had asked around during the party how they prepared the food and they said it was basically them taking those packaged foods and turning them into actual meals instead of bland sustenance.

Which means I should be able to do it somehow as well and all I need is some time to experiment with it on my own.

Now I'm regretting not asking them how they made it…

I'm not going to lie, one of the most important things in my life was eating actual good food. I can deal with pretty much anything as long as I have good food to eat.

"Sure, sure. I'll be waiting for it patiently. Are you done yet?"

I swallowed my saliva before straightening myself, trying my best to ignore the aftertaste of the disgusting food I just ate.

"Yeah… Yeah, I'm good now."

She turned to leave and I followed her out.

We were now heading back to the Guild so that I could collect the bounty on Yirfa and also get the Mercenary Points that I would have received from dealing with that pirate base and capturing their boss.

She was also following along because she had nothing better to do, according to her.

Amber spoke up along the way, "I think I have yet to ask this, but are you actually operating solo?"

"What do you mean by that?"

"I know you don't belong to a group and you only have one ship, but do you have anyone else on your ship or are you flying alone?"

"I'm flying alone."

"Hmm… I see. In that case I should warn you ahead of time about letting people join your ship."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "What do you mean?"

"You're still new and other Mercs also know that. Just so you know, ships are expensive and not everyone can afford one even when you're a Merc. Do you get where I'm coming from?"

I frowned, "You're saying that there may be a Merc who might offer to join my ship as a crewmate but then betray me and steal my ship?"

"That's exactly what I'm saying."

"But… Wouldn't that make them criminals?"

She shrugged, "In space, no one can hear you scream. Who can refute them if they were to claim you died somehow and they had to take over your ship? Do you have someone who would question that guy if they were to return to the station on your ship without you?"

I shook my head.

"Exactly. That's why from a solo Merc to another solo Merc, be careful of who you let into your crew."

I raised an eyebrow, "You sound like you are speaking from experience."

"I am."

Oh. Ok…

I looked at her with a neutral face, "Should I ask?"

"Nothing to hide. Needed a second gun for a raid and a Merc offered his. Tried to rape me after we had completed the hustle so I put two bullets in his crotch and one in his chest. Then I vented him out into space while he was still alive."

I whistled, "Too easy if you ask me."

She grinned, "In hindsight, yeah. But I was still new back then so I didn't think about it that much."

We crossed the intersection again to reach the side of the street where the guild was located.

Walking past the door again, the two of us went to Ges whose counter was the only one that was empty.

He looked up when we approached him and nodded in greeting, "Tera. Amber. I'm assuming you're here to collect the bounty?"

I nodded.

He gestured to the top of the counter, "Right then. Let's register your personal terminal and I'll deposit the Credits directly to you. Any future rewards would also be automatically credited directly to your account."

"Hmm… Any reason why this wasn't done when I first signed up?"

Amber grinned, "Just in case you're one of those Mercs who dies before they even get their first pay. It's more common than you think and it's now become a tradition."

Ges sighed, "There's an administrative reason for that but I won't bore you with the details. Just that it was quite a problem to have so many registered personal terminals that had zero transactions in the past."

I decided not to comment and placed my Codex on the counter.

A green light shone on the counter and I noticed my screen light up, showing five hundred thousand Credits being transferred to my account.

Damn, I'm rich.

Well, not that rich, but rich enough.

He then tapped his table and a screen appeared in the air, showing my ship.

"Is this your ship?" He asked.

"Yes?"

I wondered why he was asking until another screen appeared and I realised it showed the pirate ships that I had destroyed while flying my ship.

"Hmm… No bounties on those ships so you'll get the standard rate for each of them. Five thousand Credits for A Class ships and fifteen thousand for B Class Ships. You've got eight A Class and four B Class ships taken down so that's an additional one hundred thousand Credits."

Just as he said those words, another hundred thousand Credits was transferred into my Codex.

Hot damn, being a Merc is pretty profitable huh? I'm already more than halfway to having a million. Too bad they weren't counting those two docked B Class ships in the base that I blew up along with the station.

He wasn't done yet either, "Capturing the pirate Yirfa gives you fifty Mercenary Points right off the bat… A Class ships give two points and B Class ships give five points… So that brings it up to a total of eighty six Mercenary Points, you're cleared for Copper rank level two."

"Hmm… That seems a little low doesn't it? I don't think a Copper rank could have done all of that on their own," I pointed out.

Ges shrugged, "I do not disagree, but I can't allow you to skip ranks since sometimes Mercs get lucky and rise up the ranks too quickly. Then they end up stuck with quests that are out of their league and they end up being put in a worse position."

I guess that makes sense.

Oh well, I've already earned quite a bit of money from them and I've still yet to collect the pay from Marten too. I'll send him a message to let him know that I'm a Merc and he should be able to get his company to pay me an extra reward on top of what I've gotten from the Mercenary Guild too.

I don't know how much they are going to pay me considering I'm actually just a Copper rank Merc but hey, money is money.

I'm pretty sure no other Copper rank Merc has earned as much money as I have within the first day of joining the Mercenary Guild so I'll take it.

Making money feels good.

            

    
        Trader Union

    
    
    
    
                "Ah… I have a ship I want to sell as well. Is there anywhere I can go to do that?" I asked.

Ges and Amber seemed to perk up at my words.

Amber raised a hand, "Wait, wait… Hold up… You're telling me you actually captured their ship intact?"

I tilted my head, "Didn't I say that they boarded my ship while I was out in space? I fought them off so I'm in possession of their ship now."

"Holy hell, Tera. Things just get better and better with you don't they? Hahahaha! You actually subdued the crew and stole their ship!" The blonde haired Mercenary laughed.

Ges sighed, "If you're looking to sell ships, you could head down to the hangar and look for the Trader Union. They deal with these kinds of things."

Amber finished laughing and grinned at me, "Let your senior here lead you there~ I'll even help you get a good deal out of it!"

Now I just want to say that I'm not an ungrateful person, but I can't help but feel a little suspicion crawl into my mind.

"May I ask why you're going out of your way to help me?"

She raised an eyebrow, "Feeling cautious now are we?"

"Well… Yeah. Especially after you told me about what happened to you."

"That's a smart girl. Well, if you must know, I do want something from you~"

I don't know why but my first instinct was to move my hands to cover my chest, which was odd considering I believe I still had a man's mentality. Perhaps after spending a few days in this body my own mentality was shifting as well?

Not a good sign.

Amber giggled, "Hehehe, not that kind of something. But hey, I would be lying if I said I didn't want to get in your pants too."

"... But we're both girls?"

She raised an eyebrow, "Really? I thought for sure you were a futa by how you act. I'm not picky though."

… Did I just hear what I thought she said?

There's actually futas here?

Ok, I'll search that up later but the more important thing now was that she admitted that she wanted something from me.

"What are you trying to get from me?"

She leaned on the counter, "Nothing much. Let's just say that a certain solo Merc is tired of being solo already~"

Ges cleared his throat, "If you want to flirt, please do so elsewhere. There's other Mercs waiting in line."

I looked behind me to see a rather empty hall.

Amber decided to humour him and tapped me on my shoulder, "Come on Tera~ Let's go and leave mister grumpy here. We can go see if we can't get that ship of yours sold~"

Well… I guess I should just go with it and see how this goes. I'm not averse to having a partner either and I'm honestly glad that I have someone to help me right now.

Without her, I'd think that I would be in a pretty bad spot on my own.

We left the guild building and went in the direction of the hangar.

At first, I thought we would need to go through the checkpoint again but she stopped at a building next to the checkpoint and went inside.

Compared to the Mercenary guild, this place was absolutely packed with people.

Some of them looked like the business types, others looked like normal people and then there were those who were clearly Mercenaries.

I was still looking around when Amber grabbed me by the arm, "Come on now, over here."

She pulled me along to the side and there was a young man with light blue hair and an eyepiece over his left eye standing at the side. I also noticed that both his arms were mechanical and he was currently typing away on a holographic keyboard that floated in front of him.

"Yo, Kale~" Amber greeted, smacking the man on the back and causing him to stumble a few steps to the side.

"What the… Oh. I should have known it was you. What do you want, Amber?" The man groaned before rubbing his arm.

She stepped to the side and gestured to me, "Met a friend today and she's badass as fuck. Not only did she nab Holoface Yirfa all on her own, she even captured her ship intact and brought it back here. So get to work."

He blinked at her for a moment before turning to me, "You have… Holoface Yirfa's ship?"

I nodded.

The fact that she pointed out it was that pirate's ship in particular was not lost on me. I'm guessing that it might sell more if people knew who the ship belonged to before it was sold.

Amber backed me up, "I was there, saw the person herself get taken into the Guild today. You can check the records too if you want."

The blue haired man tapped on the holographic keyboard and his eyepiece visibly changed colour for a moment.

He nodded, "Huh… Found it. So you really got her ship huh. This would sell quite a bit especially when the Corps she screwed over wants to screw her back. They'd be wanting to buy that ship for sure."

"Any reason why they would want that?" I asked.

He raised an eyebrow at me, "You're not from around here, are you?"

"No?"

"Hmm… Well she stole some things from those Corps and she hasn't exactly given it back. I'd bet they want to secure everything that she has to make sure that what she stole doesn't end up somewhere else."

"What exactly did she steal?"

He shrugged, but in a way that said he knew what it was but either didn't want or couldn't tell me.

I suppose if those Corps were willing to put such a high bounty on her, they'd be willing to do more extreme stuff to shut him up if they knew he knew too.

At least, that's just my guess anyway.

He then started typing on the keyboard again and this time a screen appeared which showed a list of ships.

I quickly realised that what he was displaying was the list of ships that were currently docked in the hangar bay.

"Hmm… Ah, there it is. Ship's ID checks out. That's definitely Holoface Yirfa's ship. So I take it you're looking to sell?"

"Err… Yes? I'll be honest, I don't really know how this works. I just became a Merc."

"Oh? Interesting… Alright, I can handle it. Do you have a minimum amount for the price?"

"What's the standard price for a ship like hers?"

"Hmm… Class B ships like hers usually cost around a million credits if it's brand new so if you were going to sell it as a used ship, you might need to drop that by around fifty percent or so, especially when it's a pirate ship. But since the Corps want it, you could have your starting price be at one point five million and they would still bid for it."

…

"Sorry, I think I heard wrong. Did you say an entire million Credits?"

"One point five million to be exact, but yes."

Holy shit.

Holy fucking shit.

That's triple of what I have now!

I see why Mercs would even risk becoming a criminal just to board your ship and steal it from you. How long would you even need to work to even get enough money to buy your own ship?

Amber grinned, "Oh don't be so shocked yet, Tera. She stole from at least two different Corps, so it's going to be a bidding war between those two. If you're lucky, you might even see double that price."

"Three million?" I muttered, feeling a little lost.

The both of them nodded.

"Err… Yeah, ok… Sure… Cool, yeah… Let's go with that."

I know, I was trying to play it off cool but I failed miserably. Shut up.

Kale started typing away on his keyboard again, "Perfect. We'll list it with a Sale Period of three days and the Trader Union will get a one percent cut for the sale. Are you alright with the terms?"

"Ah, yeah… That's the normal cut right?"

"Yeah, still too much if you ask me," Amber grumbled. "But whatever, they have the monopoly on the literal galactic trade network so unless some other entity comes in and competes with them, they're all we got."

Kale simply shrugged at her accusation, "I'm just a lowly trade rep. Anyway, the procedure's all done. We'll contact you on your personal terminal on the outcome of the trade. Is there anything else?"

Amber turned to me and it took me a moment to realise she was silently asking me if there were other things I wanted to sell.

"No… That would be all, thanks."

Kale grinned before giving me a slight bow, "In that case, thank you for using our services, we hope to trade with you again."

I don't really remember how I got out of the building after that.
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                I got roused out of my stupor by Amber poking me on the arm.

“Wha… What?” I asked.

“Nothing. You just look like you got mindwiped so I wanted to make sure you were still there.”

What the heck is she even talking about…

She grinned at me, “So… You have a place to stay? If not, I can recommend a rather good inn to stay at. Unless you’re feeling a little fancy then there’s a good hotel I know as well.”

I scratched my cheek, “Err… I thought that I would just sleep in my own ship.”

Her head swivelled to me and her eyes widened, “N… No way… You have a bed on your ship?! Wait, what Class is your ship?!”

“Err… It’s a B Class Heavy Fighter. What’s wrong?”

“A Copper rank Level two Merc with a B Class Heavy Fighter… Do you realise how many Mercs would kill to be in your position?”

I shrugged, “I’m pretty sure there are others out there who joined with bigger ships than me, right?”

“Yeah, the former merchants and maybe ex-soldiers or even children of noble families. Are you one of them?”

“No?”

“Then you’re already really fortunate, you know?”

I shrugged again.

She sighed, “Damn… Alright, let’s do this then. I’m going to be straight with you, Tera. I’m looking for a partner and I want you.”

I raised an eyebrow, “You want me, a Copper ranked Merc that you’ve barely known for a day with an unclear background and probably messed up memories, to be your partner?”

“Hey, I worked with more crazy people before. Even had one guy who was basically a machine with how much he had replaced his body parts with mods and he even short circuited on me and offed himself mid-hustle. Trust me when I say you’re not the worst I’ve met.”

“Yeah, but you’re asking for a partnership aren’t you?”

“What’s wrong with that? You clearly have the skill and the resources to be a good Merc. You literally stormed into a pirate base solo and defeated an entire pirate group by yourself. I’m quite confident that you’re the only Copper rank capable of doing that right now. The only reason you’re even Copper rank is because you just joined. Besides…”

She then suddenly leaned in, her face mere inches away from mine and her lips curling up into a smile.

“If you’re up for some fun… I don’t mind playing too.”

And as if to make sure I didn’t get the wrong idea, she leaned back and blew me a kiss before winking.

“Riiiiight… Seriously, what are you after?” I asked.

“Fine, fine~ I have a hustle that I need to complete but I realise I need a partner to finish it, so I’m looking for someone to help me with it right now.”

I raised an eyebrow, “Can’t you just find another Merc then? No friends?”

“I’m a solo, remember? I have a few acquaintances but no one that I can just call up on to do a job like this. It’s fine if you don’t want to help but the pay is pretty good even if it’s split two ways.”

“Hmm… What’s the job?”

“Well, I don’t think the middle of the street is a good place to discuss this so how about we go back to my place? It’s not that far from here. I’ll even let you stay for the night too and I’m pretty sure there’s more space there as compared to your ship’s bedroom.”

“Fair enough, lead the way.”

She grinned and gestured for me to follow her, walking back in the direction of the Guild. Instead of going in this time, we went straight past it and reached the junction again.

Just as we were about to cross however, the sound of gunshots came from the corner and while some of the people around us ducked, others simply turned to look in the direction of the shots.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Amber’s hand shoot towards her waist, though she did not pull out whatever she had been reaching for.

A car then came speeding around the corner, its tires screeching against the road as the driver tried to make a high speed turn into the junction.

The passengers sitting at the back were leaning out of the car and shooting behind them at another vehicle that was clearly pursuing them.

The leading car tried to drive through the junction but the light was red for them, resulting in a truck ramming into their right side when they reached the centre of the junction.

I winced when I saw the passenger at the back of the car get squashed in between the truck and the frame of the car, his body literally flattening against the vehicle in a bloody mess.

The other passenger at the back got sent flying out the window to roll on the ground, the man barely pushing himself up on an elbow before a car rammed into him, sending him flying through the air again.

The car itself spun out of control and the driver tried to hold on to the wheel, only to have the car slam itself into the side of a building and stalling.

As for the pursuing car, it managed to get through the junction safely before coming to a stop beside the curb near the first car, its occupants jumping out the moment the car stopped.

“Tch… Fucking gangs. Doubt these guys even have a bounty worth getting involved,” Amber muttered beside me, though her hand never left her side.

I realised that the two cars and their occupants had a uniform colour with the crashed car being red while the pursuing car being blue.

So I guess this was a matter of red vs blue then?

Incidentally, most of the people around us had either ran away or sought cover while a few remained where they were and watched the scene unfold like it was an everyday occurrence.

The final two red gang members left in the crashed car managed to climb out of the wreck and one of them started opening fire on the blue group.

One of the blue guys got peppered with blaster fire with three rounds hitting his chest and another one striking through his head, leaving holes in his body burnt by the heated plasma.

The other blue gang members realised that walking out into the open probably wasn’t the best idea and rushed to find cover.

“Do things like this happen often?” I asked the blonde haired Merc beside me.

“Hmm? I guess so. This place is still kind of at the fringes of civilised space so rejects, outlaws and the scum of society have found refuge here.”

“I’m surprised they would let you bring guns into the city then.”

“They’re already selling guns here and frankly, the people at the top don’t really care who lives and dies below them as long as the Credits keep flowing. This kind of thing is just business to them, really. For us Mercs, these gang members could also be a quick buck for us if they have a bounty too so we’re not complaining either. Especially not the land-bound Mercs.”

The blue and red guys were now stuck in a stalemate as both sides took cover behind their vehicles taking pot shots at each other but hitting no one.

One side would peek out and start shooting until they ran out of bullets and duck back down, giving the other side the chance to start shooting back until they too needed to reload.

I thought that might go on for a while until someone ran towards them and leapt into the space between them.

Both the red and blue gang members looked up at the newcomer right before his arms transformed to reveal hidden guns in them.

Bullets flew out of the gun barrels in his arms and he easily gunned down the remaining gang members in a single leap before landing back down on the ground with a flourish, transforming his arms back to normal.

He then stood up and moved to the side, leaning against the wall near one of the corpses before taking out a cigarette and lighting it casually using a small flame spewed out from his index finger.

I pointed at him, “That guy’s a Merc?”

Amber nodded, “Yeah. Probably under contract with the local security or something. Otherwise no Merc would jump out like that and risk their neck in a gang fight. You got a gun on you?”

“Yes.”

“Good, don’t walk around this place without one, you never know when you might need it. Come on, let’s get out of here before the security forces show up and lock down this area for cleanup.”

I followed behind her and she walked past the scene without even giving it a second glance.

For such things to happen and the people to treat it so casually… I wonder just what kind of city this is?

            

    
        We're Going After The Underdogs

    
    
    
    
                The place she led me to was a rather modest sized six story building beside the main street close to what I assume was a monorail station.

Apparently it was supposed to be an inn but I didn’t see any signboards at the front of the building so I don’t know if it even had a name or not.

In fact, there wasn’t even a counter or a front desk either and entering the building led directly to a staircase that led up to the rooms on the upper floors with the elevator at the side.

Instead of using the elevator, she went towards the stairs and started climbing them so I followed her along.

And since I was behind her… Well… I had a hard time not staring at the very attractive rear swaying in front of me.

Ahem… What were we doing again?

Oh right.

She continued to climb until we reached the fifth floor, going to the room located all the way at the end of the hall.

She placed her hand on the door handle and an audible click could be heard as the door unlocked itself.

I then followed her into the room and I realised that while the place was simple, it still felt rather comfy. There was even a living room at the front, though there did not seem to be a kitchen.

“Make yourself at home,” She gestured, unzipping and taking off her leather jacket to reveal a tank top that did nothing to hide her bust.

I must have been staring because she smirked and struck a pose, “Like what you see?”

I decided not to answer that and just switched topics instead.

“So what's the job?”

Her smile widened slightly before she plopped herself down on the couch, lifting her feet to rest them on the coffee table without bothering to take her boots off. She then gestured to the seat opposite her and I sat myself down as well.

Amber then looked at me seriously, “Before I tell you about the job, I need to have you promise me that if you decide not to help me, you don’t share any of the information I am about to tell you with someone else.”

I raised an eyebrow, “Not that I plan to do that but… Out of curiosity, how are you going to make sure I keep my word?”

The corner of her lips raised slightly, “Well… Let’s just say that I have already made some arrangements ahead of time and there are a few people who owe me favours that would happily hunt you down if you were to start spreading it around.”

“And those guys couldn't be called to help you with this job?”

“Yes and no. It’s complicated.”

“Then how do I know I can trust you? I literally just met you today.”

“Awww~ Was the ramen treat not enough to establish my trustworthiness?”

I blanched, “You mean the thing that can’t even be called food and made me hurl in an alley?”

“Touche. Alright then… I’ll just tell you the plan and you can decide if you want to trust me.”

“That doesn’t really sound like it would help your case but fine.”

She waved her hand in a certain motion and a screen popped up in front of me, showing me what looked like the details of a certain organisation.

More specifically, it was details of a gang.

“The Underdogs, a rather small gang in the city that usually do some small-time crimes to support themselves and its members are usually the absolute losers of society. Don’t ask me why they named themselves that but they are our target.”

I quickly glanced through the details where it showed that they have been doing things like petty theft, robbery and some vandalism.

They’re basically neighbourhood crooks I guess?

I blinked at her, “Ok… What? Do you need to go wipe them out or something?”

She shook her head and swiped her hand to the side, prompting the screen to change to a picture of a man that was staring at the viewer.

He had messy, blue spiky hair and his eyes were clearly metallic implants with one of them being red and the other being blue. He was also wearing a very striking red jacket and I would dare say that he had this cool air about him.

“This guy calls himself Voidshade, he’s a former Gold rank Merc that turned to piracy and for some reason, he chose to take the Underdogs under his wing. They managed to steal an entire freighter ship and flew off the station about a day or two ago. No one even knew they had stolen it until a day later.”

How the heck do you even steal an entire ship without tipping anyone off until a day later?

She continued, “So basically, I took the hustle to bring back the freighter in one piece. But I was only told  that the Underdogs were the ones who stole it and found out about this guy’s involvement later on. I’m confident of taking the Underdogs on my own and securing the freighter, but this guy complicates matters.”

Amber then swiped her hand again and I was shown a ship.

More specifically, it was an A Class Interceptor and just by looking at the specs, I could see that it was built for speed and defence.

“That’s his ship,” Amber explained, her face turning sour like she had just eaten a lemon. “High speed, high defence and he even modified it to have an active cloaking device. In order to secure the freighter, I will need to board it and he could wait until I was on board to deactivate his cloak and destroy my ship, trapping me in the freighter. I need someone to keep watch in case he tries to do that.”

I nodded, “Right… I see now. So you’ll be quite literally putting your life in your partner’s hands, aren’t you?”

She smirked, “Yes. Does that show my sincerity enough for you?”

I looked at the screen that still showed his ship, “He can’t maintain his ship’s cloak when he wants to attack?”

“That’s right, his ship’s generators aren’t powerful enough to power his weapon and shield systems if he were to use the cloaking device. So he has to switch the power allotment which drops him out of cloak when he wants to shoot at someone.”

“I see… He’s wanted, right?”

She nodded, “Not as big of a bounty as Yirfa since he hasn’t really done much yet, but he has a hundred thousand Credit bounty on him that we’ll split. What’s more, we’re being paid one million credits to return the freighter and its contents intact.”

“One million just for that?”

“It’s the price they need to pay for hiring a Gold rank Merc for the job.”

“Hmm… And how will the split be?”

She smiled at me, “Can I count on you to help me clear the freighter as well?”

“Sure?”

“Then we can split this fifty-fifty. Otherwise, we’ll do it seventy-thirty for the job and fifty-fifty for Voidshade’s bounty. Sounds good?”

“Fair enough. Where is the freighter?”

She swiped her hand again and a map of the system showed up, zooming in on the asteroid belt that circled around the system’s star.

“The ship’s last known location was around here before it stopped moving. So either the ship encountered some problems and could not move or they managed to get rid of the tracker that the owner had placed on the ship. Either way, we’ll start our search there. It’ll take around a day or so to reach there via travel speeds.”

“What if the ship had already run off and got out of the system?”

“Then I’ll just report that and accept that as a failed mission. You don’t need to worry about it staining your records and I can just blame it on the fact that the client neglected on telling me about Voidshade. So you in?”

I nodded, “Alright, I’m in. When do we set off?”

“Right now of course. No time like the present right? Don’t want to give them more time to make their escape after all.”

“Ri… Right now? Hmm… Fine, let’s go.”

She then suddenly clasped her hands together and bowed her head, “I have just one tiny request…”

I raised an eyebrow, wondering just what else she could want.

“What is it?”

“Please let me sleep on your ship!! I’ll attach my ship with yours and we’ll travel there together, but I really, really don’t want to sleep on the pilot seat, please! I’ll even pay you for letting me stay there if you want!”

Oh geez, is that the real reason why she wanted me as a partner?

I mean… I guess sleeping on the pilot seat is really quite uncomfortable so it made sense that she would want to sleep on a bed if she had a choice.

Well, I have an extra room anyway so I guess that it isn’t a problem.

Alright, you can stop bowing now, I can see your cleavage from here and it’s quite distracting…

            

    
        Yes, My Ship Has Beds

    
    
    
    
                Amber stepped past the doors and entered my ship.

Right now we had just started up our ships' travel drives and we would be flying in the direction of the asteroid field.

I also got a good look at her ship while she was trying to dock with mine. It was a B Class Heavy Fighter that specialised in speed.

It seems like she had equipped her ship with two short range ballistic cannons and one medium range laser, which pretty much told me she was a hit and run type of pilot. Not to mention the fact that it was even painted in a strikingly conspicuous red.

In other words, she's the all or nothing kind of person.

The Merc in question looked around my ship's interior with a face of wonder, "Oh wow… How much did you even pay for this ship?"

I shrugged, "Don't remember. Memory's a bit hazy after that anomaly."

"Right… Oh damn, you even have a storage room? I am so jealous right now."

"It's not even that big…"

She gave me a pointed look, "Do I really need to point out how small my ship is compared to yours?"

"But yours is faster and more manoeuvrable."

"Heh heh~ That is true, got me to Gold rank all by herself she did. Named her Lightning Lotus. You got a name for yours?"

I shrugged, "I just call it by the model name, Verlandi."

"Oh, are you one of those people who think that naming their ships is a bad thing?"

"Eh? There's such people?"

"Yeah, there's captains out there who think that naming their ship will make them too attached to it and make the decision to die with the ship instead of running away when they have the option to."

"I don't actually care about naming honestly…"

Truth be told, I do name my ships but that's after I get a ship that I really like or it's some kind of legendary ship. Since trading ships was something that you could do in the game, there's not really a point to name a ship that you'll just trade away anyway.

And since this was a starter ship, I wasn't expecting myself to keep it for long anyway, especially with how much money I might be making in the future.

The average B Class ship should cost around a million Credits so three million should net me a pretty decent upgrade from my current ship.

But then again… I would also need to worry about supplies and stuff so I won't be able to use the full three million anyway so I'll hold off on buying one so soon.

Amber grinned at me, "Well, there's people on both ends of the spectrum anyway. I like my ship, but I like my own life more so yeah~ Anyway! Where's the bedroom? That's what I'm here for!"

I tapped on my Codex to display the time, "But… It's still early? You already want to sleep?"

"No, no, I just want to see the room! Come on! Show me, show me!"

"Why are you even that excited over a bedroom? It's literally just a small room with an attached kitchenette and bath."

She froze and stared at me with wide eyes and her mouth agape, like as if I had just told her I was an alien.

Oh wait, aliens are normal here, so I dunno why she's making that face.

"You… Your ship has baths… And a kitchen? Is this some kind of luxury ship or something?"

I raised an eyebrow, "Is that not normal? I travelled here with a freighter and they had the same setup too."

"Not on a Heavy Fighter it's not! Who the heck even designed this ship to fit these amenities in here?! StellarTech?! No wait… Definitely not them… Then who… Who did you get this ship from?"

I shrugged, "I don't remember, sister."

"Damn… You're not from another Universe, are you?"

I chuckled, "Maybe I'm not, who knows? Maybe I transmigrated here from another World and lost my memories in the process."

She rolled her eyes, "Sure. Alright, let's see that room of yours!"

I pointed to the room in question and she practically sprinted towards it, almost squeezing herself through the gap before the door could fully open.

"Oh my gosh!! A bunk bed?! I thought you might only have a single bed but wow! Ohhhh!! A kitchenette! And is that… Waaahh! It's an actual shower!! This is the best!! I don't need to just be content with dry scrubs anymore while travelling!!"

She then turned back to me with sparkles in her eyes, "So!! Which bed is yours?! I don't mind taking either the top or bottom bunk!"

I blinked at her before pointing to the side, "My room is over there."

She went back to being surprised as she took about a minute to comprehend my words, "You… Have two rooms?"

I nodded.

"Can I see?"

I stepped aside and she stepped out of the room and followed me to mine.

My door slid open and instead of rushing in like she did before with the other room, she slowly walked inside as though she was afraid that she might break something.

There's nothing inside this room anyway since I haven't been here long enough to have any personal effects, so it's not like there's anything here for her to break in the first place.

She looked around the room silently, first inspecting the bed, then the kitchenette and then the bathroom.

Once she was done, she slowly turned to me and asked me with a serious face, "What kind of alien ship is this?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "What's weird about it?"

"I don't get it?! How does this ship have so much room?! It's only a B Class ship right?! Yet you have space for two rooms and a storage yet still have enough space for your engine and generator?! Just how?!"

I shrugged, "How should I know? I wasn't the one who built it."

"Ugh, I'm so jealous right now… If this ship had been in the market, I'd buy it immediately without a second thought…"

Now I'm a little concerned that the ships in this universe might suck…

She then continued with a sigh, "I guess you must have gotten your ship from one of the colonies nearer to the centre of colonised space. That's where all the good stuff is."

Ah, I guess maybe that might really be the case.

Perhaps models of my ship are more common there instead of out in the fringes here.

I scratched my head, "Maybe. I don't know for sure though, I don't even remember what those places you mentioned look like."

She gave me a look, "At this point, if you told me you're actually some daughter of a noble family, I'd believe you. Hey, promise me that you'll give me some benefits if you actually turn out to be one?"

"I'll err… Be sure to let you know if I remember that."

She chuckled, "I'm just kidding. So… I don't suppose you have an entertainment room in your ship either?"

I rolled my eyes, "Oh sorry, that room is still under construction, come back next time and maybe it might be completed."

Unexpectedly, Amber stepped close to me and leaned in, "Oh~ Is that an invitation to come on your ship again? Or maybe… That was a proposal for a permanent partnership? Because I'm not going to say no to that~"

I couldn't tell if she meant the Mercenary kind of partnership or the other kind of partnership.

I cleared my throat, "Ahem… Putting that aside, how about I make us some food?"

She seemed quite surprised by my proposal, "You can cook?"

"What? Why is that so surprising? What did you think the kitchenette was for? And didn't I mention that I'll let you eat something after that horrible place?"

I mean… I haven't exactly tried to actually cook something in this universe yet, but I have at least cooked for myself in my original World before.

I live alone after all, so that was unavoidable since eating out can get tiring sometimes.

Besides… I'm pretty sure that cooking should remain the same even in another universe right? Especially when the things here all look pretty much the same.

Look, I see the frying pan, the pot and there's even a wok. I could probably do something with that just by using my old knowledge.

"I mean… I thought you were joking and that stove might just be to heat up the sealed food or something? I dunno? These are like luxury stuff on ships, you know? Most of the time I just eat those packed foods cold while I'm on my ship."

"Well, why don't you go take a seat and I'll see what I can whip up for us to eat?"

She giggled, "Oh wow~ I get to have my date cook me a meal on our first date out~ How romantic."

I know she was just teasing me so I just ignored her and shooed her away, making the blonde Merc giggle as she sauntered into the room to take a seat on the bed.

Now… Let's see what I'm working with here…

            

    
        Let Me Cook

    
    
    
    
                Ok, I'm going to be honest here… I improvised quite a bit with the cooking.

I decided to just go ahead and make a stew since that would be the easiest for me to make in my current situation.

There were quite a lot of things that were different so I just had to go with either my gut feeling or just winging it while I was making the food.

Like heck… There was no pepper or salt, so I just opened the packs and mixed in foods that had the taste of salt or pepper to get the taste I wanted.

Then I had to taste a little bit of each sealed food to decide what might go well together before throwing them into the pot. The ones that I didn't think would fit got tossed into the freezer instead.

For some reason, Amber was really interested in watching me cook.

I closed the lid on the pot to let the stew simmer, though I was also going by my own gut feeling for how long I should do that.

I intended to taste test it every ten minutes or so to make sure I didn't create some kind of chemical hazard.

Give me some credit ok? I'm working with ingredients that I am seeing for the first time here! Not blowing this up is already deserving of an accomplishment if you ask me!

"You know… I said that I suspected you to be a daughter of some noble family before, but I take that back. No noble daughter would even know how to do whatever you just did."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Do what? Cook?"

"Yeah… There's absolutely no way a noble daughter would even know how to do all that. Or more like they would never have bothered to learn without a good reason."

I leaned against the wall, "You keep saying these noble families and what not and I have no idea what they're like. Seriously though, from what I know, there weren't any noble families anymore so what are they?"

"Huh… That's quite interesting. It's actually a long story to be honest, happened like… Hmmm… Several centuries after humans went into space I think? Ah fuck, I don't even remember most of the stuff. You're better off looking for this info in an Archive."

I snapped my fingers, "That's right! I was intending to go and look for one on the station but I got so caught up in the Merc thing that I forgot. I tried to look for a place to search up this info online but… I don't know where to start."

Apparently, the popular search engines that used to be so widespread back in my original World do not seem to exist here. So it's not like I could just go to that site and pop in a search.

"Oh what? You mean to read the information yourself? Haven't heard someone say that in ages."

I blinked, "What's the difference between this and going to an archive?"

"Well an Archive would just let you insert the knowledge into your brain for a price. The process is almost instantaneous too so for something like this, you could just go get it from an Archive right away."

"Wait, wait… What do you mean to insert the knowledge into my brain?"

"Exactly what it means?"

"Do you mean I can just go to an archive, ask about the noble families and then somehow I just know everything about them without having to read or anything?"

"Yes? Oh, the amount of information you get depends on how much you pay of course. If it's just the superficial, everyday information that everyone knows, of course you wouldn't need to pay a lot for it."

I frowned, "Is it no longer common to study something by reading about it?"

Amber made a face, "Oh sure, that's still a thing… For the people who can't afford it, that is."

"Are schools no longer a thing then?"

"They are, just that they are simply extensions of Archives where children get implanted with the basic knowledge and then they can choose what professions to learn about from there."

What the heck is this kind of dystopian setting? That actually sounds kind of depressing…

Everything that society deemed necessary for you to know would simply be pumped into your brain without requiring you to interact with anyone else…

The thought must have appeared on my face because Amber immediately continued, "Ah, I know that look. You're thinking something like children would grow up with no social skills because of that, right? Well it's the opposite actually. You see, just because the knowledge is implanted in your head, it doesn't mean you know how to use it, so you still need to spend time to understand and apply what has been implanted in you. Also, it doesn't mean you can't forget about the knowledge implanted in you."

"Wouldn't this also open up to people implanting nefarious ideals inside your head?"

"Oh that actually happened before, back when this tech was more widespread and anyone could just use it anytime they wanted. After that happened, they limited its use to within Archives and it's quite strictly regulated."

I see… I guess there's both pros and cons to this I guess.

I pointed to my Codex, "But this means that I can still search up any information I want through the internet or something right?"

"Sure~ Just hop on to the GalaNet to search what you want there."

Gala what?

I blinked at her before opening up my Codex again to type in what she had told me. Sure enough, I was brought to a webpage that looked really similar to the search engine I was familiar with before.

Typing in "Noble families" into the search bar gave me a whole ton of results, with a number of them showing human noble families and also supposedly other civilizations' nobles.

I put that aside for later reading, seems like I've found something that I could occupy my own time with.

I'd still like to visit an archive to see how it works at least, since I'm also curious about this knowledge implantation process.

I heard some bubbling sounds and I was reminded of my cooking and I went towards the pot to inspect it.

Hmmm… It smells ok… But the looks of it… Well… It could be better I guess? It's basically a brown slop…

I scooped up some of the stew and poured it onto a saucer, giving it a sniff to double check that it was probably edible before bringing it to my mouth.

The moment the liquid touched my tongue…

Hey… It's actually pretty good.

And I think it's ready too, so let's just go ahead and serve this right now.

I switched off the induction stove and grabbed two bowls to pour some of the stew into them, one for myself and one for Amber.

She watched me with an amused smile as I handed one of the bowls to her, "So… This is your masterpiece?"

"I wouldn't call it that, I still have some ways to go but I can guarantee you that this is better than that thing they call ramen. In fact, give me some time to learn and I'll make you some real ramen."

She shrugged, "Sure, sure. Let's just see how your little soup tastes like first."

Amber tucked her hair behind her ear before bringing the bowl up to her lips to take a sip.

She slurped up some of the stew before her eyes suddenly widened.

Without warning, she threw her head back and gulped down the rest of the contents of the bowl in several large mouthfuls before turning to me with wide eyes.

"MORE!!"

I placed a hand on my hips, "Ah ah, not so fast. Admit that what I served you is better than that--"

"You just made the best food I have ever tasted in my entire life! Please marry me Tera! I will do anything for you if you let me drink this stew for the rest of my life!!"

…

Ok… I wasn't going to make you go that far but I'll take that as a compliment…

I handed over the bowl that I had originally wanted for myself to switch for her empty one.

Instead of gulping it down like the last one, she savoured it with small sips like she was enjoying some kind of fine wine.

I went ahead to refill the bowl for myself and sat beside her to enjoy my first cooking in this universe.

Hmm… Yep, it's actually not bad, though I guess it might be just a tad bit salty. I should have used more water for the broth but it's still not bad.

Hey, maybe I can search up on that GalaNet to see if there's some recipes or something that I can try? That's also worth a shot too.

But in the meantime… Both Amber and I just enjoyed the stew I made in comfortable silence in each other's company.

            

    
        Time For My First Hustle

    
    
    
    
                A day passed by pretty quickly and we were nearing the location where the freighter's last known location was.

Our plan was to stop a distance away and Amber would approach it on her own to make it seem like she was working alone.

I would then follow in later and watch her from a distance for any signs of that Voidshade pirate showing up and then attack him if he does.

Speaking of Amber… She had nothing but praise when I met her in the morning.

Like seriously, she was telling me how great the shower, the bed and the food I made was, going so far as to say that she wouldn't mind living there forever.

I know she was just exaggerating it especially since breakfast was just me heating up the stew I made yesterday.

She even gave me a tortured look when she had to return to her ship just now.

I took my seat in the pilot's seat and checked the map.

We were reaching the part of space that we would start initiating our plan so I synchronised with Amber to slow down our ships out of travel speeds.

"Ready?" Amber's voice came from over the comms.

"Ready. Be careful."

"Don't worry, this isn't my first time."

She then initiated undocking protocols and her ship separated itself from mine.

I watched my external cameras to see her ship slowly pulling away from me before her engines fired up and her ship sped towards the asteroid field.

I then used the same trick where I powered down all my systems except for my shields before I directed my ship to follow behind Amber at a reduced speed.

This way, only Amber should show up on the scanners that detect energy signatures so I should be hidden from them.

It would be a long flight there since we need to make sure that we would not be picked up by scanners when we arrive so I settled in to wait.

The journey there took about an hour before I even reached the fringes of the asteroid field. I thought that we would need to spend time looking for the freighter, but surprisingly, it was right there.

It seems like the tracker was still working perfectly fine and the freighter simply stopped moving at the last place it was tracked.

Perhaps the freighter encountered some problems or did those guys decide to abandon the freighter here?

I could see that Amber had chosen to stop outside of the asteroid field, presumably to scan the freighter and decide her next course of action.

She seemed to have decided to move in as her ship slowly advanced towards the freighter.

Now that I think about it, she might have just been waiting for me to appear before deciding to move.

I used my thrusters to adjust my heading and corrected my drift towards the direction of our target.

I checked my scanners and aside from the freighter and Amber's ship, I did not detect any other ship in the vicinity.

Either that Voidshade guy wasn't here and they really abandoned the freighter… Or he's invisible and hiding somewhere.

I watched as Amber slowly got closer and closer to the freighter. She flew one round around the freighter before settling near its left side where the docking port was.

I hovered my hand over my console, ready to power up my weapons the moment I saw any ship appear.

Amber's ship attached itself to the freighter, the Merc most likely boarding the freighter as we speak.

I waited for a few more minutes but still nothing showed up.

Hmm… Did they really abandon the ship?

My ship continued drifting closer to it while I kept an eye out for any ships appearing.

Just as I was thinking that the pirate wouldn't show up, a part of the space shimmered and a ship appeared out of thin air.

I got a warning that the ship was powering up its weapons and I did the same, more specifically my railgun.

The pirate must have also received a warning on his ship because the ship jerked suddenly.

It tried to turn away but it was too late as my railgun fired off a shot that pierced through the side of the ship.

I was expecting it to explode but it surprisingly did not. In fact, it even managed to turn away to try and flee from me, using the freighter as a shield between us.

I fired up my engines and gave chase, fully powering up the rest of my ship's systems along the way.

There was quite a bit of distance between my ship and the freighter so it took me a while to reach it.

By the time I got to the other side of the freighter, I found the ship in the midst of spinning out of control.

There was a small figure in the space between the freighter and the out of control ship, floating his way towards the side of the freighter.

Damn it… That must be the pilot who managed to escape from the ship…

I tried to turn my ship around to target the figure but he managed to reach the freighter before I could.

If I were to shoot at him now, I would probably destroy part of the freighter with him.

Ok… I managed to get rid of his ship so that's one objective secured… Now I suppose I should join Amber on the freighter to clear out any enemies that are on board.

I flew my ship to dock on the other free docking port of the freighter, getting out of my seat once the ship started the docking procedures and our hatches lined up with each other.

I grabbed the rifle I had prepared and switched the safety off, double checking that I had my blaster on my hip and spare magazines for my rifle stored under my jacket.

The docking procedures were completed just as I reached the door, the locks cycling open and revealing an empty hallway beyond the doors.

I could hear the sound of gunfire coming from inside and I rushed in, hoping that Amber was alright.

She claimed that she could clear the entire ship on her own but I can't help but worry that something wrong might happen.

As I entered the freighter and into what I assume to be the cargo hold, I found dead bodies of who I assume must be the members of the Underdogs gang sprawled out on the deck, most of them with a bullet hole in the head or several in the chest.

There were also a few of them that seemed to have been crushed by the cargo containers and I wondered if some kind of explosion caused those containers to fall on top of them.

Putting my curiosity aside, I continued running to where the sounds of gunfire were coming from until it suddenly went silent.

I frowned but continued my pace, which wasn't very fast considering the fact that I was not that familiar with this place.

As I was nearing the door that led out of the cargo hold, something suddenly jumped at me from the shadows and I barely managed to turn in time to use my rifle as a shield to block them.

That something turned out to be one of the gang members who must have been hiding in the shadows and he tried to wrestle the gun away from me, the man snarling in my face.

"Fucking Mercs!! Why the fuck are you even here?! What have we even done?!"

I decided not to point out the fact that they literally stole a ship and kicked him in between the legs instead.

The man howled out in pain before I pulled back my gun and smashed the butt of my gun across his face, sending him sprawling on the ground.

I then pointed the barrel at him and fired three shots at the downed gang member, twice in the chest and one between his eyes.

Seeing him go limp, I relaxed and continued forward, only to furrow my brows when I realised the door was locked.

They must have initiated a lockdown of the ship after Amber stormed in.

No problem… I can deal with this…

I took out my Codex and connected it to the door controls, starting the hacking sequence that will unlock the door.

While I was in the midst of hacking the door, I heard something dragging along the floor and I quickly spun around and pulled out my blaster from my hip to point in the direction of the sound.

Another one of those gang members was there and he froze with his hands by his sides as though he was trying to try and grab me.

I fired a shot at him before he could react, the plasma bullet burning a hole through his head before he fell over on the ground.

I scanned the place for a moment more to check if there were any more surprises before going back to hacking the door.

The door opened and I felt a little concerned that the place was still silent.

Did something happen to Amber?

            

    
        They Have A Power Armour

    
    
    
    
                The place was too silent… Especially after all those sounds of gunfire when I first boarded the ship…

Amber should be fine right?

I didn’t dare to rush through the place since I had already been ambushed twice, meaning there was a possibility there were some of those gang members that managed to hide themselves from Amber and were laying in wait to ambush me.

Well.. Maybe not me specifically since I’m not sure if they even knew I was on board or they were just attacking anyone they didn’t recognise… But it didn’t hurt to be cautious.

The corridor I was moving through had also been turned into a battlezone as the gang members had piled up boxes and even overturned tables to act as makeshift barricades.

That didn’t seem to have worked well for them judging by how the entire place was littered with corpses of those gang members.

Interestingly, in some parts of the corridor, I found that some of the gang members were crushed by objects or were even stuck in the ceiling somehow.

I wondered if Amber was using some kind of force grenade or something to cause that to happen. They must have been pretty powerful to cause that much destruction.

As I moved through the corridor, I realised that Amber wasn’t kidding when she said that she could clear out the freighter by herself.

Like hell, there must be at least two dozen dead gang members I’ve come across so far and it feels like she’s breezing through the entire thing.

So I’m going to be optimistic and guess that it got quiet because she killed everyone.

Just as that thought came to mind, I heard the sound of metallic stomping and then what sounded like a chaingun revving up.

That was then followed closely by a hailstorm of bullets being fired and I realised it was coming from the next room.

Ok, at least this meant that Amber was still alright but that chaingun did not sound like she was having a good time.

I rushed towards the direction of the door and pressed myself against the doorframe as the door cycled open.

The sound of the chaingun was deafening and I winced when it hit my ears.

Peeking around the corner, the first thing I saw was Amber hiding behind a large metal container that was doing its best to protect her from a storm of bullets.

This room seemed to be the freighter’s loading bay judging by the metal containers and the cranes that were obviously meant to be used to move said containers around.

The one that was firing the chaingun was what I assume to be a power armour of some kind, the person wearing it firing the weapon directly at where Amber was hiding.

The guy in the power armour was slowly making his way towards Amber while continuously firing his minigun, not even allowing Amber to peek out from her cover.

Judging by how Amber was also clutching her side, I believe she had been hit before she got into cover which meant that she probably couldn't run from there either.

Fuck.

Amber must have noticed the door opening because she turned her head in my direction, finding me hiding behind the door frame.

Instead of being relieved, she actually gave me a sad smile before making a shooing motion with her hand, obviously telling me to run away.

Well, no surprise since a normal person can’t win against a power armour unless they have some kind of anti-armour ordnance and I most certainly did not have those on hand.

But that doesn’t mean I was going to abandon Amber here.

Sure, I only knew her for a day but fuck, she trusted me to watch her back and she helped me even when she didn’t need to.

Granted, she had her own reasons for helping me but I would most likely still be lost in the station if I did not meet her.

Alright, fuck it, let’s do this. I’m just up against a walking tank with a minigun, no big deal.

I dashed out of my cover, keeping to the shadows to avoid the power armour guy spotting me to enter the loading bay.

Looking around, I tried to find something that I could use to fight against that guy. Maybe I would get lucky and this freighter had a container filled with armour piercing rockets or something.

That was when I noticed that the power armour guy was walking towards a container that was hanging overhead on a crane.

My eyes went to the control room at the back that I was quite confident was also where the controls for those cranes were.

Ok, I can do this.

I kept myself low and scurried in the direction of the control room, the whirring sound from the minigun practically drowning my footsteps so I did not need to worry about being heard.

Nothing hindered me from reaching the room until I opened the door, only to find a gang member who jumped when he saw me.

I didn’t want to risk the sound of gunshots alerting the power armour guy so I leapt towards the gang member and tackled him to the ground.

He opened his mouth to shout but I punched him across the cheek, stunning him for a moment.

His arms flailed in an attempt to grab me but my hands reached his head first and I lifted it to slam it back down on the metal ground.

I repeated the motion several times, but was forced to let go when he punched at my side, causing me to loosen my grip enough that he could throw me off of him.

He tried to get back on his feet but I kicked my leg out and managed to land a hit on his side, sending him rolling away to crash against the wall.

I looked around for something to use and found a pen in a cup by one of the consoles.

I grabbed my impromptu weapon and jumped on the gang member again, knocking him flat on his back and straddling his chest.

He let out a yelp of surprise right before I covered his mouth with one hand and stabbed the pen down on his eye, sinking the stationary all the way inside the socket.

He screamed into my hand but I ignored it and pulled the pen out to stab it into his other eye.

I held on as he struggled to get me off of him, using my hand that was holding his mouth to tilt his head up to expose his neck.

Pulling the pen out from his eye socket, I stabbed it into his throat before pulling it out, some of his blood splattering on me.

I got up from him as the dying man gurgled in his death throes, returning to my own objective of looking for the controls.

I found them easily enough since they were labelled and all I needed was to find the button that had the word ‘release’ on it.

The power armour guy was already right below it so I did not hesitate to press the button as soon as I found it.

And… Nothing happened.

Fuck! The controls are locked! I need to hack it first!

I brought up my Codex and connected it to the controls, matching the word and number needed to grant me access.

The console then lit up, showing that it was in operation and I punched the button to release the container immediately.

There was a metallic groan before the sound of something snapping could be heard.

I looked out through the window at the loading bay and saw the metal container above the power armour guy falling down towards him at an angle.

The minigun went silent and a shout of surprise came from him, right before the container crashed on top of him.

I let out the breath that I didn’t know I was holding, expelling the air in my lungs as I felt the tension bleed out from my body.

That was when I heard the whirring sound from the minigun and my instinct screamed at me to throw myself on the ground.

I just managed to hit the deck before a storm of bullets crashed through the place where I had been standing moments ago, shattering the window of the control room.

I covered the back of my neck with my hands as the glass fell around me, but it seemed that was unnecessary as my shield protected me from it.

The gunfire lasted only for a few seconds before it stopped and I risked peeking over the control panel to look at the loading bay.

The crashed metal container moved and the power armour guy was standing in the middle of the debris, his minigun still red hot and smoking.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! He didn’t die from that?! Just how strong is that power armour?!

Worse still, now it seems like he’s coming for me!

            

    
        Power Armour Was The Imposter

    
    
    
    
                His chaingun revved up again and I threw myself down on the ground once more, the bullets from his weapon once again tearing through the space I had been occupying just moments ago.

Crap, crap, crap… How the hell am I supposed to deal with this guy?!

I only have a rifle and a blaster for crying out loud! Neither of these could pierce through that armour even if I was shooting him at point blank range!!

And since my ship was docked outside the freighter, it’s not like I can lure him to it and use my ship’s guns to obliterate him!!

Wait… Outside…

This is a loading bay, which means that there must be a way for these containers to be loaded in here in the first place…

That’s it! There must be a loading bay door that leads to the outside! I can vent him out into space if I could open those doors and disable the atmospheric shield that would protect things in here from being sucked outside!

I could use my Codex to obtain wireless control over the console panel and activate the doors after getting to a safe location!

But… Amber’s still outside and if I do that, she would most likely be caught up in that as well…

Argh!! Think, think, think!!

My eyes landed on the corpse of the gang member that I had killed with the pencil and an idea slowly formed in my head.

Under the hail of bullets, I crawled over to the body and slowly dragged it towards the shattered window, waiting for him to stop shooting.

I wondered if he would actually be a retard and empty all his bullets while I was hiding behind my cover. This would make my plan useless but it would certainly make it easier for me to deal with him.

As I had expected, the bullets stopped firing but I could still hear the whirl of the chaingun spinning and I had an idea what he was trying to do.

I hefted the corpse of the gang member up so that the top half of his body appeared over the console.

Predictably, another hail of bullets were fired from the gun and literally tore the poor guy’s body to pieces.

I didn’t try to keep the body upright and simply let the corpse crash down on the ground next to me while I covered my head protectively.

A laugh came from the guy in the power armour, “Hahaha! Looks like even your friend couldn’t save you Amber! Didn’t think you would meet your end here, did you?”

Amber spat back in response, “And how sad that a former Merc like you ended up being in such a pathetic state. Your crew is dead, your ship is blown up and you’re stuck in this disabled freighter with nowhere else to go.”

“Oh, that’s where you’re wrong you bitch. Didn’t you just give me the perfect escape pod? Your little ship that’s docked with the freighter! In fact, I could also claim your little friend’s ship too! You coming here actually made my situation even better!”

“Fuck you… You’re a disgrace to us Mercs. And to think you were a Gold rank too.”

Ah… That guy in the power armour must be that Voidshade guy… Guess after he escaped to the freighter, he put on that power armour and used it to ambush Amber.

Also, while they were busy talking, I had already linked the console to my Codex and I had full control over the entire room using my Codex.

Now I just need to be able to get Amber out of here before opening the loading bay doors.

I was actually half hoping that he might get out of the power armour now that he thought I was dead but either he did not want to or he was afraid of facing Amber without it since he started stomping his way towards her.

“How does it feel, Amber? Some hotshot Merc you are who got done in by me of all people! You know what? I’m not going to kill you, how about you join me instead? I’ll even let you keep your ship! Of course I’ll be the captain of it and you can spend your days kneeling by my feet as my pet!”

“Hmpn… Can’t get a girl of your own without using force? I should have known you were that pathetic.”

“Oh now you’ve done it, you think I’m going to just kill you? No, no, no… I am going to thoroughly enjoy using your body before I take you away with me as my slave. I think that would be a more fitting end for you, don’t you think?”

I already managed to make my way back to the door while they were talking, keeping out of sight by moving from cover to cover.

Peeking around the corner, I found Amber still seated with her back against the container, the blonde haired Merc looking quite resigned despite the words she was spouting.

“Oh please… I wouldn’t want you to humiliate yourself further. Bet that you can’t even last three seconds with me given how inexperienced you are.”

Voidshade growled, “I will break you, you bitch.”

“Hahaha… Says the guy needing a power armour of all things to fight a weak little Merc like me.”

“Say what you will, but it still doesn’t change your situation. I’m going to--”

I tapped on my Codex right as he reached the same place that the container fell on him, activating the crane once more to detach the claw on the crane.

There was a soft hiss before the claw dropped down towards the ground, smashing onto the destroyed container and bouncing towards that bastard.

I took that opportunity to dash out of cover and ran towards Amber, spotting Voidshade throwing his arms up in surprise as the claw rolled on top of him.

Unfortunately, the claw did not crush him and he managed to catch onto the claw with both hands, though that also meant he needed to drop the minigun he was holding.

Amber was clearly surprised to see me as her eyes widened when I reached her.

“Te… Tera?”

“No time to explain, let’s get out of here!”

I picked her up in a princess carry and started running back to the exit, risking a look over my shoulder to see Voidshade shoving the claw aside to turn his head towards me.

Even though I couldn’t see his face since it was hidden behind his helmet, I could tell that he was definitely pissed.

He started moving towards his dropped minigun and I realised I didn’t have time to reach the door before he would reach his gun and fire at us.

I changed my direction quickly and went towards the walkway in between the door and Voidshade, hiding both Amber and myself behind the metal railing of the walkway.

Amber looked like she wanted to say something but I was already tapping on my Codex frantically to open the loading bay doors.

There was a loud hiss followed by a metallic groan as a giant part of the wall on my right started to slide open.

Amber must have realised what I wanted to do since she grabbed onto the railing while her other hand held on to me.

I tapped on the button to disable the atmospheric shield and just managed to move my hands to hug the railing as the air started being sucked out through the still opening doors.

Things started flying past us as a torrent of air was being vented out into space, blowing up a storm within the loading bay.

I fought to keep myself anchored but I found the lower half of my body slowly lifting up towards the air.

Amber was not in a better position either as she too started to lift into the air, using only one hand to hold on to our lifeline.

Voidshade was also sliding towards the open doors but it was a slow process, which told me he most likely had some kind of magnetic boots on it or something.

The good thing was that his minigun had been sucked out before he could grab it so he had no way of shooting at us at the moment.

That was when Amber let out a groan and I noticed that she was bleeding from her side.

The pain from the wound must be causing her to loosen her grip on the railing and I quickly grabbed her arm with my right hand just before she lost her grip on the railing.

I almost lost my own grip as well when I jerked her back from flying off into space, gritting my teeth as I held on for dear life.

I turned to look at Voidshade who was desperately trying to find something to hold on to to prevent himself from flying out.

Too bad he had nothing and his fate was inevitable

Then a loud crash came from in front of him and one of the containers flipped and smashed into him, causing his power armour to lose its grip on the deck and sending him flying off out the door.

Ok… Objective achieved… Now how the hell do I reach for my Codex to stop this?

Err… Err… Voice commands?

“Codex! Turn on the atmospheric shielding!!”

Nothing happened.

Fuuuuck! Why isn’t there a voice function on this thing?!

I could even see the button needed to tap on the screen to turn it on right there!!

Fuck fuck fuck!! Can I use something else to tap the button?! Fuck it, let’s do this!

I gritted my teeth and pulled Amber closer to me until my wrist was close to my face.

I then stuck out my tongue and used it to touch the button on the screen.

Almost immediately, the gale stopped and both Amber and I fell on the ground.

Ok… Ok…

We’re alive…

Fuck yeah.

            

    
        Patching Amber Up

    
    
    
    
                I had to take a moment to catch my breath before the groan from Amber reminded me that she was not in perfect shape.

"Amber! Are you alright?!" I cried out, going to her side quickly.

"Nnghh… I'll live. Bastard just took me by surprise… Or else… Ughh… Fuck… That hurts like a bitch…"

"Ok, you definitely do not look alright. There must be a medical bay on this ship right? Let's get you fixed up there!"

For a large ship like this where the crew are expected to stay on board for long periods of time, it should make sense that there would be at least one medical facility on board.

Amber was just groaning while clutching her side in my arms so I doubt I could depend on her to point me to a direction right now.

I picked her up once more in a princess carry and tried to look for signs that would point me towards the infirmary.

Since I came from the back of the ship and didn't see any medical facilities or even signs pointing to one… It should be deeper inside the freighter right?

I started running to the other side of the loading bay, weaving through what's left of the interior after venting all that stuff out into space.

It seems like fate was on my side because I spotted a sign near the door and one of them had the words 'Medical Bay' with an arrow pointing upwards beside it.

I rushed through the door and out into a corridor before eventually finding the mentioned room easily enough.

It was just a simple white room with three beds in one corner and what I assume to be the doctor's desk on the other side with some cabinets behind it.

Right as I placed her on the bed, I stopped to realise that I was not a doctor. What the fuck was I supposed to do even after bringing her here?

It's not like they have healing items like in the game right? I can't just use some medpack and expect her health bar to recover!

Err… Ok… Calm down… I suppose the first thing I should do is to inspect the wound…

I took off her jacket and lifted her top to expose her side, revealing a rather large gash across her waist.

Ah, at least it wasn't a bullet wound because I most definitely don't have the skill to operate on her to extract a bullet out of her body.

I'm guessing that Voidshade guy only started shooting his minigun at her after she had found cover behind the container.

"How… How bad is it?" She asked.

"Well… You were telling the truth. It's not that serious but you certainly lost quite a bit of blood so hold still."

Alright, I can at least deal with this…

I went towards the cabinet behind the desk since that was where I guessed the medical supplies were. Sure enough, I found several bottles there and started rummaging through it to find something to clean the wound with.

It took me a while since I literally had to read every single label on those bottles to find a bottle of disinfectant before moving to get the rest of the materials I needed including some gauze and bandages.

Running back to Amber, I cleaned up the wound as best as I could and then started dressing it with the bandages.

I had to make her sit up for that but it seems like she still had enough strength to do that.

"There… That should do it. Though I would still ask you to visit a doctor once we get back to the station."

Amber turned to face me, "You… Did not leave me behind…"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Did you want me to?"

"Not really… But I would think that any other Merc… In your position would have done exactly that… Nnghh… Who would even try to… Fight a power armour on their own?"

I shrugged, "I dunno, someone crazy I guess?"

She giggled but groaned from the pain of doing so almost immediately.

"Ouch… Hehe… Tera, you are a treasure, do you know that?"

I grinned at her, "Feel free to worship me, I don't mind."

"Ha… Haha… You saved my life… You came back for me… You know what? I think I just might do that…"

"Even with a wound like that, you can still make jokes huh. I think it's a little late to ask this but is the ship clear? I found two more guys on the way to you so do you think there's more hiding around the ship?"

Amber winced as she reached her hand towards her jacket and pulled out a small device that she activated.

"The freighter has an inbuilt… Life signs scanning system… They sometimes transport live animals so they use that to… Ugh… Track them in case of a breakout…"

The device then showed a two dimensional map of the ship and two dots appeared and started blinking on the screen. One of them must be Amber while the other must be me.

"Looks like we cleared out the ship," I concluded, prompting Amber to deactivate the device and let out a sigh.

"Seems like it… That means we did it… Yay…"

I chuckled, "So do we report in or what?"

"Yeah… I just sent the client a message that their ship is ready for pickup… They should be sending someone to retrieve it…"

"Do we need to stay here then?"

"Unn… Until they come, yeah… Shouldn't need more than a day or two…"

I looked at her, "You definitely don't look like you're in any shape to fly your ship that's for sure."

"Just let me rest for a day… And I'll be ok. Don't you worry your tits about it… Hehehe…"

Well, the fact that she still had her sense of humour was a good sign I suppose.

"Do you want to rest here or should I carry you back to the ship?"

She looked at me, "Oh~ Are you going to carry me again? I certainly wouldn't mind… Being carried back to your ship~"

I rolled my eyes, "I meant back to yours."

She pouted, "But I'm an injured lady… Shouldn't I rest in a comfortable bed? And you know… I think I need to be nursed too…"

"Hmm… Since you can talk that much, I suppose you're well enough to go back to the ship on your own right? In that case, I'll just wait for you back on the ship~"

I was expecting her to bite back with another remark when she suddenly grabbed my shirt and pulled me into her embrace.

She hugged me tightly and whispered in my ear, "I am truly… Truly thankful, Tera… I… I owe you my life… Thank you. Please… Please don't leave…"

Ah, so she's actually just embarrassed?

No… Her hands are actually trembling…

I see… She was actually quite frightened and thought she was actually going to die during the encounter with Voidshade.

I hugged her back and patted her head, "There, there. It's ok now, you don't need to worry anymore. I'm not going to abandon you, ok?"

A soft sob escaped from her lips and she held me even tighter.

"You… You only know me for a while… How… Why are you willing to do all that for me?"

"Hey, hey… You guided me around the city and even taught me the basics of being a Merc when you didn't have to as well. Besides, you made me your partner right? I'm not going to just abandon you after that."

"Thank you… Thank you…"

I continued to console her while she sobbed quietly into my shoulder.

I guess despite her appearance, she still has a vulnerable side huh?

She did tell me about her past partnerships which I assume played a part in this, but well… I certainly wouldn't abandon her after she had placed her trust in me.

I stayed with her until she fell asleep, the exhaustion must have caught up with her and she drifted off to dreamworld.

Since there weren't any other gang members on board, I suppose that it was safe for us to spend the night on the freighter instead of the ship so I left her there.

Now, I have something else important to do…

It's time to start looting those bodies!

There were so many gang members that Amber defeated on the way here! Though it was a shame that I couldn't loot that power armour from that Voidshade guy, I could still loot everyone else that was on the freighter!

Actually… I could also fly out on my ship later and pick apart the wreckage of his ship to see if there is anything valuable there too.

Maybe I'll get lucky and find his corpse floating in space and loot that too!

I was thinking of also looting the containers that had been vented out into space but something tells me the client wouldn't be happy to hear that I helped myself to the things they were transporting on the freighter.

I'm already hoping that they don't mind that I sent half of their things in the loading bay out into space so let's just not push my luck.

I guess I'll just be satisfied with the loot from the gang members instead.

Now… Let's start the looting!

            

    
        The Hole She Crawled Out Of

    
    
    
    
                I docked my ship back on the freighter after finishing looting around the space outside said freighter.

Aside from some precious metals that I found on Voidshade’s half destroyed ship, I didn’t really find anything else that was valuable both outside and inside the freighter.

I did gather up the gang members’ weapons at least, thinking that they should at least sell for something.

Interestingly… They didn’t have any Credit Chips on them. I’m guessing Voidshade’s was on his person since I didn’t find any on his ship either. Or maybe they all floated out into space from the hole I left in his ship.

Speaking of… I wonder if I could sell his ship for scrap or something? I’m kind of curious how it still managed to fly with a hole through its hull for several more moments before finally losing control.

As my ship started the docking procedures on the freighter, I walked out of my ship’s store room where I had dumped the weapons I took from the gang members. I intend to split the profits of selling these away with Amber since she was the one who defeated most of them anyway.

I stepped back into the freighter, wondering if this ship had a mess hall or cooking facilities that I could make use of to make some food for Amber and myself. Otherwise I might need to bring her back to my ship to eat instead.

I was walking back to the infirmary to check on Amber when I heard a groan and sounds of sobbing when I got closer to my destination.

Fearing that something might have happened to Amber, I started running until I found her in the corridor leaning against the wall for support.

What was she doing out here? Wasn’t she supposed to be sleeping inside?

“Amber?!” I called out as I rushed to her side, wondering just what made her get out of the infirmary and had her sobbing like that.

She looked up when she heard me and that seemed to make her start crying even more for some reason.

“Tera… Tera… Sob…”

“What’s wrong? What happened? Why are you outside here?”

“I thought… I woke up… And I thought… I didn’t see you… Sniff…”

I pieced two and two together, “You thought I abandoned you and ran off?”

She nodded before hugging me tightly to her.

Wow… For her to have such a big reaction to this… I’m guessing that something like this must have happened in the past before where she actually got abandoned or something.

I patted her and made soothing noises as she calmed down, “It’s ok, I’m here. I just went out to gather the loot for us.”

That got her attention somewhat as she looked up at me, “Our… Sniff… Our loot?”

“Yeah. You killed those gang members right? I went to see if they had any loot on them, though I would say the most valuable thing they had was their weapons. I took those and stored them on my ship to sell later and split the profits after that. I hope you don’t mind?”

She blinked a few times before giggling softly, “Ehehe… You were… Ehehehe… Doing it for me?”

I patted her head, “You were the one who fought your way through an entire freighter of enemies after all and even got hurt for it. I think this was the least I could do after that.”

“Ehehehe… Tera… Ehehehe…”

Well, at least she wasn’t crying anymore so that’s good.

“Let’s get you back to bed, shall we? You’re still recovering right now,” I suggested.

Instead of agreeing, she tightened her grip on me and shook her head, “Could we… Stay together for a while? I… I want to stay near you.”

Oh dear, why is she so cute?

“Alright, but let’s get you into bed first. I’ll stay with you there ok?”

She nodded.

I picked up the blonde haired Merc in my arms and brought her back to the infirmary before laying her back down on the bed. I then pulled up a chair beside her and settled down within arm’s reach of her.

When I did so, she was blushing up to her ears, probably feeling embarrassed from how she had been acting so far.

“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked, intentionally keeping the subject vague.

She hesitated so I quickly added, “It’s fine if you don’t want to, I just thought that maybe you wanted to talk about it so I asked.”

Amber shook her head, “No… It’s fine… You deserve to know… I just… Don’t know where to start…”

I waited patiently as she took a few deep breaths before looking at me while she shifted to sit up with her back against the headboard.

“I… I had a mentor when I first started out. She taught me how to survive out here on my own… I thought she cared for me and… Well I suppose she did for a time but more as a… Nevermind, that’s not important. But well, I thought she actually really saw me as one of her own… Until she stabbed me in the back and left me to die.”

She hugged her legs to her chest, “We were pinned down at a station, almost like what happened with Voidshade… She made a plan where we would split up to have a better chance to survive and meet back on the ship… I trusted her and… And… When I got there, the ship was already flying off… She used me as bait to escape on her own.”

Ouch…

Amber then leaned her chin on her knees and her hair tumbled around her face, hiding a part of it from view.

“At first, I thought she had no choice but to escape and would come back for me later… So I hid myself and waited… I waited and waited… Nine days passed before she came back and I really thought she came back for me. I had nothing to eat or drink all that time when she found me and do you know what was the first thing she said when she saw me in that state?”

I shook my head.

“She said ‘What a waste, should have sold her to slavers when I still had the chance’... Then she took my Credit Chips and left without even checking if I was still alive.”

Double ouch… 

She chuckled mirthlessly, “Ehehe… I think I got so angry that I refused to die that day and crawled out of the hole I was hiding out of pure spite. I remember surviving on garbage in that stupid station before I managed to stow myself away on a ship to escape from there and sign myself up as a Merc.”

Geez… I didn’t think that the blonde haired Merc I met casually tossing guys away back in the Mercenary Guild had a past like this…

I couldn’t help but reach out and pulled her into a hug, “It’s ok, I’m not going to leave you here like she did ok? We’re partners, remember? I’ll watch your back from now on, you don’t need to worry about that anymore.”

I’m going to be honest, having her as my partner would also be very beneficial to me since she has shown herself to be trustworthy so far. I’m honestly at a big disadvantage here since there’s a lot of things about this universe that I don’t know about and having a guide is better than not having one.

At least I have someone to depend on that could help me navigate through the social norms and even teach me the common sense here or I might be seen as some kind of retard.

But I’ll also be lying if I say that I didn’t at least feel a little bit attracted to her.

She is quite an attractive woman and all the skinship we have been having is… Ahem… Quite nice.

Now all I need to know is how I could get myself a dick or something so that I can play around with it.

Hey, I want what I want, I’m not going to be shy about it.

She already said that she wouldn’t mind doing it with me so why would I be rejecting her advances? I was just being cautious since I wasn’t sure how things worked in this universe yet and whether she was trying to honeytrap me or something.

Not gonna lie, I speak from experience for the last one. Still pissed about that to this day.

Amber hugged me back and sniffled into my chest, “Really? You… Won’t leave me? You won’t abandon me?”

“Really.”

“Really, really?”

“Really, really.”

“... I love you, Tera…”

“I think that’s a little bit too fast for now so how about we start off as partners first?”

She giggled, “Ehehe~ Does that mean I’ll have to do my best to seduce you? Or can I already get you into the same bed?”

“I don’t have a dick though.”

She peeked at me, “Oh… You want one?”

“Kind of?”

“That’s easy to solve. There’s even a Gene Splice Clinic back at Theeve station, we could probably go and get one for you when we return.”

Woah, wait… That easily? You mean I could just walk in and walk out with a dick just like that?

You know what, I’m not going to question it. Let’s do it.

            

    
        First Hustle Complete

    
    
    
    
                Amber insisted we sleep in the same room that night and we did, so I took one of the other beds in the infirmary for myself.

Morning came and I found Amber looking at me from her bed, the blonde haired Merc smiling at me when she saw I was awake.

“Morning Tera~ Did you sleep well?”

I smiled back at her, “Good enough I guess. Were you up for long?”

“Hmm~ I kind of lost track of time since I was too distracted~” She giggled before stretching herself lazily. “I don't mind if you want to sleep  for a while more though.”

I see she's back to her normal self at least. I was a little concerned that she might have changed completely after what happened yesterday and I wouldn't know how I should interact with her.

She swung her legs out of bed and stood up, “I got a message earlier by the way. They told me they already sent some guys to pick up the ship so we can expect them to be here in a few more hours.”

I got out of bed myself, “Mmm… How is your wound?”

She poked her side with a finger, “There's still pain if I stretch a little too much but better than yesterday at least.”

I'm actually surprised that she would recover that much in just one night, maybe people in this universe just healed faster or something?

I decided not to question it and got dressed myself, ignoring Amber who was unashamedly staring at me.

I have a habit of sleeping topless and that habit still stayed with me even now so she was enjoying the sight of my bare tits as I pulled my shirt over my head after clipping on my bra.

I decided to take a page out of her own book and smirked at her, “Liked what you see?”

“Of course~ You could do it slowly if you want next time~”

I giggled before putting on my boots, “So, what do you want for--”

I did not finish my words before I got interrupted by a distinct ‘ping’ sound.

It took me a moment to realise it came from Amber's personal terminal as the Merc picked it up with an annoyed expression to check it.

Her eyes scanned through the contents of the screen before letting out a sigh, “It seems like they are reaching here soon.”

‘They’?

Oh, she must be talking about the client's people. But didn't she say that they would take a few more hours?

Maybe they misjudged the timing?

Oh who cares, I'd be glad to be getting off this ship and return to the station soon.

And no, it’s not just because of the Gene mod thing, but I got a notification on my Codex yesterday that the pirate ship I had put up for sale actually sold for two point eight million Credits.

Lower than what I hoped but that still meant I got two point seven million Credits which is still quite a lot of money.

And you know what happens when you get that much money?

You spend it irresponsibly of course!!

…

Kidding, kidding.

But there are quite a number of things I would like to buy for sure.

The first things are better equipment for myself and also see what upgrades could be done for my ship.

I’m holding off on buying a new ship right now since Amber already told me that the better ship models would be found elsewhere instead of here and I wouldn’t be able to get a good ship with this amount of Credits anyway.

I actually thought about the possibility of getting myself some power armour or something because of that run in with Voidshade but I realised that I would have nowhere to store that power armour even if I got one.

I guess I’ll just look for equipment that would help me take out power armour instead.

Amber closed her personal terminal and put on her own jacket with another sigh, “I guess we should prepare to leave then. I would rather just meet them outside in our ships instead of on the freighter.”

“That reminds me… What are we going to do with the dead bodies and the cargo that got ejected?”

She shrugged, “None of our business. The job this time was to locate and secure the freighter. Nothing in the hustle mentioned anything about cleaning up the ship or keeping the integrity of the ship’s cargo.”

So they can be that specific huh… I guess it’s something like extra services that Mercs like us could charge them for this or just something they would need to get others to deal with.

Both of us finished dressing ourselves and walked back to the docking bay.

I kept glancing at Amber because I was afraid that her wound might act up but she really seemed to be fine aside from a few instances where she would wince slightly when moving down or up steps.

She smirked at me, “What is it? Can’t keep your eyes off of me?”

I chuckled, “Maybe~ I can’t help it when there’s a beautiful girl near me, can I?”

She made a face at me, “Please don’t say something cheesy like that… Oh my god… I felt my hair stand up from that.”

“Seriously though, are you sure you’re well enough to be walking around? Last I remembered, your face was so pale and you were so weak you struggled to get to the corridor.”

“Really, I’m ok, Tera. It just hurts a little now. Give me another day and you’ll see that I’ll be back to normal soon enough.”

I really doubt a wound that deep could be healed in just two days… I was already expecting her to be bedridden for at least a week or two before she could walk on her own, but here she was walking along like all she had was a light sprain in her leg.

Is this really something normal in this universe?

Seeing that she’s the one with the most experience being a Merc between the two of us, I figured that she would know this the best anyway and kept my mouth shut.

Though that did not stop me from monitoring her in case she was actually putting up a front this entire time.

We managed to board our own ships without any issue and we detached ourselves from the freighter, hovering nearby while waiting for the retrieval team to arrive.

Since there weren't any more threats, I connected to her comms and we chatted while we waited.

“So what actually happened to the freighter anyway? Why was it just stuck here?”

Amber let out a bark of laughter, “Ahahaha! If you can believe it, those Underdog guys actually don’t even know how to fly a ship in the first place! Pretty obvious if you think about it, since they were just a small group of crooks that survived on the station and never really owned a ship before. Voidshade probably gave them a crash course on how to control it but someone must have fucked up somewhere and flew the freighter straight into an asteroid and blew out its engines.”

I grimaced, “And they were trying to fix it or something?”

“Yeah, but you can imagine how well that was going considering none of them knew how to maintain and repair a ship either. I’m just surprised that Voidshade even stuck around instead of just abandoning them since it’s obvious they were fucked. Unless they didn’t know about the tracker of course.”

“Pretty bad luck for him huh?”

“No kidding. Idiot thought he would have a better life by living without any rules as a pirate and fucked up his very first heist. He could have just retired and lived modestly but apparently he thought that wasn’t enough. Too bad for him.”

“Does this happen often? Like Mercs turning to pirates I mean?” I asked.

She made a face at me through the video call, “More often than anyone would like. Frankly, being a Merc doesn’t exactly guarantee you a good life. There are some who feel that they are too restricted by rules, some who find the pay inadequate because of their lack of skill, and others who end up having no choice because of a single bad decision.”

“What do you mean by a bad decision?”

She pointed at me, “Like for example, your ship gets blown up but you manage to escape with your life and a gun but not enough money to buy a new ship. What are you going to do? Work in a shop somewhere in a desolate station?”

“Ugh… I get it… They would rather just go and resort to piracy to try and regain their lost wealth.”

“Bingo~ Pretty stupid choice if you ask me since there’s always the alternative of joining another Mercenary group and working your way back up. But some are just too proud for that. Oh, they’re here.”

At the same time as she said that, my computer started giving me the notification of a ship moving closer and sure enough, it was the retrieval team.

Since Amber was the leader for this job, I let her talk to them and things went about as we expected and we were given the clearance to fly back to the station and our job was complete.

I’d say that was a pretty interesting first job for me.

            

    
        Harems Are Normal Here, Duh

    
    
    
    
                Amber was acting a little weirdly while we were travelling back to the station.

What I meant by that was that she was especially touchy during our entire trip, like she would hold my arm, hug me from behind or even grope my boobs.

Well, I’m not stupid, especially when I already know that she apparently doesn’t mind sleeping with me so I knew exactly what she was trying to do.

But you know… I don’t really want my first time in this universe to just be a one night stand since I’d think--

“Hey Tera?”

I paused my action of tasting my cooking and turned to look at the blonde haired Merc, “What is it?”

“I love you.”

I almost dropped the saucer I was using to taste the food and Amber giggled after seeing my reaction.

I scowled at her, “Don’t even joke about that.”

“Oh, but I wasn’t joking though?”

“You’ve only known me for a few days, are you actually telling me that you fell in love with me in just that short amount of time?”

“Yes,” She answered without a hint of hesitation.

“Then I think you’re being too easy.”

“Come on, Tera. I’ve seen the way you look at me, I know you’re interested too. Besides, I’ll just say that you’re really, really charming and I’ve been completely charmed.”

“Maybe… But love is too strong a word for me to use for my own feelings right now.”

Amber hummed, “But not for me though~ I know we haven’t been together long… Hell, neither of us even know much about each other at this point. But I’ve done some thinking and I realised that if I were to imagine the both of us going our separate ways after this… I would be quite sad.”

“Are you sure it’s not just the suspension bridge effect that’s making you feel that way?”

She rolled her eyes, “Please, it’s not my first time receiving help from someone and I’m not that easy.”

I gave her a pointed look.

She pouted, “You’re different, ok? And I really did think about it seriously!”

“Mmhmm… I suppose you did,” I sighed before turning back to my cooking. “I suppose you do want an answer to your confession?”

“No pressure though. I just thought that I would definitely regret it if I did not at least express my feelings before we reached the station.”

I took a sip of the stew that I was making.

Hmm… Too sweet…

I added some other things to it while I responded to Amber’s confession, “I would be lying if I said I was not attracted to you… But you know that my memories are kind of fucked at the moment right? What are you going to do if it turns out I’m actually married to someone else?”

“Huh? Why would that be a problem? I’ll just join your harem then?”

…

I turned back to her, “What?”

She blinked at me, “What? I’m the one who wants you more than you want me right? I have no problems being part of your harem if it comes to it. If I wasn’t serious about this, I would not have confessed.”

“No, no, no… Wait… Err… Harem?”

“Yes? Why?”

“Is it normal to have harems?”

She narrowed her eyes at me, “What time period are your memories from? Ever since humanity and the Inucanians got together, harems have been a thing. They fought pretty hard for it too, you know?”

“Do… Do you not mind that I have someone else? Wait… Does that mean that you would have someone else aside from me?”

“No, silly. I said I’ll join your harem didn’t I? Not that I would be in an open relationship with you.”

I pointed at her, “And you’re completely ok with being in a relationship of unequal standing like that?”

“Unequal? What are you… Tera. Do I need to say it again? I love you. I want to be with you for the rest of my life and no one else. Didn’t you say that you won’t abandon me? So even if your harem expands, I would still be with you right?”

“I won’t but… I seriously don’t know how this works… According to my own memories, monogamy was the norm…”

“Oh gods, I’ll just let you know that a war almost broke out to make harems the norm. I’m not even kidding… Those Maochattians were very serious about it, more than the Innucanians some would say.”

“But what if… I had like nine other partners? Won’t you feel jealous?”

She shrugged, “Why would I be? More people, more fun. And it’s just a testament to the fact that you are extremely desirable and I’m one of the fortunate ones to be able to be part of your harem.”

“And you’re fine with me taking more partners?”

She raised a finger, “Oh I’ll be clear, I definitely wouldn’t want you to just start fucking anyone and everyone, only people who I think deserve your attention. Alright?”

Ah, so there’s the limit.

I guess having multiple lovers is ok as long as the lovers are fine with each other or something?

Whatever, I’m not going to question how a relationship like that works but now I know one of the norms of this universe that was different from my original universe at least.

Sounds like this might be something that I would want to search up the history of how it came to be, especially the part where she said that a war almost broke out for this.

Like really? People actually threatened war to normalise harems? Just what happened to lead to that?

I shrugged, “I am ok with that. I’m not someone who just sleeps around, as you might have surmised.”

She grinned, “You have no idea how much I wish that you were the opposite right now. And yes, I would want to sleep with you right now if you are up for it.”

“Ok… I just want to check if most people are also as forward as you are or that is just you?”

Amber crossed her leg, “I would like to say that it’s just me, but that wouldn’t be true~ I’m of course not counting the people who would just try and rape you, because that’s still a thing and it could happen.”

“Good to know… So er… I’m not against starting a relationship with you and--”

“Alright! Then you wouldn’t mind me doing this then!” She interrupted me before I could finish my words.

I turned to see just what she had in mind and almost choked on my spit when she stripped off her top and tossed it aside, giving me a full view of her tits.

“What the hell?”

“What?! I have to do something to seduce you, don't I? So is it working?”

I’ll admit that it was… Just a little bit… But I won’t say that out loud of course.

I ignored her and turned back to my stew, concentrating on my cooking instead.

Amber giggled behind me, obviously knowing that her little stunt there had an effect on me but she at least wasn’t pushing it.

“Hehe~ So I guess that’s official now. Please take care of me, Tera~”

“Ahem… Likewise.”

That kind of felt a little weird, but well… I didn’t think I would end up being in a relationship just like that.

“It might be a bit too late to ask this, but I suppose it’s better now than later,” Amber continued, her voice suddenly turning serious.

I thought that she was going to talk to me about the job we just did or something serious until the next words came out of her mouth.

“Are you a top or a bottom?”

…

“Top…”

“Hehehe~ I thought you might be~ Well then, push me down whenever you like in that case~ I’ll welcome your advances.”

“Well… I err… Think I’ll hold off on that until I get myself a dick…”

“Oh~ You want me to be the first one you use that on, don’t you? Kinky. I like it~”

I’m just stalling for time to be honest… But whatever, sure.

“Do you have a family then?” I asked, changing the topic.

I was worried that I might need to deal with family drama or something later on so I thought I’d ask to be sure.

There was a moment of silence and I thought she did not hear me. I was going to ask the question again but then she answered with a rather low voice.

“Not anymore…”

Ah shit… Did I step on a landmine?

As though she realised what I was thinking, she quickly added, “Ah! You don’t need to worry about it! It’s nothing serious! Really! I’m not that hung up about it so err… I’m more concerned about whether you have a family, Tera!”

I shrugged, “From what I can recall, I don’t think I have any immediate ones at least. And I don’t think I actually have another partner either so you’re actually my first.”

“Ehehehe~ Her first~”

“Did you say something?”

“Huh? Oh! Nothing! Is the food done yet? I’m starving!”

I tasted the stew again and found it to be perfect this time so I scooped some out into two bowls and both Amber and I shared another meal together.

I guess this is going to be the norm for us from now on?

            

    
        To The Gene Clinic

    
    
    
    
                My ship pulled into the station's hangar and landed in one of the docking bays.

On my right, I could see Amber's ship also completing her docking procedures at the same time as I did.

It was a little unfortunate but I had to give up on trying to sell Voidshade's ship since I couldn't tow it back with me. If I had a bigger ship, I might have been able to do it but not with my Heavy Fighter alone.

Oh well, I doubt it would sell for much anyway since it was basically scrap at that point.

I tapped on the control screens to finish up my own docking process and lock up my ship before heading to the ramp, a little surprised to see Amber already waiting outside with a grin on her face.

"Welcome back~ Hehehe~ I always wanted to try saying that."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Did you really rush over here just to say that?"

"Ahahaha! Maybe I did~ So you got your things ready to go?"

I nodded, showing her the Codex on my wrist.

We had already received the rewards for completing the job while we were on the way back and Amber had transferred my share for the job as well. Now, it was time to go shopping!

She beckoned, "Alright then, let's go! Do you want to look for your equipment first, upgrade your ship first, or maybe the Gene Splice clinic first?"

"If you don't mind, I'd like to check out the clinic first."

"Oh~ Can't wait?"

"More so I would know how much money I'll be left with afterwards."

I don't really know the standard prices for these kinds of things here after all… For all I know, these gene mods might cost a million Credits or more.

As much as I want a dick for myself, I don't really want to blow all the money I have on just obtaining that.

Amber raised an eyebrow at me, "Looking for something fancy are we? Hehe~ That's alright, let's go then."

I stepped off my ship's ramp and followed behind her, walking through the customs checkpoint without any problems.

This time, she led me to another part of the city that we've never been to before and even I could tell that this part of the station didn't look very civilised.

I suppose the fact that there's several groups of thugs gathered around various street corners and even a group of them currently beating up some guy in an alley pretty much showed that fact.

I really wanted to ask if a Gene Splice clinic located in such a place was any good but I figured that she would know better than I do so I kept my mouth shut.

As we walked past one particular group of three thugs, one of them suddenly grabbed me by the wrist and stopped me.

"Hey, where do you think you're going? Did you think you could just walk around our turf without at least a greeting?"

My other hand immediately went to my holster, preparing to draw my blaster on him but someone else moved faster than I did.

Amber's foot went straight in between his legs with a resounding crack before grabbing him by the head and smashing her knee into his face.

While the guy was stumbling back, she swept her leg to kick him down before stomping on his foot, breaking it with a snap.

I was just staring at the sight in a mixture of shock and awe. Shock at how merciless she was and awed by how effective and quick her response was.

The friends of the guy who grabbed me took another second to react, all of them seemingly reaching for something but stopped when Amber pulled out her pistol first.

"Try it and I blow your fucking brains out," She threatened.

The two remaining guys slowly brought their hands into the air grudgingly.

One of them widened his eyes suddenly, "Fucking hell dude… It's Golden Amber…"

Amber turned to the guy that spoke, "I see there's at least one who's not completely stupid. Touch my lover again and I'll wipe your entire fucking crew, you got that?"

The two guys nodded quickly, ignoring their friend who was rolling around on the ground in pain.

Amber then grabbed my hand, intentionally entwining her fingers with mine before strutting off.

I waited until we were out of earshot before whispering, "Golden Amber?"

She hid her face with her hand, "Ugh… One of my monikers back then when I was still a land-bound Merc… It's honestly quite embarrassing."

I giggled and looked at her hair, "I like it though~ I can see how that came to be at least."

She brushed her blonde hair aside, "Mmm… Well I don't mind you saying it~ Anyway, come on. It's just a little more--"

Two digital 'ping' sounds interrupted her, one from my Codex and the other seemingly from Amber's personal terminal.

Both of us reflexively reached for our own terminals to display the message we just received.

'Ongoing Robbery at Mara's Gene Clinic. Open Hustle.'

Err… What's this? Some kind of news report or something? Why did I even receive this?

Amber grabbed my hand again, this time with more force and urgency than the previous one, "We need to go! That's where we are heading to!"

She started to run and I had to sprint to keep up with her.

"What was that message?" I asked.

"Shit… I guess I didn't tell you about this… I'll explain later but we need to get there. The owner… I know the owner."

Well, that's all I needed to know.

Both of us sprinted through the streets, ignoring the gazes of everyone around us as we ran past them.

I was already doing my best to keep up with her and yet Amber didn't seem to be that winded at all. In fact, she seemed to be intentionally holding herself back from running as fast as she could so that she didn't leave me behind.

I wanted to tell her to go ahead but the sound of gunshots rang through the air before I could.

Amber then went on a full sprint towards the direction of the gunshots, even leaping over several people when they got in the way.

I did my best to catch up to her, using the sound of the gunshots as my guide.

Incidentally, the people around didn't even seem that concerned by the gunshots. Sure, there were some people who were obviously moving away from the location but quite a number were just going about their day like nothing weird was happening.

Things like this happen often enough for people to ignore it huh?

I reached the location after another minute of running, only to be greeted by a literal battlefield.

The clinic seemed to be a rather modest two storey building in an alleyway and there were several dead bodies littered at the front of said clinic. The doors of the clinic had been shut with a metal graille and those guys seemed to be in the midst of trying to break open the graille before they were shot dead.

Amber was literally jumping and flipping around the alley, shooting at the remaining thugs that were still there.

I didn't get to see how she fought those gang members back on the freighter but now I was at a loss of words at the scene in front of me.

I quickly returned to my senses when one of the thugs fired a shot that almost hit me, though that wouldn't really have mattered since I had a personal shield anyway.

I pulled out my blaster and went to flank the thugs that were shooting at Amber, lining up my gun to aim at the one closest to me.

Squeezing the trigger, I saw the plasma ball fly true and hit my target in the back of the head, the thug falling to the ground like a puppet that had its strings cut.

That was when I realised something…

It wasn't even that long ago that I felt nauseous when I first fought against those pirates when they came on my ship, yet now I'm fine with not only shooting and killing people but also looting them afterwards…

Am I going back to treating this like a game instead of real life?

Unfortunately, that line of thought will have to wait because I had to concentrate on the firefight since that shot made my presence known, prompting several of the thugs to turn their weapons at me.

I leapt behind a stack of crates and fired at one of them, hitting the man twice in the chest even before he could fully turn around.

The other thug let out a roar and fired his pistol at my cover, emptying his entire mag on me uselessly.

Once I heard the audible click of a spent magazine, I peeked out and shot him in the head with my blaster.

I was going to look for more enemies until I realised everyone else had been killed by Amber, the blonde Merc standing in the middle of an alley with her dual pistols raised in her hands.

… Did I ever say that she was hot?

            

    
        Mara's Gene Clinic

    
    
    
    
                Amber turned to see me coming out from behind my cover, giving me a nod of acknowledgement before holstering her pistols.

She then went up to knock against the graille that was littered with bullets imprinted on the metal, most likely the source of the gunshots that we first heard.

I'm guessing those thugs tried to literally shoot their way in.

"Mara?! Mara!! Are you ok?!"

A feminine voice came from what I assume to be an intercom at the side, "Amber? Didn't think you're still around. Are those assholes dealt with?"

"No, they're holding me hostage and demanding you to open up or they'll shoot me in the head," Amber drawled sarcastically. "Of course I dealt with them. Who do you think I am?"

"Hmph… That attitude of yours is going to land you in trouble one day, you're always--"

"Yeah, yeah. How about you open up first before you lecture me instead of doing it over the intercom?"

A grunt came from the speaker before the metal graille started to retract back into the ceiling.

As the door opened, a young woman with long, brown hair and cherry red lips appeared wearing a doctor's coat.

I'm gonna guess that this woman is Mara.

She looked at Amber with an expressionless face, "So you're really still alive huh? I'd thought how you disappeared for so long without even sending me a message that you already died in a ditch somewhere."

Amber grinned, "Right, I'll remember to send a postcard next time I got pinned down by some fucker in a power armour shooting at me with a minigun."

"What are you… You're serious? Hmph… This is what you get for always rushing into things."

"Hey! It's different now, I have a partner!"

Amber gestured in my direction and the doctor turned to narrow her eyes at me.

I thought she would say something snarky too but surprisingly, her features softened, "Apologies, I did not see you there. I'm Mara, what's your name?"

"Umm… Hello, I'm Tera. Nice to meet you."

She nodded before turning back to Amber, "She's too good for you."

Instead of objecting, Amber actually laughed, "I know right?! I think I used up my entire life's worth of luck just to be able to meet her!"

Mara sighed, "Tera, if this woman is blackmailing or threatening you, just let me know, I'll deal with her."

"Hey, hey! I did no such thing! I can be charming if I want to!"

"Mmhmm… With how many people you used to beat up and--"

"Ahhhhh!! That did not happen!! You shut up, Mara!"

"Oh? Talking back to me now huh? Did you think you're some big shot now that you're a Gold ranked Merc?"

"Ugh… I just saved your ass back there didn't I?"

Mara shrugged, "Not really, I just didn't want their blood in my clinic, otherwise I'd just let them in and kill them here instead."

"Still did the job, you owe the both of us."

Mara rolled her eyes and brought up her personal terminal to give it a few taps.

A short while later, a notification appeared on my Codex and I tapped on it to display it in front of me.

'Hustle Complete. 5000 Credits Transferred.'

Oh wow, five thousand each just for that? All I did was shoot two guys though? I don't think I should receive that much since Amber did most of the work here…

Mara then returned back to scowling at Amber, "So what did you really come here for? I doubt you would run all the way here just because I sent out that job request."

"Ah yeah… We're looking for some gene mods."

Mara blinked, "You? But didn't you say that you never want to mod yourself again?"

Oh, that's something I didn't know about her. Perhaps I'll ask her about it later?

Amber jerked her thumb in my direction, "I'm not the one getting the mods."

"Ah, I see," Mara nodded in understanding. "So you're looking for some Gene mods, Tera? You're in luck because it seems like recent events have ensured that my schedule is free for the rest of the day."

And as if to make sure I knew exactly which event she was referring to, she even nodded at the dead bodies that now littered outside her store.

She then gestured inside her store and we followed her in.

Despite how it looked like from the outside, the interior of the clinic was actually clean and immaculate.

It definitely wasn't on the level of a high class hotel or even a first class hospital, but it was still a well furnished and clean clinic.

The place we stepped into should be the waiting room, seeing that there was a row of chairs and a counter with two chairs facing it. The door at the back should lead to the doctor's office or whatever they call it.

But that wasn't the first thing I noticed though… The first thing I noticed were the three ceiling mounted machine gun turrets currently tracking me.

"Ah, sorry about that," Mara apologised, tapping on her personal terminal to return the turrets back into the ceiling to hide themselves from view.

"Having them out all the time would make customers nervous," She explained without me asking her about it.

She continued inside the clinic to take a seat behind the counter, gesturing at the two chairs in front of her.

"Since when do you work the counters?" Amber asked, taking a seat despite her question.

"As you can see, I had to give my receptionist the day off today or else I'd have to pay her for an entire day where no work is done."

"Wait, you expected this to happen already?"

"Of course, what do you think my second profession is?"

"Right… Information broker… Is that also the reason why you were targeted?"

"Hmph, if they didn't want people to know about where they kept their drugs, then maybe they shouldn't brag about it out in the streets. It didn't even need to be me who told others about it either, so they have no one to blame except for themselves."

Amber scoffed, "And you claim that I'm the rash one."

Mara pointed at the ceiling then at the door, "I am prepared. But you are not."

Amber grumbled but didn't say anything back. Instead, she simply leaned back in her chair and rested her feet on the table.

Mara ignored her as though she had seen her do that before and simply turned to address me, her demeanour already softening the moment she turned.

"Now, Tera, is there any specific mod you are looking for? I take it that you are a Merc so are you looking for something that would grant you an edge in combat? I have the latest EBD to enhance your bone density; the newly released MGE that allows you to possess a magnetic grip; or maybe you're looking for an SBO injection?"

I have absolutely no idea what those abbreviations meant but I at least know that they weren't anything I was looking for so I just went ahead and said it.

"I want a dick."

To her credit, Mara only blinked once before switching her sales pitch. In fact, she even went as far as to wave her hand over the counter to prompt several screens to pop up in front of me.

"I see. In that case, what type are you looking for? We have gene mods that can give you any kind of shape, size and colour you want. There's the human one, the horse one, there's also the Inucanis and Maochatte ones if you want them."

The screens in front of me were then filled with pictures and descriptions of various different shaped penises.

Each one even had a sensitivity and overall compatibility rating beside them, as though someone had gone ahead to test them out themselves.

"Err… The human one?" I told her, now feeling a little unsure because of all the options listed in front of me.

Heck, there was even one that could change it into a prehensile tentacle penis. Like… You can actually lengthen, shorten and wriggle it however you like kind of tentacle penis…

That honestly intrigued me for a moment but I decided that I should just go vanilla for now and maybe think about it later on if this ever comes up again.

For now, just get me a normal dick.

Mara nodded as though she had expected that choice, "Alright. Do you want a template or do you want a custom one?"

I raised an eyebrow, "What's the difference?"

"A template one would just make you grow the same penis as the one in the picture. If you want a custom one, you can make it however you like and I will splice the mod that would make you grow the exact same penis you have designed down to the last detail. The first option I could just give you a pill for it right now and you will get it immediately. The second one would be more expensive and it will take some time for me to splice together."

"Err… How much more expensive and how long will it take?"

"Depending on your choices, it could go from fifty thousand to five hundred thousand or more."

Ok… Still within my budget so this is fine. In fact, it's cheaper than I feared it would be but more expensive than I hoped.

"Are Gene mods like this usually this expensive?" I asked.

She smiled slightly, "Custom mods are usually five to ten times more expensive and what you want is more of a luxury item than a practical one, thus the price."

I see…

Oh well, since we're already here anyway, let's just place an order for one first.

I nodded at her to show that I would be fine with the custom choice and she waved her hand over the counter again.

The screens changed to show me even more options, even more than what you would normally see in a character creation screen.

This is going to take a while…

            

    
        How To Hustle

    
    
    
    
                I paid half of the price as a deposit for the gene mod to Mara.


With my Codex showing three hundred thousand Credits lighter, I stepped out into the alley with Amber.


“So… You’re against modding?” I asked, remembering the conversation between Amber and Mara.


She grimaced, “I… Have a condition, I suppose… That makes it difficult for me to accept modifications done to my body.”


“Ah… Do you want to talk about it?”


“Nngh… Not right now… Maybe in the future, Tera.”


I nodded in understanding before I tried to change the topic, “So… I guess maybe we can go and look for some equipment? The blaster and rifle I’m using aren’t the best after all.”


Amber’s face quickly lit up, “Oh! I know a place for that! In fact, The personal shield I ordered had just arrived~”


“Why haven’t you gotten one for yourself yet?”


“Ehh… The ones being sold here aren’t really that great. Most of them are heavy and clunky which slows me down so I never really got one. That’s why I made an order with the shop for one of the higher end ones but they had to ship that over from inner colonies so it took a while to get here.”


I pointed at my own shield device on my belt, “What about this one?”


She lifted an eyebrow, “Hmm? What about it?”


“It doesn’t really feel that heavy? So I’m wondering if it’s any good.”


“I dunno. I’m not that familiar with the range of shield devices myself but you can ask the shop later when we get there.”


I was about to ask her to lead the way when I noticed a group of people pulling up near the entrance of the alley while riding on what looked to be a three wheeled bike.


At first I thought they were the backup or compatriots of the thugs we killed here but then I realised they were carrying various cleaning equipment that they unloaded from the bike.


“Looks like the cleaners are here. We should move or we’ll be in the way,” Amber suggested.


“Cleaners?” I asked, following after her as she walked towards the other end of the alley.


“Mmhmm, they are in charge of disposing of the bodies left behind in gunfights like these. Keeps things working as normal despite all the chaos happening around the city.”


Literal cleaners huh… Here I thought it might just be another name for assassins or something.


“But what about crime scenes? You know, if there was a murder or something?”


Amber pointed at her personal terminal, “This was a hustle, remember? Mara posted that so everyone involved knew this wasn’t a murder scene. Would be different if it wasn’t tied to a job.”


“Oh yeah, what was that thing about? Why did I receive it as well?”


Amber smacked her forehead with her palm, “Ah, that’s right, I forgot to tell you about that… I never actually explained how you can accept jobs as a Mercenary didn’t I?”


“Err… I thought I would just need to go the Mercenary Guild to pick up jobs or something.”


She waved her hand, “Nah, why the heck would anyone do that when you have the Galactic Net? You’ve already signed up with the Mercenary Guild so you should have access to the Mercenary network on your personal terminal. Take a look.”


I did as she asked and tapped on my Codex, opening it up to the main screen.


Sure enough, there was an additional button there labelled ‘Mercenary Guild’.


Tapping on that button, it opened up to another screen which showed an entire list of what I realised to be job offers ranging from escort to delivery to guarding and even pirate and gang subjugation jobs.


She slowed down her pace so that she could look over my shoulder at the screen, “This is the job board, anyone can just take a job from the list though only jobs that are accessible to your rank will be displayed. But since I registered you as my partner, you will also be able to see up to Gold ranked hustles as long as we remain as partners in the system.”


“I see… So I could just pick a job from here and I can just proceed to deal with it immediately?”


Amber nodded, “That’s right. But you also need to be fast because there are lots of Mercs that are also looking at this job board at any given time and a job you are eyeing could just be taken at any time.”


Like she had said, I noticed quite a number of those jobs disappearing from the list though new ones were also taking their place just as quickly.


I’m kind of reminded of the stock market just by seeing this.


“And what about the open hustle thing?”


“Ah, we call those Roaming Hustles. Sometimes there’s a time sensitive hustle like someone getting robbed, attacked or having an emergency and requires help immediately. They would then send this out in the network and only Mercs within range and required rank will be able to receive it. An open hustle means that it is acceptable by everyone and it’s a first come first served basis.”


“What other types of hustles are there besides an open one?” I asked, stopping at an intersection with several others waiting for our turn to cross.


“There’s some that might direct to a specific Mercenary group that they have contracted or even only allow solo Mercs only. It depends on what the client needs, really. Maybe someone is having a medical emergency but also being pursued by some thugs, they might post a hustle that asks for a Merc with some medical expertise as well.”


Interesting…


I then gestured to the screen in front of me, “In that case, why do they even need to make use of this job board?”


“Because making use of the Roaming Hustles is much more expensive than the job board and you might not get a good Merc to help you. If Mara had known ahead of time they were coming and posted it on the job board, she might have only needed to pay us maybe a thousand or two Credits each.”


“Huh… But didn’t she already know she was being targeted?”


Amber shrugged, “I’m guessing she wasn’t sure when they would actually come for her or she only leaked out the information very recently and didn’t have time to request for a Merc through the job board.”


And as though fate ordained it, both Amber and my terminal beeped again.


I already had my Codex out so I simply tapped on the notification to display it on my screen.


‘Shakedown at 3rd Dudec Street. Two men. Open Hustle.’


I then noticed in the corner was a sum of Credits. This one in particular showed five hundred Credits.


I hadn’t noticed this on Mara’s Roaming Hustle before because of how Amber had reacted to the message itself back then.


Looking back to Mara’s message, I found hers showed ten thousand Credits so I guess the number there would be the total one would be willing to pay which would then be shared by whoever takes that Roaming Hustle.


That means this shakedown hustle would have only netted Amber and I two hundred and fifty Credits each…


I turned to Amber and she simply slid her personal terminal back in her pocket.


“Not worth our time,” She huffed.


Well, that’s what I thought too, but someone obviously was of the other opinion because a man with cybernetic limbs immediately started running away, presumably another Merc that had decided to accept that hustle.


The light for us turned green and we walked across the intersection.


“So is there anything else that I should know?”


“Ah, there is one other thing. There’s a penalty for not completing a mission you accepted from the job board of course, but there isn’t one for a Roaming Hustle. If you were to fail a job you took from the job board, unless you can justify it was due to the fault of the client because they gave incomplete or even false information, you would need to pay back the client what they were going to pay you and also get Mercenary points deducted from you. You could get demoted if your points fall below a certain threshold too.”


“So like your case with the freighter where they didn’t tell you about Voidshade?”


She nodded, “Yep. They only told me about the Underdogs so I could go back and report that they did not mention about Voidshade who was a former Gold ranked Merc that could implicate this hustle. I did make them give us a bonus for it since we completed it anyway~”


As expected of an experienced Merc.


Amber then pointed to a building by the side of the street, “That’s the place~ I’ve been getting most of my equipment here so I can guarantee its quality~ Let’s go!”


I looked at the place she was pointing at and saw it was a shop with the sign ‘Bang Guns Store’ above the main door.


Rather odd naming sense but whatever, I’m just here to buy some guns~


Let’s just see what they have in store~

            

    
        I'm Looking For Some Guns

    
    
    
    
                The door for the weapons store that was aptly named ‘Bang Guns Store’ slid open as we stepped up to it.


Honestly, I was expecting the place to be a little different, maybe filled with neon lights with metal cages filled with guns and stuff but… It was a normal gun shop I guess?


It was a rather small store and they had various guns on display in glass cabinets and mounted on the walls. The store was empty save for one person that stood at the end behind the counter.


The person looked… Well… Unique?


I mean, he actually looked like an ogre with his red skin and red horns poking out of his messy long black hair.


I almost thought I stepped into some kind of fantasy world if not for the fact that he was wearing what looked like a bullet proof vest with several magazines and combat knives strapped to it.


The ogre guy grinned when he saw us, displaying two long tusks that jutted out from his lower jaw.


“Amber! Been a while hasn’t it? Here for your order?”


Amber waved at him, “Hey Bang. Looks like you modded yourself with something new again huh?”


His name is literally just Bang? And here I thought the ‘Bang’ on the name was supposed to be an onomatopoeia.


The ogre grinned, “Yeah, I was reading some fantasy novels lately and I got the itch to turn myself into an ogre, so here I am.”


Amber turned to me, “He’s a human by the way. Just likes to mod himself with various different Gene mods to turn himself into different stuff. The last time I was here, he was some kind of blue lizard thing.”


“They’re called lizardmen you uncultured-- Ahem… Who’s your friend there?”


Amber wrapped her arm around me, “She’s my lover, jealous?”


The ogre raised an eyebrow, “Ha? What are you blackmailing her with? She’s too good for you.”


“Ahahaha! Mara said the same thing!”


“I would think she would, that woman has much more sense than either of us.”


Amber then took a step forward and gestured at the ogre, “Tera, meet Bang, self proclaimed best gunsmith on this side of the city. Bang, this is Tera, my girlfriend and Merc partner.”


“Tsk, what do you mean ‘self-proclaimed’? I’ll let you know that there was actually a poll made and I came out as the first so it’s official now!”


“Yeah sure, that poll was only held in your store and you basically just asked your customers only. Don’t think I didn’t know that.”


Bang rolled his eyes before nodding at me, “Hello Tera. So you’re a Merc huh? I don’t know if I should count you lucky or unlucky to be partnered with this fiery little minx. Though I suppose you are the first that’s partnering up with her as her lover so I guess things should be different for you as compared to those other Mercs she partnered with.”


“Err… That bad?” I asked.


“Hmph, don’t you know? The last guy she partnered with tried to hit on her so she broke all his--”


Amber punched his counter with her fist hard enough to leave an imprint on the surface, “Hey… You’re having fun talking about someone else’s past aren’t you?”


A bead of sweat rolled down Bang’s forehead, “Right… Ahem… I think the both of you look good together.”


Amber’s demeanour quickly changed, “Hahaha! At least you have good eyes!”


Bang sighed, “Right, right. Your shield is at the back so I’ll go and get it, feel free to browse in the meantime and let me know if anything catches your eye.”


The ogre ducked through a door behind the counter and left us alone, which I guess was an indication for me to look around the place.


I didn’t really have an exact weapon I wanted in mind so I simply took a look around with Amber following behind me.


“What weapons are you using? I remembered seeing two pistols, right?” I asked the blonde haired Merc.


Amber grinned and pulled out her dual pistols to show me, “The Nebula Nighthawk and the Phoenix W2 Magnum. Been using it for a long time and they have yet to fail me.”


“Cool~ Anything special about them?”


She first showed me one of the pistols that had a design that was similar to my blaster except that it was black in colour with a yellow trim.


“Nebula Nighthawk, it’s an energy pistol with a variable energy setting so you can change from a non-lethal stun to energy rounds that can punch through steel plates.”


Hmm? That sounds a little bit like mine?


I took out my blaster from its holster and hey, what do you know? They actually look the same except mine was completely white.


Amber gasped, “Oh wow, you have one too! Hehehe~ I guess we have something we share now~ The colour matches you too~”


She then showed me her other pistol which kind of gave me the impression of a hand cannon.


“The Phoenix W2 Magnum, this one’s a ballistic pistol and has enough firepower to punch through most ballistic armour and even the armour plates of the less protected power armours.”


So it really is a hand cannon.


Amber then kept her pistols back in her holsters and nodded at me, “Is there anything specific you’re looking for?”


I holstered my own blaster as well, which I now know its name at least.


“I’m fine in the sidearm department so I guess I’d like something for my main weapon. I’d prefer it if it’s something heavy hitting though… Maybe even enough to punch power armour? But not like a rocket launcher or something explosive…”


She tilted her head at me, “Is this because of Voidshade?”


I nodded.


Amber pinched her chin with her hand, “Hmm… Long range or short ranged? If you want long range I would recommend a ballistic rifle and if it’s short range, a shotgun might do. But for something that can punch through power armour… Well, let’s just see what he has around here first.”


She pointed at one of the walls that had the larger sized guns so I went to see what was on display there.


I definitely don’t recognise any of them so none of them were from the game, which also meant I have no idea what their specs were.


Thankfully, Bang returned right at that point of time and saw me looking at the rifles.


“Got your shield right here, Amber. Go on and test it out. See something that caught your eye, Tera?”


Amber strutted over to the ogre, “She’s looking for something that has enough kick to punch through power armour but isn’t an anti-armour explosive.”


He raised an eyebrow, “That much firepower? Hmm… I don’t think I have something like that… Oh, wait, yes I do. Hold on a moment.”


He ducked back into the back of the store again while Amber picked up the shield device and inspected it.


She gave it a few taps before trapping it on her belt, hopping a few times as though to test its weight.


She then started doing side to side hops just as Bang returned with a relatively large rifle in his hands.


“The Nimbus Tactical Shotgun. It’s highly customizable and can even be switched on the fly if you carry the parts around.”


He then leaned under the counter to take out three different coloured shells to place on the countertop beside the gun.


“Red one’s the normal buckshot ammunition. Effective up to forty metres. Green ones are energy cartridges that are effective in shredding shields, effective up to thirty five metres. The black one here is the armour piercing slug round. You can punch through most power armour with this except for the really heavy ones if you shoot from within five metres. Otherwise for normal targets, you can pretty much punch a hole through them within a hundred and fifty metres. Now I’m not going to lie, this gun is high tier and the ammo is also going to be quite expensive too. I’m only showing this so that you know the options.”


“How much?” I asked.


“Two hundred and fifty thousand Credits for the gun itself. Six hundred for a hundred buckshots, eight hundred for a hundred energy cartridges and a thousand for the slug ones.”


Ok, he’s not kidding when he said they’re expensive… But I think it’s worth it especially given the fact that it seems like it’s quite versatile too.


I could use them for both short and medium range engagements and I would not find myself with inadequate firepower either like the time with Voidshade.


I suppose after working a little bit more as a Merc, I could then consider getting some specialised equipment but I would say that this shotgun was perfect for me right now.


I nodded at him, “I’ll take it. As well as three hundred of each type of ammo.”


Bang blinked at me, clearly not expecting me to decide to buy it immediately but quickly recovered, “Umm… Would you like to test it out first? I have a range at the back.”


Oh, even better! Let’s shoot some guns!

            

    
        The Weapon Range

    
    
    
    
                Bang pushed a button under the counter and I saw a metal shutter slide down to cover the front door, almost similar to Mara’s Gene Clinic.


I’m guessing that’s a standard for shops around here or something?


He then pressed another button which caused one of the walls to slide open, allowing us to step inside and join him at the back of the shop.


As he had said, there was a range at the back and another armoured door with the words ‘Staff Only’ painted on it. I’m guessing that’s the armoury or where he stores his stock of weapons.


Although I said range, it wasn’t those kinds of shooting ranges where you have a paper target on a clip that is sent out to a certain distance that you start shooting at. Instead, I found myself looking at some kind of holographic arena that took up about three quarters of the room.


He brought the gun to one of the counters where some kind of lamp hung over it and did a scan of the gun.


Another screen popped up to show the model and specs of the shotgun, right before an identically shaped gun popped up from the counter beside the original.


Bang then picked up the copy and went up to the edge of the arena, waving his hand to prompt a screen to appear in front of him.


He then tapped a few buttons which made a rifle wielding thug appear in the centre of the arena and he lifted up the gun to shoot at the target.


A few more appeared after that and he pointed at each one in turn and shot them all in quick succession.


He nodded to himself before turning to me, “There ya go. It’s properly calibrated to feel like the real one. You can change the settings on the screen there including the range settings. If you want to have the full feeling of the reloading and everything, the setting is there too.”


Amber seemed unnaturally excited by this with how she had her fists clenched in front of her chest and bouncing up and down slightly while grinning at me.


She looked pretty cute doing that. That is of course, ignoring the sight of her boobs bouncing up and down from that action too.


… I wanna stuff my face in there…


Ahem.


I took the shotgun from Bang and occupied the space he had just vacated, using the time to look at the screen that listed all the options that I could change.


Looking at the settings, I realised that this was really just a combat simulation and the shotgun I was using was also a simulated gun that I could configure using the screen.


Since I want to use this in a real combat setting, I decided to try and make this as close to a real scenario as I could.


That meant manual reloading, simulated recoil of the gun, responsive enemies that will shoot back and even find cover, different types of enemies and also a set combat scenario.


After I confirmed the settings, I found a holographic vest being projected on me and I realised there were three pockets on the vest which stored each of the three types of ammo that Bang had shown me earlier.


The screen was then directing me to step into the arena so I did so.


“Oh wow, she chose the live combat option huh,” Bang commented.


Amber did not say anything but a quick peek at her showed that she seemed to be a little worried for some reason.


I mean, isn’t this all just holograms anyway? It would literally just be the same as me playing the game in my original World I would say.


Ah, wait, she doesn’t know that of course.


In fact, I guess the only time she saw me fight was with Voidshade which barely counts and the fight outside Mara’s clinic which she held most of the enemies’ attention so she doesn’t know how good or bad I am in a firefight.


With that in mind, I took my position at the other end of the arena and the area around me shifted to what looked like the interior of an apartment’s corridor.


I looked to my side and I realised that they actually simulated the entire length of the corridor and ended it at a wall at where the end of the arena was. Although if I were to squint hard enough, I could just make out the silhouettes of Bang and Amber behind the holographic wall.


Right in front of me was a door so I guess opening the door would signal the start of the simulation.


I looked down at the gun in my hands and flipped it to its side to start loading the buckshot rounds into the chamber, filling it up to twelve rounds before it reached max capacity.


The shotgun was a semi-automatic so it had a decent rate of fire as well so I think I should be able to do this solo.


Checking that I had the safety of the gun off, I then braced my foot and kicked open the door.


Oh~ I actually felt the weight of the door being pushed, that’s awesome.


I heard a shout and I quickly brought my attention back to the scene in front of me.


I instantly counted at least three thugs, all of them standing a short distance behind the door.


At this distance, I didn’t even need to aim and simply shot twice from the hip, the resulting spray of pellets enough to pepper the three guys with holes.


I then rushed into the room, leaping over the three downed thugs to enter the living room where six other thugs were in the midst of either running for cover or standing up from their couches.


I sucked in a breath and held it as I aimed my shotgun and pulled the trigger six times, gunning down all six of them even before they could finish their actions.


Two guys jumped out from the corridor on my left and aimed their guns at me, only for their heads to be blown off as I swivelled around to fire a single round at them.


I breathed out and advanced on the corridor, figuring that that would be where more enemies would be.


Sure enough another thug tried to jump out of the corridor as I neared it but my gun was already pointed in that direction anyway so I just needed to pull my trigger and the guy went down.


I peeked around the corner and a spray of bullets immediately came towards me, narrowly missing me when I ducked back behind the wall in time.


I waited until I heard the sound of the magazine being emptied before I shifted out and fired a round down the corridor, blasting the thug that had been waiting there back to crash into the wall.


Another thug then ran out of the doorway and pointed a pistol at me.


I pulled my trigger first but his shield materialised and deflected my pellets away.


I had to hide behind the wall again as several bullets flew past where I had been moments ago.


I then loaded in a green round right before loading in a red one, peeking out from behind the cover to squeeze the trigger twice.


The shield shredding round did its job magnificently by shattering it upon impact before the buckshot finished off the guy.


Right then, I heard a mechanical clank and what appears to be some kind of robotic dog leapt out from the same doorway, growling at me menacingly with its rows of sharp, serrated teeth on display.


I immediately loaded in one of the armour piercing slug rounds and fired at it just as it started to run towards me.


The slug shredded through its torso with enough force to fling it back but it was still not dead yet as it tried to get back up.


I loaded in one more and fired at its head, this time killing it with that shot.


Seeing no other enemies coming out from that doorway, I advanced towards it while loading in three more buckshots into the chamber.


As I peeked around the corner, I came face to face with some guy that had blades for arms slashing towards me.


My body moved instinctively and I went to kick the guy, using him as a springboard to leap backwards and flipping around midair to shoot him with my shotgun while I was still in the air.


I then landed on the ground, seeing that he was saved by a shield that prevented my first shot from killing him.


I didn’t have time to switch to my shield shredding rounds since he was already rushing up to me so I fired off another shot.


He reacted with surprising dexterity as he leapt onto the ceiling to avoid it before leaping towards me with his blades outstretched.


I once again felt my body move on instinct and I slid underneath him, loading in a shield shredding shell while firing the normal buckshot at his back.


His shield tanked that as well but shattered when I fired the next round, leaving him open.


He tried to slash at me but I managed to use my gun to block his blade by smashing the butt against his wrist, which gave me the perfect opportunity to slide in an armour piercing slug into the chamber before unloading it in his chest.


The result was a gaping hole in his chest and he quickly fell on to the ground, defeated, which also signalled the end of the simulation.


Oh nice, so how did I do guys?

            

    
        Are You Sure You're Not Modded?

    
    
    
    
                Bang whistled, “Damn… Those were some impressive moves. You're a Gold rank Merc too?”


I shook my head, “I'm a Copper Rank actually… I only just joined the Mercenary Guild last week.”


“Oh, then what kind of mods are you using?”


“Err… I'm not using any mods actually.”


“Eh?” Amber let out a gasp of surprise.


I turned to Amber who had a flabbergasted expression on her face.


“What's wrong?” I asked.


She came up to me, “You don't have any mods? Are you sure?”


I was a little surprised by how intense she was looking at me but answered her, “I… Don't believe I do? At least from my memory, I don't have any mods.”


“Then how were you able to do that flip at the end there?”


“I truthfully don't know… My body reacted on its own,” I admitted.


She frowned slightly but seemed to drop the matter and went to the side to contemplate to herself.


Bang then brought the shotgun to me, “I'm guessing you're satisfied with the performance? Do you need another piece?”


I shook my head and gestured to my hip, “Already have one here.”


“Oh, is that a Nebula Nighthawk? I didn't know they made those in that colour. That’s pretty neat.”


“Err… Thanks?”


I mean… It's my starter pistol…


That reminds me…


I pointed at the shotgun in his hands, “You mentioned that this gun could be customised. So what kind of customisation options are there?”


“Ah, that’s right, follow me back to the front and I’ll give you a demo. Hey, Amber! You alright there?”


“... If she’s not modded… No… Maybe she just forgot? But if it’s true…”


What is she mumbling over there?


Bang went to her and smacked her on the shoulder, causing her to jump and actually pull the ogre into a submission hold with his arm behind his back.


“Ahhhhh!! Ow, ow, ow!! I give, I give!! You’re breaking my arm!”


“Oh, oops… Sorry Bang, force of habit…”


The ogre gunsmith shook his arm, “Sheesh… What the heck were you thinking about? Come on, I’m going to show your girlfriend her new gun.”


“Oh… Hehe~ My girlfriend… Mmhmm~ She’s my girlfriend~”


She got happy about that huh?


We went back to the front of the store and Bang placed the gun on the countertop once more, pausing to press the button that made the metal shutter slide back up from the door.


“Right, lookie here, top rail accepts pretty much any scope you might get your hands on. Stock can be switched out easily with a push of this button here, side rail to fit a flashlight or even a laser. Also, the receiver accepts drum mags for it, just have to slide this into the chamber here and you don’t need to keep manually loading it. That’s fifty shells of non stop firing. And for forty thousand more Credits, it’ll get you this neat ammo switcher attachment.”


He took out something that looked like a touchscreen pad attached to a barrel.


The ogre unclipped something on the shotgun and pulled out the entire barrel before slotting the new one in.


He then took one of each of the shells and slotted them into the gun.


The screen came to life and it showed the shells that the gun was loaded with, the buckshot was first followed by the shield shredder and then the slug.


“This allows you to switch the position of the shells that you put into the gun, aside from the very first one that is already in the barrel,” He explained.


To demonstrate, he tapped his finger on the shield shredder and dragged it behind the slug ammo.


There was a soft click sound coming from the shotgun and he pushed the eject button which spat out the shield shredder round. Doing it again two more times ejected the slug and then finally the buckshot round.


“Cool,” I commented.


“Fifty thousand and I throw this in complete with a set of tactical attachments including a short range and mid range scope of your choosing plus a tactical light, a laser attachment, a drum mag and the ammo you wanted.”


“I’m sold.”


“Perfect then, let me just go get the stuff.”


He ducked back to the back of the store again, leaving Amber and I alone once again.


Amber took that chance to speak up, “So… Erm… Are you really sure you’re not modded?”


I shrugged, “Like I said, I have no memories of being modded so I don’t believe so.”


“Then… Do you sometimes feel yourself doing weird things? Like umm… Causing things to break just by being near them?”


I blinked at her, “I… Don’t think I’ve experienced something like that… Why?”


“Hmm… Nothing… I think I’ll need to have Mara give you a checkup to make sure of something…”


“Make sure of what?”


She gave me a serious look, “That you’re not actually a Psionic.”


“A what?”


Now it was her turn to blink at me, “Oh wow… You really don’t know huh? Remember the nobles I was talking about? They’re all Psionics. They have the ability to move things with their mind and even enhance their bodies with that ability.”


“Err… So you think I have some kind of psionic mod installed?”


She shook her head, “That’s something genetic. You can’t mod someone to be a Psionic. Although there have been tests done to attempt to do so, the nobles put a stop to it to maintain their noble status of course.”


I scratched my head, “Ok… I don’t think I’m a Psionic at least… Actually how would I even know if I’m one and why would that matter?”


“Try moving something with your mind.”


I shifted my gaze to the buckshot round that Bang had left on the counter after unloading the shotgun, staring intently at it and trying to imagine that it was floating upwards.


I wasn’t really sure what I should be doing so I simply tried to think as hard as I could about the shell moving.


And what do you know? Nothing happened.


All I got was a slight headache from concentrating so hard.


“Yeah… I don’t think I’m Psionic…”


Amber actually let out a breath of relief, “Oh good… Because if you were, it would be a clear indication that you are from one of the Noble Families… And if you were, I’m not sure if I could fight off your family just to be with you.”


“Eh? Why? Are nobles not allowed to choose who they are in a relationship with?”


She stuck out her tongue, “Bleh, those stuck up bastards all want to have the strongest Psionic in their family. So they resort to experimenting on themselves to try and have the strongest genes which include having children with other Psionics to strengthen their genes and what not. Pretty much all of them practice incest by the way.”


Right… I think I’ve seen that trope before… I shouldn’t comment on it then…


“So all nobles are Psionics?”


She nodded, “Yep, after the Psionic war, the UTG was forced to concede and give them special treatment. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you over some drinks next time.”


Now I’m interested, just how many wars were there?


Bang returned again and he placed several scopes, lights and lasers for me to choose from to equip my new gun. He was even throwing in a sling and weapon case for free as well. How nice.


Then again, I was spending three hundred thousand Credits on this.


I then remembered my shield and pointed to it, “What can you tell me about this personal shield?”


He leaned over the counter and squinted at it.


“Hmm… Looks like a G Two model from Apex Defense Systems. It’ll protect you pretty well in hazardous environments and could take several hits from ballistics but it’ll crumple quite easily against energy based weaponry. Where did you get this one?”


“Took it off a dead pirate I killed,” I admitted.


Bang nodded, “I’d reckon that pirate took it off a dead miner in that case. It’s a common piece of equipment for miners.”


Ah crap… I think I know who the original owner of this shield is then… Rest in peace Jerry…


I transferred the Credits to him and Bang helped me pack my purchase before handing them over to me.


“Pleasure doing business with you ladies. Come back if you ever need anything else, even if it’s just to service your equipment. Don’t worry, I’ll give you both a discount.”


Amber rolled her eyes at him, “Are we only getting the discount if we say that you’re the best gunsmith in this part of the city?”


“Hey, it’s a small price to pay isn’t it?”


“Be seeing you, Bang,” Amber ignored his comment and waved before pulling me out of the store with her.


The ogre waved back as we slipped out of the store and back onto the streets.


“So, where to next?” Amber asked.


I gestured to my new acquisitions, “I guess we can go back to my ship for me to drop this off and maybe look at ship upgrades while we’re there?”


“Sounds great~ Maybe we can have some fun on your ship while we’re at it~”


I didn’t get to say anything before she was already pulling me in the direction of the hangar.


Oh whatever, if it happens, it happens I guess?

            

    
        Ship Upgrades

    
    
    
    
                Amber brought me back to the hangar past the customs where a large building was standing.


The ground floor seemed to be some kind of workshop and there was already a crowd of people gathered there.


“There’s so many people looking to upgrade their ships as well?” I asked.


Amber shook her head, “The shop also does maintenance and repairs so they’re mostly here for that. There should be a separate counter for ship upgrades over here.”


She guided me to another counter where a single man sat behind the counter looking rather bored since there was literally no one lined up over there.


Amber stepped up to the counter and the man barely acknowledged our existence, merely waving his hand which brought up a screen in front of us that listed the ships in the hangar.


I scrolled through the list until I found my ship and tapped on it.


The moment I did so, the clerk sat up to face us, “So, what are you after?”


Amber stepped aside to give me the floor.


“What do you have?” I asked, hoping he had some kind of list or something like the game.


He tapped on a tablet and my ship appeared on the screen.


“Shiiiit… Is that a Verlandi Heavy Fighter? I thought they stopped making those years ago. Didn't think I'd see one all the way out here.”


I was quite surprised by his words, “Oh, you know this ship?”


“Sure do, I used to work in the inner colonies before I got stationed here. Seen my share of these ships before they got pulled out from production. This looks brand new too, how much did you pay to get it restored?”


“Erm… It was a gift,” I half lied.


I mean if I were to be technical about it… The character creation gifted this ship to me because of my starting perks so I actually didn’t lie at all.


“Damn, that’s some luck you have, I know a few people who would kill to get a ship like that,” He whistled.


“Why was it discontinued?” Amber asked, peeking over my shoulder.


The clerk tapped his cheek with a finger, “As good as they were, they were pretty expensive to make and they didn’t really have a target market for it. It’s too expensive for beginner Mercs to purchase, too little cargo space for merchants to consider and veteran Mercs would prefer ships with larger rooms if they are doing long haul hustles. It’s basically a jack of all trades but master of none ship.”


Amber turned to me, “Are you really sure you’re not some noble, Tera?”


I just shrugged and turned back to the clerk, “So… Don’t tell me that my ship can’t be upgraded at all because its model has been discontinued?”


“Nah, the ship’s not that old to be incompatible with the current gen parts. Anything specific you’re looking for? Or should I just show you a list of upgrades?”


“A list would do fine, thanks.”


He tapped on his tablet and the screen in front of me changed to show a list of ship parts that was sorted by different categories.


Amber also tapped on another screen beside me, “Might as well see what I can get for my own ship too. You have anything for my ship?”


The clerk looked down at his tablet and wordlessly tapped on it, changing her screen to display a list of ship parts as well.


Looking at my own list, I found that the screen was quite similar to the game’s ship upgrade screen.


I could tap on each part of my ship to see the compatible parts of each section and there’s also a list of the parts that I could add on top of my ship both internally and externally.


The main difference was, of course, it would take time to install those upgrades on my ship instead of being instantaneous. 


Changing out the generator would take five days it seems… I’m more curious on how they would even disconnect the generator on my ship and take it out to fit in a new one?


Scrolling through the list, I don’t see any internal parts that I would like to switch out since they were either a downgrade from what I have or would take too long for me to switch the parts which would be inconvenient since I intend to take more jobs in the meantime.


Sure, I earned quite a lot of money from the sale of Yirfa’s ship but I’m already spending a million of it on the mod and the gun. With ship maintenance and resupplies, the current money I have left would only be enough for me to go without work for maybe a year….


…


Actually that’s a lot of money huh?


No, no, no… I can’t just rest on my laurels now, there’s an entire universe out there to explore and I’ll be damned if I just let myself be content with just staying on this station.


There was, however, one thing I was interested in.


“Do you have a stealth module for sale?” I asked.


The clerk raised an eyebrow at me, “Those are illegal, lady.”


I turned to Amber.


She chuckled, “Yeah, Voidshade got his through illegal channels.”


Damn, I was intending to use it as a way to ambush pirates in case I have to fight them again…


“Why is a stealth module illegal though?”


“It lets you slip past patrol fleets and get close to merchant convoys without tipping off their escorts after all.”


I frowned, “But that would mean that only outlaws have access to it, wouldn’t that be bad for Mercs like us when they can slip away from us but we can’t do the same?”


Amber shrugged, “It’s not like it’s easy to get something like that in the first place so even most outlaws wouldn’t have that.”


She then suddenly leaned close to my ear and I almost thought she wanted to kiss me but she just wanted to whisper in my ear.


“Besides… We can get them through black market channels too if we really want to~”


Ah, so it’s more like it’s publicly acknowledged as illegal but nothing is stopping us from getting it through illegal channels ourselves as well.


The clerk must have also known what she was whispering to me but he said nothing to us.


I guess that means it’s a secret known to everyone huh? Works for me I guess.


Speaking of which… I’ve gotten the information on the station’s black markets from Yirfa but I’ve yet to go and seek them out yet. Maybe I can do that after this?


I scrolled through the list again, this time looking at the weapons they were offering to see if any of them could replace the ones I currently have mounted on my ship.


Hmm… Ion blaster… Torpedo launcher… Missile turret… Energy blaster… Nothing good I guess… Oh well.


Amber seemed to have also decided that there was nothing worth changing on her ship so she closed the window and turned to me instead.


“Is there anything good on your side, Tera?”


“Not really…” I admitted.


The clerk shrugged, “What do you expect when we’re all the way out on the frontier here? If you want the good stuff, you’ll need to head to the inner colonies or place an order for it. Heck, you might even get better deals at the Trader Union.”


Well… I kind of figured that out already.


Nevertheless, we thanked him for the time and he waved us away, returning back to looking bored while fiddling with his personal terminal.


Amber and I left the building and I just had a thought cross my mind since I was thinking about earning even more money.


“Do you have something you are aiming for, Amber?” I asked.


She turned to me, “Does sleeping with you count?”


“Are you a succubus or something?”


She giggled, “Well, I like what I like. No point in hiding it right? And I love you.”


“Nnghh… I umm… I like you…”


As I said, love is still too strong a word for me to use but I know that I at least have some affection for her.


I then shook my head, “What I meant to ask was if you had some long term goal that you’re aiming for? You know, like getting yourself the best ship in the galaxy or something?”


“Huh… Honestly, I never really thought about it… I suppose before I met you, I would just think that I wouldn’t mind having a partner I guess? So I would say I already obtained that goal. What about you, Tera?”


I scratched my cheek, “Honestly, at this point I just want to see what else is there out there. You know, since all I remember is that I came from Ea--”


I stopped myself before I said that word.


Earth does exist in this universe but the location of it has been lost.


Even though I definitely preferred my current life as compared to my old one, I kind of want to return there to see how it has changed and whether I would even still recognise it in this universe.


Actually… I want to see if the places I know are still there. Maybe even just live the life that I did not have while there.


I think… Yeah… I think I would like that.


“I want to find Earth.”

            

    
        We're Official Now (*RR)

    
    
    
    
                Upon hearing my proclamation, she simply smiled at me and said two words in response.


“That’s nice.”


I blinked at her, “Umm… I thought you would have more to say to that?”


“Hmm? Like what?”


“You know… Like it’s an impossible goal or something?”


She tilted her head at me, “Tera, what kind of girlfriend would I be if I don’t even believe in and support my partner’s dreams? If it’s you, I believe you could definitely do it so there’s no reason why I would not support you, right?.”


…


…


Ok, that’s it.


“Amber, seriously. What do you like about me?”


She tilted her head slightly, “Is the fact that you saved my life more than once not enough of a reason?”


“Does that mean you’ll just fall in love with anyone who just happens to save your life?”


“I think I’ve already said that I most definitely won’t since I’ve been saved by others before, though I won’t deny that the fact that you’re attractive helps. Well, if you really want me to say it, I just feel that way so do I really need a reason? I already tried to imagine myself without you and it was really lonely and sad, that’s when I know I really do love you. Ahh… Why are we talking about this again? It’s really embarrassing for me, you know?”


“Yeah… About that… I think I may… Umm… Love you as well…”


…


Uwaaaa… I didn’t know saying it out loud could be this embarrassing…


What?! When she answered me so seriously about my dream of finding Earth, I felt my heart go doki doki ok?! I couldn’t help it!


And like she mentioned, she’s also really attractive so that also helps! So cut me some slack!


While I was still recovering from my embarrassment, she lifted me up over her shoulder without warning and started to run.


Eh… Eh? Ehhhh?!


“Wa… What are you doing?! Wait, where are you taking me?!”


She didn’t answer me and continued running until she reached a familiar part of the hangar bay.


Wait, my ship? Why did she bring me back to my ship?


“Open it,” She ordered.


I wasn’t really sure what was going on but I did as she asked anyway, tapping on my Codex to unlock the ship’s ramp and cause it to lower.


She leapt onto it even before it fully descended and squeezed through the door, walking straight to my bedroom and dropping me on the bed.


I was still confused by what was going on when Amber started to strip off her clothes, dumping them in a pile on the floor though she left her pantyhose and underwear on.


“Erm… Amber?” I muttered.


Her only response was to smile at me before she crawled on top of me with a sultry look on her face.


I guess this is really happening huh?


She leaned over me, her chest squishing against mine as she lowered herself closer to me.


Her face was mere inches away from mine when she paused, “If you don’t want this, Tera… You will need to say it now. Otherwise once I start, I don’t think I can stop.”


Since we’ve already reached this stage, I guess it would be rude to just say no now.


I responded by giving her a peck on the lips, smirking when she gave me a stunned look.


“Is that enough of an answer to you?”


She moved the rest of the way to wrap her lips with mine, her arms wrapping around the back of my neck and pulling me closer to her.


I kissed her back and her tongue was already darting out and prodding against my lips to seek entrance.


When my lips parted, her tongue immediately slipped into my mouth to wrap around my tongue, coiling around it like a snake capturing its prey.


My hands reached around her back and found the latch of her bra. A small part of me thanked whoever revolutionised this future version of the bra as I only needed to pull a little before it snapped open.


Amber moved one of her hands from my back to the space in-between us, pulling her bra out to toss away on the floor unceremoniously.


My hands busied themselves with squeezing her two globes, tweaking her nipples with my fingers from time to time.


She moaned into my mouth and kissed me even deeper, filling the room with the lewd sounds of our kisses.


We finally broke our kiss for air, both of our breaths coming out in large gasps while we stared into each other’s eyes.


Not content with letting her lead, I moved my hands to her shoulders and flipped our positions around, pushing her down on the bed instead.


Amber did not even try to resist aside from trying to pull off my top while we were switching positions.


I raised my arms and she pulled my shirt off to toss aside before moving to work on my bra, also tossing that away to join the rest of the clothes on the floor.


We then looked into each other’s eyes and, as if driven by an unseen force, our lips met in the middle and we began to kiss again.


My hands slipped into hers and our fingers entwined, both of us holding hands while we kissed each other with unbridled passion.


We continued to kiss for what felt like an eternity before needing to separate for air again.


Amber looked at me with eyes filled with passion, “I love you, Tera.”


“I love you too,” I answered.


“Kiss me?”


I moved and our lips met again.


Her hands were now roaming around my body while I did the same with hers, both of us exploring each other’s curves and sweet spots.


I felt one of her hands reach up and grope my boob, causing a shock of pleasure to travel down my spine.


My own hands squeezed on her boobs, marvelling at their size and softness as I beheld them while our tongues danced in each other’s mouths.


Amber moved her head and started trailing her kisses along my cheek to reach my neck, sucking on it softly before trailing back up to my ear.


“You’re so beautiful Tera. So, so beautiful…”


She sucked on my earlobe before I could answer so the only thing I could do was moan in her ear.


Amber must have taken that as an invitation because she suddenly flipped me around so that she was on top and slid downwards to pull down both my pants and my underwear at the same time.


She settled herself down at my feet and pushed my thighs apart, her breath tickling the inner side of my thighs.


“So beautiful,” She muttered.


Her head then dived in between my legs and my back arched in pleasure as her mouth latched onto my pussy.


“Amber…” I moaned, my body shuddering in pleasure.


I didn’t know that having someone down there felt so different than just using my own fingers.


Amber lapped at my nether lips with enthusiasm, her tongue flicking against my clit and making me writhe in pleasure from the contact.


A soft shilcking sound coming from between her legs told me that she was most likely busy getting herself off at the same time.


I found myself gripping the sheets as the pleasure within me continued to build itself up towards my inevitable release, a feeling that I had already acquainted myself with when I was experimenting in the shower.


Amber then specifically targeted my clit as she enveloped it with her mouth, ruthlessly teasing it with her tongue as she sucked on it forcefully.


That was what drove me over the edge as I came, a scream of pleasure leaving my mouth while I orgasmed.


I was dimly aware of the shlicking sound getting faster and faster before stopping abruptly, the owner also shuddering as she came from her own fingers.


I rode the waves of pleasure that was my orgasm, letting myself slowly drift down from the high before settling down on the bed, breathing hard.


“Oh gods… You’re so sexy, Tera… Hnnngg… You know what? I can’t wait for you to get a dick now so that you can fuck me with it.”


I pushed myself up on an arm, “Well… Ahh… It’ll take three days according to… Mnnn… Mara.”


“Unngghh… I guess I’ll have to make do with lezzing you while we’re waiting for that.”


I grinned at her, “Are you also lusting after me now?”


“Oh, I have been lusting after you from the start. It’s only later that I fell this deeply in love with you.”


“Really now? So how deeply do you love me?”


“Oh Tera, after what we just did? I would kill for you.”


I giggled at her joke before moving up to lay down on my bed, “Well, I don’t need you to kill for me but I could settle for some cuddles right now if you’re up for it?”


She didn’t need any more encouragement before she jumped into the bed with me, burying her face in my chest while she groped my boobs.


Mmm… Somehow I don’t actually dislike this.


It feels nice to hug her and just stroke her hair like this…


Well… It didn’t take long before my hands also started to roam and that led to another makeout session between the two of us.


I guess we’re official now?

            

    
        Time For Another Hustle

    
    
    
    
                I woke up to see Amber in the midst of pulling up her stockings while seated at the edge of the bed, my eyes immediately drawn to the fabric sliding up her smooth legs that I had been busy caressing the night before.

She noticed that I was awake almost immediately and smiled at me, "Good morning, lover. Did you sleep well last night? I know I did. Oh gods, that was so cheesy wasn't it?"

I giggled, "It's alright, you can be as cheesy as you want with me."

She actually blushed.

She cleared her throat, "Ahem… So what should we do today?"

I considered for a while, should we find the black market today?

"Just curious, how much is a stealth module on the black market?" I asked.

She tapped the side of her cheek with a finger, "Hmm… It kind of depends on where you're getting it from but I would say a safe estimate would be four million Credits? Maybe even twice of that if you're getting it from all the way out here."

Oh damn… I guess it makes sense that the things sold on the black market would be expensive.

I had plans on looking through the items sold there to figure out what I could buy and sell to make a quick profit but the main problem is having a capital to start off with.

Without enough starting capital, the risk compared to the reward just isn't worth it.

It's called the black market for a reason after all. Get caught trading in it and I'll most probably be branded as a criminal and I don't have plans to live as an outlaw right now.

If I could get enough money to start trading in some goods, I could probably double or triple my starting money.

At least… That's how it worked in the game.

I mean… In the game you didn't even need to worry about looking for the black market since it's accessed from a menu. But here you need to worry about finding the black marketers and then worry about getting scammed or getting caught in the act.

What's more, I don't have any guides to follow here and I'm completely clueless as to the market as well so I would probably have to do my own research.

I guess it doesn't hurt to at least take a look at the market first.

"Do you know where the black market is?" I asked.

Amber jerked slightly, "Eh? You want to trade there?"

I nodded, also getting out of bed to start putting on my own clothes.

"I believe that's the best place to make money quickly as compared to the normal channels. I don't suppose you do some trading on the side as well?"

She chuckled, "Tera, does my ship look like it has cargo space to do any trading?"

Oh yeah, that's true… Her ship doesn't even have any cargo space aside from some personal storage lockers.

I guess in her case, she went for the pure combat Mercenary build.

She slid to my side and wrapped her arm around mine, "You're really focused on making money I see."

"It's the most basic resource we need to get around the galaxy after all."

Amber turned to me, "Oh, you're looking to get yourself a higher class ship that can fly both of our ships in its hangar, aren't you?"

I admit that I wasn't really thinking of that but that's not a bad idea either.

We wouldn't need to keep worrying about docking our ships and having Amber move over to my ship everything we fly. Additionally, we could get better furnished quarters, more amenities and also more cargo space for trading.

"I would like that, yes."

Amber pulled out her personal terminal while leaning her head on my shoulder, opening the menu that showed the Mercenary jobs.

"Mmm… Seems like there aren't any good missions outside the station right now…"

I peeked at her screen to look at the mission list.

There were a few delivery missions and a few escort missions but all of them were paying in the ten thousand Credits range. I'm not sure if that was a lot for those jobs but I suppose it's considered relatively low for what we have been earning.

Even the new missions that were being replaced on the list were not any better than the ones that were present there.

Or maybe it's my sense of money that's skewed since I managed to get such well paying jobs from the start?

She turned to me, "Do you want to just sit around and see if any good jobs come up? Or maybe we can just fly out and hunt some pirates for their bounties?"

I grimaced, "What are the odds of a good job popping up?"

"Pretty low I would say. There aren't a lot of rich space farmers out here and the merchant ships travelling here don't need a lot of escorts since pirates aren't that numerous either. And I guess doing escort missions or going to another system is out of the question since we're also waiting for your mod."

"Ugh… Then what about going out to just hunt pirates?"

"We could do that too but… I don't think you know where we should start hunting them do you? Because I sure don't."

I suppose that's an obvious problem… It's not like we could just fly out into space and expect to just find a few pirates flying around waiting for us to hunt them. And neither do we know of another pirate base around here that we could attack like the last one I did.

I sighed, "So I guess there's nothing we could do?"

Amber paused, "Well… We could also do some hustles that are within the station if you're up for it? Since you've even bought yourself that new shotgun and I have my shield too."

Oh right, we don't actually need to fly out to do jobs, we could also be doing stuff inside the station too.

I nodded, "Yeah, why not? Let's see what kind of jobs they have for us."

She then waved her hand and the list changed, displaying a new list of missions on the screen.

Amber perked up, "Oh, this one looks good. It suits us perfectly too."

She pointed to one of the missions that was on the board which showed a completion reward of two million Credits.

"What kind of mission is offering such a huge reward?" I blurted out.

"Seems like we're rescuing some daughter of a rich guy that got kidnapped by some thugs. The problem is that they aren't even asking for ransom so they're probably planning to do something to her or they were hired by people who hate this guy's guts. We'll most likely be going up against an entire crew if we're taking this job, wanna do it?"

"Can the two of us even do this?"

She shrugged, "Meh, we don't really need to wipe out the entire crew, we just need to escape with the girl and get her to a safe spot to count as hustle complete."

"Uh huh… I don't think I have anything that would help us do this stealthily though."

"Then I guess we'll just have to wipe them all out~ Easy."

I gave her a pointed look, "I remember someone being pinned down by a guy wearing power armour the last time you thought a job was going to be easy."

She then gestured to my new weapon that laid at the side, "Mmhmm~ But now you have a weapon that can punch through power armour right? So it'll be even easier than before~ Let's do it!"

Ugh… I guess she's right… And the money is pretty good too…

"But seriously, how many thugs are we looking at?"

"Probably fifty or so, should be around the same as the freighter hustle."

"But won't they be better equipped and prepared compared to those guys?"

"Most probably. But we get to scout them out first as well so we can plan our entry to save her."

I looked at the job listing again, "Do we know who took her?"

"Yep, a group called The Marauders. Lowlifes that would do anything for money so I'm pretty sure someone hired them to take this guy's kid. Should be easy for the two of us."

Hmm… Since Amber was so confident that we could do it, then let's take it.

Truth be told, I'm also itching to try out my new weapon in an actual fight as well.

I nodded and Amber tapped on the job before tapping on the 'Accept' button.

I received a 'ping' on my own Codex as well and I pulled it up to see that a window had popped up informing me about the job that Amber had just accepted.

She slipped away from me and grinned, "As much as I would enjoy spending the rest of the day ogling you, we should get dressed and ready to go~"

Amber then blew me a kiss before stepping out of my room.

I rolled my eyes and went ahead to finish putting on the rest of my clothes, meeting her outside my ship with all my gear.

Time to get to work.

            

    
        It's A Search And Rescue Hustle

    
    
    
    
                I frowned at the warehouse that the Marauders were using as their base.


It was quite a distance away from the residential part of the station and out in what looks like the industrial part of the station with the factories and stuff.


What they were actually making here, I have no idea. Especially when this gang was occupying an abandoned part of the industrial area.


Amber and I had set up on the street across the warehouse to scope out the place when it had changed to ‘night’ in the station.


“I didn't think there would be places like this in the station too,” I muttered.


“Some businessmen tried to start some kind of factory here but it ended up failing so they’re just left like this. Gangs like them then moved in and made it their base.”


“Where do these gangs even come from?”


Amber grimaced, “Some of them were the workers that were laid off when these factories shut down.”


Ah… I see.


“Still… Not that I know how all this works in the first place but I’m kind of surprised we could just grab such a high paying job off the mission board and come here to do it without the client screening us first. Couldn’t the thugs themselves have some inside men grab the mission off the board and prevent other Mercs from taking it?”


“Oh, that was an open job board hustle, almost like Roaming Hustles except they’re listed on the job board and remain on the board until someone completes it. That means it isn’t limited to one team to complete it so other Mercs might be planning to assault them as we speak. Client must be really desperate to get her back or else they would not have done this.”


“Wait, what? Doesn’t that just tip these guys off that there’s going to be Mercs after their asses?”


“Yep, that’s why I’m expecting them to be on high alert. They’re most likely complaining to the guy who hired them to kidnap the daughter in the first place to get them a safer location to move to. I’d bet they fucked up somewhere during the kidnapping which revealed who they were or else we might have needed to search for who was responsible to start with.”


“Oh damn. What happens if we run into other Mercs?”


Amber smirked at me, “Well, it’s honestly a free for all in these kinds of hustles. We won’t get into open conflict with them, but they’ll definitely try to steal the daughter away from us if they see that we have her.”


“Err… Isn’t that like… Counterproductive? Why can’t we just work together?”


“Pfft, try and see if they would listen then. Nah, unless circumstances become really bad, expect every Merc to be looking out only for themselves.”


“And what if the daughter ends up getting hurt in the process?”


“Then the two Mercenary parties who cause her to get hurt will have to pay the penalty. Don’t worry, only the really fucked up Mercs would do something as drastic as that. We just need to focus on getting the girl out of here and to the drop off, ideally without being seen.”


If you say so… And considering we’re surrounded by abandoned factories and the drop off point was an inn two kilometres away… That’s going to be a little tough if we’re being chased…


“So what's our plan?” I asked, turning back to look at the warehouse across the street.


Amber also turned back to the warehouse, “Hmm… The security seems to be as expected. They have a few lookouts at the front entrance, two at the roof and a few more within the compound. The rest should be scattered inside the warehouse itself.”


“And the girl?”


“Not sure, we'll need to either get her location from one of the thugs or find something that tells us where she is.”


“Right… So where's our entry point?”


Amber looked around and pointed at the front gate, “We could go in through the front gate and shoot our way in I suppose.”


“And if we don't want to go in through the front door?”


She narrowed her eyes and pointed at one part of the roof, “Looks like there’s an emergency ladder that goes all the way up to the roof there. We could probably grab some of the stuff laying around to climb up to it and access the factory through the roof entrance.”


“Right… Let’s do that then. I’d say it’s better to make as little noise as possible until we get to the daughter or at least find out where she is first.”


Amber agreed with me so we made our way to the ladder in question that hung about ten feet above the ground.


There were a few discarded crates at the side so we moved them under the ladder to make an impromptu platform to climb up.


The ladder creaked a little as Amber started to climb it but it held her weight.


I ascended after her and though the creaking increased, it still managed to hold.


I looked up and was treated to the sight of Amber’s ass in her tight pants, bringing up the memory of what happened last night.


Ugh… Now isn’t the time to be horny…


I shook my head out of the gutter and ascended the ladder after Amber, stealthily reaching the edge of the roof and climbing over it.


Amber waited for me to step onto the roof before pointing in a certain direction.


I directed my gaze at where she was pointing and found two thugs standing guard there, their backs turned to us and watching over the front gate while they chatted.


The roof entrance was just past them in the form of a door, which meant we'd need to sneak past these two if we wanted to get to it.


“I don’t get it… Why did boss ask for double the number of guards today?”


The other guy shrugged, “Dunno, he never tells us anything. But I heard he looked quite pissed when he returned in the morning. I’m guessing someone fucked up and we’re expecting a raid or something.”


“Who the fuck did we even piss off? I don’t remember us hitting anywhere the last few days.”


“Oh, you didn’t hear? Boss took some guys out the night before and then returned in the morning. Must have been during that time.”


“Fucking hell, and they told us nothing? Sounds like they’re just keeping the good stuff for themselves.”


“Meh, I don’t care. As long as I get some Credits and have a roof over my head, I’m good.”


Fuck… Guess there’s no point in asking these thugs where the girl was being held if the boss has a habit of keeping these kinds of jobs on a need to know basis… We’ll have to find some other way to find where the girl is held then.


We just managed to pass those two when a shout came from somewhere.


I froze and reached for my blaster, pulling it out in preparation to shoot at whoever spotted us.


Then I realised that the shout was not directed at us when the roar of an engine came from the front gates.


Something exploded and that was followed by the sound of gunshots and screams from below. We couldn’t see what was happening from our angle but it definitely sounded like a fight had broken out down there.


The two thugs that we had been sneaking past also reached for their guns and started moving towards the edge, only to quickly be shot dead when Amber popped up and fired both her guns once and popping the back of their heads.


She then moved towards the roof’s edge to peek over the cover and I did the same, finding the compound of the warehouse had been turned into a warzone.


Someone had driven a car and crashed through the front gates, smashing through at least three thugs before stopping in the middle for the occupants to get out and start shooting at the rest of the thugs.


I thought that it might be another gang picking a fight with these guys but Amber cursed beside me.


“Fucking bastards, way to ruin everything. Looks like we already have competition, Tera… At least they’re getting most of the attention now so maybe we can use that to our advantage while they have their attention.”


Ah, looks like they’re another Mercenary group that came to rescue the daughter of the rich guy… They really went through the front entrance I see…


We moved towards the roof entrance just as the door opened, allowing two more thugs to step out with their weapons drawn.


They were just as surprised to see us as we were to see them but both Amber and I recovered faster than they did.


I raised my blaster and shot the one on the left just as Amber fired a round into the throat of the guy on the right, both thugs dropping dead even before they could raise their weapons.


With the intense firefight happening in the compound, no one even noticed the shots that were being fired on the roof, allowing us to sneak into the warehouse unnoticed.


The inside of the warehouse had come alive as more thugs rushed towards the entrance to fight off the Mercs that had appeared at their front door, none of them even noticing we were there.


With how many thugs were rushing there, I would think that those Mercs might even be mowed down before they entered the warehouse itself.


Oh well, it’s not like they’re our allies anyway so let’s just focus on finding the girl for now…

            

    
        In Case Of Worker Uprising, Press This Button

    
    
    
    
                Amber and I ignored the firefight happening at the entrance of the warehouse and tried to look for a way further into the building.

Seeing that the ground floor was just a floor below us, this should be the second floor of the building. But I'm not sure if there's basement floors that they might be using.

For the time being, while the thugs were distracted by the Mercs outside, we can start our search on this floor for our target. Even if she's not here, maybe we can find a clue as to where she was being kept.

Amber tapped my shoulder before pointing to a neon lit sign on the wall.

I squinted to try and block out the blinding light on the sign to see the words 'Security Office' with an arrow pointing to the left on the sign. There were two other words below it pointing in other directions with the one directly below being 'Generator Room' and 'Stock Records' right after that one.

I suppose the Security Office would be a good place to start our search..

Both of us followed the sign down the corridor and soon enough, we found a door with the same words on the sign written on the door itself.

As we got close to it, the door slid open, revealing an empty, small room that had multiple screens mounted on the wall but all of them were turned off at the moment.

"Seems like only the auxiliary power is still on, or the thugs only routed the power to specific areas in the warehouse," Amber remarked.

I looked around the room, "If we can get power to the warehouse, we might be able to see where the girl is being kept through the cameras here."

"Don't worry! I'll get right on it!" Amber assured me before running out of the room.

I was actually going to suggest that I be the one to go and find the generator instead but she had already left the room before I could say anything.

Oh well, I guess I could just try and see if there's anything here that would help us while I wait.

There were a few scattered papers around but these seem to be leftover leaflets from when the factory was still operational, most of them basically detailing what the person in the security office should do in an emergency.

From the contents of the leaflets, I realised that this place used to be some kind of food production facility or something.

At least… I think so with words like 'synthmeat' and 'synthfood' on those faded papers.

Oh, what's this?

'In case of worker riot, security measures can be activated by initiating Anti Riot Protocol by pushing the corresponding buttons on the security consoles in both security offices. In case one-- is compromised, a master card can be-- in the control panel. Beware--"

Unfortunately, the back portion of this leaflet was torn off but at least I understood what this was talking about.

I looked around the console and found the button easily enough, considering it's literally a big red button at the corner of the console.

It's almost like they expected a riot to actually happen.

I'm not sure what would happen if we were to activate this protocol but I have a feeling it won't be good for everyone here since we're not actually registered as a staff member in this warehouse.

Maybe it'll activate some kind of automated defence systems like automated turrets or simply lock down the entire warehouse?

Maybe I'll wait until Amber comes back before I decide what to do with it, it's still good to have options I'd say.

While I was still looking around, the lights suddenly came on and I hid myself underneath the console unnecessarily.

I thought I got spotted ok?

I peeked around to make sure that the coast was clear as the screens on the wall flickered and came to life, displaying many different views around the warehouse.

A few of them were showing the firefight outside and I was quite surprised to see the Mercs still fighting against the thugs despite being outnumbered.

There's like only three… No, four of the Mercs fighting out in the compound.

One of them is some big guy wearing power armour and dual wielding light machine guns, one of them was sniping them using a sniper rifle and the other one using the big guy as cover to shoot his assault rifle. The last guy was ducked behind the car and using his personal terminal that seemed to be controlling two drones that fired energy rounds out from a blaster hanging underneath them.

The power armour guy seemed to also be projecting some kind of energy shield in front of him which was why they dared to charge directly into the compound despite being outnumbered like that.

Right now, the thugs had hunkered themselves down so the Mercs were slowly advancing towards the entrance, gunning down any thugs that tried to peek out of their cover to shoot at them.

Right then, the door slid open again and I turned to see Amber sneaking back in.

"That was fast," I muttered.

"Not the first time I had to kick start a generator of an abandoned facility," She grinned.

I turned back to the security feed that showed mostly empty rooms, I was about to decide that this was a bust when I noticed there was a thug standing in the corner of one of the monitors.

Normally that wouldn't be something worth noting but the fact that he was just standing guard there instead of rushing to the entrance to participate in the shootout at the entrance meant that he should be located somewhere else inside the warehouse.

"Can we find where that camera is located?" I asked, pointing at the monitor.

Amber narrowed her eyes at the screen, "Camera B-Seven… Oh, they have a chart here."

She pointed at another part of the console that showed a rough map of the warehouse including where each of the cameras were.

The camera we were looking for was located a floor below ground level at the other end of where we were, which would bring us past the other Security Office that was also located on the same floor.

"Since that guy seems to be guarding that area, I'm assuming that's where the daughter is being kept," I reasoned.

Amber shrugged, "Worth a shot. But that would mean we'll have to fight our way back up once we rescue her. It'll be quite troublesome if those Mercs also manage to get to the basement when we get her."

I pointed at the leaflet that gave instructions on what to do in the event of a worker uprising, "Do you think we can use that?"

She picked it up and took a moment to read through its contents before turning to me, "It'll be risky. I saw some parts of the building that had hidden compartments on the ceiling so I'm assuming those are automated turrets. The question is whether those turrets are made to be lethal or not."

Wow, using lethal force on your own workers? I'd think that even that is a tad too much but what do I know? Maybe that kind of practice was common around here.

Amber then looked at the button directed by the leaflet on the console, "I suppose it doesn't hurt to have a plan B at least. Should we?"

I nodded and she went up to push the button.

Aside from the button lighting up, there was no other indication that it had any effect. I guess we'll need to head to the other Security Office to press the other button if we really need this function.

"Let's go then. We still need to find the way down to the basement," Amber reminded me.

We left the Security Office and we were greeted with the deafening sound of machine gun fire once again. Seems like the fight at the warehouse entrance was still raging.

Seriously, were these Mercs really just going to shoot their way in like that? What if these thugs took the girl out the backdoor while they were still occupied at the front? Do they have another plan for that?

Well, not that it's my business anyway as long as it doesn't interfere with ours.

I suppose the first thing we need to do is to get ourselves to the floor below first.

That was a simple thing to do since the stairs leading down to the main floor of the warehouse were hard to miss since there were already signs leading there from where we were.

Amber led the way while I took up the rear, watching our six for any potential ambushes.

When we reached the ground floor however, Amber suddenly pulled me into the shadow of a few boxes to hide behind them.

I was going to question what happened when a voice came from around the corner.

"Come on… We'll check upstairs while they're distracted."

"Well hurry up, before they bring the whole building down…"

Two girls then snuck past us to climb the stairs, not even realising we were behind them.

Crap… I guess these two must be another pair of Mercs or they were the companions of the group outside.

If they reach the Security Office, they might also come to the same conclusion as we did…

I looked at Amber and she nodded at me, already moving to find the stairs that would lead us to the basement.

We're really pressed for time now…

            

    
        In The Warehouse Basement

    
    
    
    
                We climbed down the ladder that led to the basement carefully.


I managed to find it after we searched around for a bit since it was just a small hatch located in the corner of the warehouse.


I closed the hatch after we climbed in, which also served to cut off any sound coming from the outside.


Right now I’m hoping that those two girls that had gone past us would take longer than we did to think about going to the Security Office, otherwise they might see us appearing on the screens later.


Of course, I was not counting on that so we should just hurry and get the girl before those Mercs call their friends to stop stalling and storm into the warehouse.


Descending from the ladder brought us to some kind of storeroom, though it was empty aside from some discarded containers.


The door was open and it led out to a corridor that had trash littering the ground every few dozen steps.


The thugs definitely weren’t keeping this place clean that’s for sure.


Amber peeked outside the door with her pistols held at the ready, giving me a curt nod before moving out into the corridor.


I pulled out my new shotgun and double checked that it was loaded, thumbing off the safety as I did so.


There’s no way we can hide any shots we make in here so I’m going in with the big gun from the start.


I let Amber take the lead while I covered her rear… And it was a really nice rear by the way.


Ahem…


Using our memory of the map, we made our way towards the place where we saw the thug standing guard easily enough, walking past a rather familiar door that had the words ‘Security Office’ as we did so.


That must be the room that contains the second button needed to activate the anti-riot countermeasures.


We neared a corner and stopped there, both of us peeking around it to see the place that we had seen on the screen back in the first Security Office.


A single thug stood in front of an open doorway looking bored, his gun leaning against the wall on his left.


Voices were coming through the doorway and whoever was there did not sound happy.


“Fuck! What do you mean the deal’s changed?! I got the girl didn’t I?! And… Huh? Wait… No… No, no, no… I did as you asked so it’s not my fault that we were seen!! Wait! Alright, alright! We’ll take her there!! Just get the money ready ok?! … Yes, yes! I’ll be right--”


A thug suddenly ran past the guard and rushed into the room, “Boss!! Boss!!”


The same voice growled at him, “What?! I’m in the middle of something! This better be important!”


“Mercs!! Mercs are outside!! We already lost half of our guys boss!”


“Fuck! What? No… Nothing! Don’t worry about it! I’ll bring her there! Just get… Get ready the money!”


There was the sound of something breaking inside before that boss guy started shouting again.


“How the fuck do I only know about this now?!”


“Greg got squashed by their car boss! We didn’t even know he died until just now!”


“Fuck, fuck, fuck! I knew I should have put more than one guy on alarm duty!! Call everyone else that is here, we’re taking the girl and getting the fuck out of here!”


“But… Which way, boss? Those Mercs got all of us pinned down at the front! The truck is there!”


“Forget the truck! Take the ladder and go out through the back! We’ll just make a run for it and jack a car somewhere! Hey Bomm! Get your ass in here and carry the girl!!”


The thug standing outside the door turned towards the doorway and stepped in, making grunting noises as he walked.


Amber turned to me and I nodded.


Now’s the time I suppose.


Both of us hefted our weapons and charged down the corridor while that thug’s back was turned to us.


He was in the midst of turning back when he heard our footsteps before Amber fired her ballistic pistol at him.


The round completely blasted the thug’s head apart, blowing a hole through it and sending splatters of blood flying messily through the air while the body fell backwards.


I slid in through the doorway, finding two surprised thugs inside watching the first thug’s body fall.


One of them was of course the runner who came in to warn the boss which outed the last guy as the boss of this gang.


He really went for the punk look with his spiky hair and leather clothes I see, ignoring the fact that his two arms were clearly modded with how they had streaks of light lining its surface and they had a metallic sheen on them.


The first shot from my shotgun eviscerated the thug who had ran in to warn the boss, the blast flinging him away to crash into the wall.


My second shot went straight to the gang boss’s head and would have also blasted it apart if it wasn’t for a translucent blue screen materialising in front of him.


“You fucking Mercs!” He roared, flipping over the metallic table he was standing behind to use as cover while he lifted his arms to point his fists at me.


I didn’t like that pose and quickly rolled to the side behind some crates, which proved to be the right decision since his knuckles opened up to reveal gun barrels and he started shooting at me.


Amber peeked around the door and fired her pistols at him, only to have her bullets be blocked by the shield as well.


The gang boss shifted one of his hands to point at the doorway and Amber was forced to hide behind the wall again to avoid the hail of bullets tearing through the air after her.


Sure, both of us had shields too but it’s still a preconditioned response to avoid getting shot at I suppose.


Also, this gives me the time I need to switch the next shell in my gun to a shield buster.


I peeked out and fired off the first buckshot before squeezing the trigger again to fire the energy shell.


The first shot was blocked by his shield as expected but the second shot completely obliterated the shield.


That obviously pissed him off since he turned both his fists towards me again and fired everything he had at me, my shield materialising to block a few of the bullets as I ducked back behind cover again.


Amber then leapt out of her own cover and fired a single shot into the guy’s head, blasting his brains out of his skull.


I stood up and nodded a thanks to the blonde Merc, receiving a grin from her in return.


I then directed my attention to the rest of the room, finding another door in the corner which must be where they kept the girl.


I went to try the door but as expected, it was locked tight. And since it was a sliding type of door, it’s not like I could just use my gun and blow open the handle or something.


“Tera~” Amber called out.


I turned to her and she pointed at a console near where the dead boss was.


Ah, maybe that controlled the door?


I went towards it and tapped on the screen impatiently, watching it come to life before I searched around to see something that would help.


Luck was on our side as an application literally called ‘door controls’ was on the front page and I tapped on it, only to find that it required a passcode.


Fucking hell.


I took out my Codex and connected to it, hacking into the console to grant me access while Amber took the time to look the Credit Chips off the dead thugs’ bodies.


By the time she was done collecting those, the sound of me unlocking the door could be heard.


I rushed to the door and it slid open with a hiss, revealing a dimly lit room with a young girl no older than ten tied up and gagged to a chair in the centre of the room.


Her eyes widened in fear when she saw us and she struggled against her bindings while screaming into her gag.


I raised my hands in a placating manner, “Hey, hey… It’s alright now. We’re here to rescue you. We already took care of the bad guys outside ok? We’ll get you out of here.”


She seemed to calm down a little but by how her breaths were still coming out in quick gasps, I figured she was still quite frightened.


I approached her slowly and undid her gag first, letting the cloth fall onto the ground.


The girl sobbed, “Waaahh… Mommyyyyy…”


“There, there… It’s ok now. We’ll get you out of here, ok?”


The girl sniffed and nodded.


I untied the ropes and she tried to stand up, only to stumble forward on shaky legs so I was forced to catch her lest she fell..


Ah, I guess she won’t be able to walk on her own.


“Shall I carry you?” I asked.


She nodded again.


I slung my gun behind my back and lifted her up in my arms, turning to Amber who had been waiting at the door to give her a nod.


Package secured, time to get out of here.

            

    
        Retrieval Problems

    
    
    
    
                We left the room that the girl was kept in.

I made sure to hide the sight of the dead bodies from her by hugging her close to my chest, only releasing her after we had reached the corridor.

Amber was still in the lead while I held the girl in my arms. She was literally shivering in fear so I tried to distract her by talking to her.

“What's your name?”

“F… Faye…”

“Fae?”

She shook her head, “Faye… F, A, Y, E.”

“Oh, that's a beautiful name, as beautiful as you are.”

She giggled, “Ehehe… Big sister is pretty too.”

“Awww, thank you. I'm Tera, and the pretty sister in front is Amber.”

The girl turned to look at Amber, “She's… She's pretty too… Where is Mommy?”

“We'll take you to her, don't worry.”

“Unn… Ok… Did Mommy send you to find me?”

“Yes, that’s why you don’t need to worry.”

“Ok…”

Everything was smooth sailing so far as we passed by the Security Office again, meaning just around the corner would be the ladder that we used to reach to reach the basement.

If the words of that gang boss were to be believed, there should be a back door that we could use to get out of this warehouse unseen.

I doubt we would need to steal a car but it'll be a long walk for us.

Just as Amber turned the corner, she suddenly ducked back and almost bumped into me had I not moved back to avoid her in time.

She quickly turned around and made a shooing motion at me to move away from here.

The fact that she didn't start shooting meant that it wasn't thugs that she spotted around the corner but those Mercs we saw earlier.

I pointed towards the security office down the corridor and she nodded.

Faye was giving me a worried look so I quickly flashed her a reassuring smile as we snuck back to the security office.

The door slid open and we slipped inside, shutting the door behind us.

I immediately looked for the screens that would show the camera feed and found them in the corner of the room, searching for the ones that would show the basement area.

“What… What's happening big sister?” Faye asked, her voice shaking.

“Some bad people are outside, we need to hide here and keep quiet for now. Could you wait a little longer for me, Faye?”

“O… Ok…”

I scanned through the screens and found the ones I was looking for, one of them showing the corridor outside where the two Mercs were peeking around the corner.

I found it a little ironic that they were doing almost the exact same thing as Amber and I did while we were sneaking in.

I covered Faye's ears before asking Amber, “Would it be a problem if we killed them?”

Amber shrugged, “If you're fine with making an enemy out of their entire group and whoever they are affiliated with, sure.”

“Err… Doesn't that mean they might kill us since we're not really affiliated with anyone?”

“Mmm… I won't lie, it's a possibility. But I'd say unless they're desperate or just plain bastards, they wouldn’t shoot us on sight if they know we're Mercs. Especially considering that we're carrying her,” Amber explained, nodding at the girl in my arms.

I looked at the girl and she was looking back at me with an inquisitive face, probably wondering why I was covering her ears.

Just as I was about to remove my hands, voices came from outside the door.

“You sure this is the way?”

“I'm pretty sure I can read a map, so yes.”

“Shouldn't we get the others for backup?”

“It's just two other Mercs. If it comes down to a fight, we can take them. Come on.”

“What if those two got done in by these guys?”

“Then we just pick up where they left off. Relax already.”

Damnit, they saw us in the security office upstairs for sure.

I turned to the console and saw the flashing big red button on the console that matches the one upstairs.

Pressing it would activate the anti-riot countermeasures but I think it's unnecessary now if they were just going to walk past us.

And as though fate was laughing at me for thinking so, I noticed a small timer counting down from five just beside the button.

What is that thing supposed to be counting down for?

Wait… Don't tell me there's an automatic activation function on this--

The button sunk into the console without anything touching it the moment the timer hit zero.

The lights around us suddenly switched to red and a siren started blaring while an automated message played over the intercom.

“Warning, riot in progress. Lockdown is in effect.”

Faye was looking around in bewilderment while Amber and I shared a look of concern.

“What happened?” She asked.

“Well fu… I mean… Crap… Seems like there's a timer on the second button that automatically activates if not pressed within a certain time…”

I had to make sure not to curse in front of Faye.

Amber blanched, “I thought you'd need a master control card or something to activate it using one console?”

“That's what I thought too… But I guess that point was part of the torn out portion…”

“Well fu… I mean… Damn… Do we know which parts have been locked down?” Amber asked, also making sure not to curse.

I tried looking around the office and found a control panel that showed exactly which part had been blocked off.

I went towards the console just as Faye started tugging at my collar, “Big sister? What’s wrong? Why is everything so red?”

“Umm… The bad guys tried to lock us inside here. We’ll need to look for another way out.”

“We’ll… We’ll be fine, right?”

“Yes, we will. Don’t worry about it. Your two big sisters will protect you.”

“Unn…”

With the little one sufficiently soothed, I started inspecting the console.

“Ok… Good news… Assuming those two Mercs had already gone past this security office, they would have been blocked off from us,” I reported.

Amber raised an eyebrow at me, “And what’s the bad news?”

“Well… Assuming there’s only one back door… That one’s blocked off too. And so is the main entrance as well…”

She groaned, “Which means the thugs left inside the warehouse aren’t pinned down by the Mercs outside anymore… How do we lift the lockdown in that case?”

I tried to look around the room but there wasn’t a ‘cancel lock down’ button anywhere around that I could see. Even pressing the anti-riot button again did nothing either.

There must be some kind of procedure to cancel the lockdown but I have no idea what it was and it doesn’t look like there’s instructions for that either.

What do we do?

Amber suddenly pointed at the screen, “Wait, look there. The indicator for the rooftop entrance.”

I followed her gaze and saw that there was an ‘error’ message beside that specific door. Does that mean that particular place failed to lock?

“I guess that’s our way out… But we might need to fight our way through what’s left of those thugs outside.”

“Unless we can sneak past them. Come on, let’s go! I’d bet they must be confused why the front entrance would shut on them so they should be sending someone to get instructions from the boss. Since the runner didn’t go past us, there must be another way down for them.”

Amber nodded, “Right, then we can sneak past them while they’re distracted and preferably before they find out their boss had his head… Ahem… Before they find out what happened to him.”

I turned to Faye, “We’re getting you out of here.”

She nodded at me before I picked her up in my arms and ran out of the room with Amber leading the way.

We reached the ladder in record time and I had to let Faye climb up the ladder on her own.

Thankfully, she had already recovered enough to be able to walk on her own and I could arm myself with my blaster while holding her hand once we got back up to the first floor.

Peeking around the corner, we found the front of the warehouse had been blocked off by a solid door and the thugs were standing around looking at it while making confused noises. I could still hear the muffled sounds of gunshots coming from outside so I guess the Mercs must be trying to break down the door though with little success.

Taking the chance that the thugs were still distracted, both Amber and I crept up the stairs towards the second floor with Faye following behind me.

Unfortunately, someone just had to turn around amongst the thugs and let out a shout.

“Hey?! Who the fuck are they?!”

His shout made every other thug still alive turn back to stare at us, all three of us freezing up like a deer caught in the headlights.

“Run! I’ll cover you!” Amber shouted, already shooting at the crowd of thugs and nailing the guy who shouted at us in the head.

Damnit… And here I was hoping for a clean getaway too…

            

    
        First The Thugs, Then The Mercs

    
    
    
    
                I pulled Faye along as Amber started firing at the thugs gathered in front of the door, accurately taking out several thugs even at this distance.

While most of the remaining thugs sought cover, a few of them raised their guns and fired back at us.

I used myself as a shield and blocked a few bullets for Faye, my personal shield materialising to absorb the bullets for me.

In retaliation, I also lifted my blaster and fired a few shots, nailing a few of the thugs that had opted to shoot at us out in the open instead of finding cover.

I managed to reach the second floor with Faye, the poor girl practically shivering in fear at what was happening.

I doubt she would be able to run while like this…

I lifted her up with a hand, letting her sit on the crook of my left arm which left my right hand free to hold my weapon in case we met any more thugs on the way.

Amber still covered our rear and followed me after firing a few more shots, taking the opportunity to reload as well.

“Hold on tight Faye!” I cautioned, picking up speed as the girl did as I asked, her arms wrapping around my shoulders.

She let out a soft squeak of surprise as one of the thugs leapt up from the first floor and landed in front of us, a manic smirk on his face like he had just caught us.

He must have modded his legs or something to be able to jump that high without aid.

Unfortunately for him, he was so caught up in that moment that he probably forgot that we were also armed so I simply pointed my gun at him and shot him twice.

He fell back and ended up tripping over the railing and falling back down to the ground floor below with a loud splat, clearing the way for us to continue forward.

At least that’s what I thought until three more thugs leapt up from the floor below, one of them with his gun already pointed at me.

I half turned my body to hide Faye from view and let my shield tank the bullet that the thug shot at me, the projectile burned away by my shield harmlessly.

I lined up my gun with the thug and pulled the trigger before he could fire again, shooting him between the eyes.

The other two thugs were still in the midst of lifting their own weapons when two gunshots were heard from behind me.

The heads of both of the thugs snapped back from the impact before they fell on the ground, dead.

I nodded a thanks at Amber who still had her arms raised in their previous shooting positions before I continued to run towards the stairs that would lead to the roof.

Already we could hear stomping from the thugs chasing after us from below as they raced towards the stairs.

As I ascended the stairs, I noticed that there was a metal graille similar to the one I saw at Mara’s clinic trying to drop down from the ceiling. But because someone had left a metal pole leaning against the wall, it ended up preventing the graille from actually dropping down.

“Amber!” I called out, gesturing to the pole with my gun.

She realised what I wanted immediately and gave me a nod to show she understood.

I burst out onto the roof and I looked behind me as Amber followed me right after, the blonde Merc already turning around to brandish her guns just as a few thugs appeared at the staircase.

She fired both her pistols at the pole, the force of the projectiles hitting against the object sent it rolling down the stairs and for the metal graille to crash down behind the door, blocking the way out for the thugs.

I let out a sigh of relief, but tightened up once again as gunshots came from over the roof’s ledge.

That’s right, the Mercs that had been distracting these thugs are still here… We’re not exactly in the clear yet.

Amber and I made our way to the emergency ladder at the side of the warehouse.

I looked down before turning to Faye, “Do you think you can climb down on your own?”

She shuddered, which told me all I needed to know so I didn’t force her. Instead, I holstered my blaster and started descending the ladder with her still clinging to me.

Just as I reached the second floor however, I heard a soft buzzing noise and turned to see a drone hovering just out of reach, its gun trained on me.

Amber reacted immediately and fired several rounds of her W2 Magnum at the drone, completely blasting it apart and sending the machine crashing against the side of the warehouse.

Ah fuck, the guy controlling the drones must have been using it to search for another way into the building and found us.

He definitely also saw me carrying Faye so they must know that there’s another Merc team here if those two girls haven’t told them already.

I was hoping that they might prioritise freeing their comrades that were still trapped inside the warehouse over chasing us but I’m not going to bet on that.

I quickened my descent and reached the bottom just as the second drone appeared from around the corner to speed towards us.

This time, I reached for the shotgun that I had slung on my back and pulled it out with my free hand before firing at it.

The slug round that I had loaded beforehand punched a hole through the drone and the machine fell out of the sky before crashing onto the street in a ball of fire.

Amber tugged on my arm, “Come on! This way!”

We entered a side street just as I heard the roar of a car engine from around the corner, the Mercs already hot on our heels.

Great, now we have to run two kilometres to get to the dropoff point while those Mercs chase after us in their car…

Fucking hell, go rescue your trapped girls instead! Don’t come after us!!

Amber reached out to me, “Let me carry her! Cover our retreat!”

I did not argue and passed Faye to her, though the girl seemed quite reluctant to leave my arms.

I knew Amber wanted me to cover the rear because I was the one with the bigger gun here and could deal with the power armour guy should he chase after us.

To prepare for that, I unloaded all the buckshot rounds still in my shotgun and replaced them so that the gun was loaded with slug and shield buster shells in an alternating order.

I heard the screech of tires as the car stopped at the street we were running, the Merc’s car drifting in to turn after us.

Amber made the snap decision to turn into an alley and I followed after her, ignoring the shouts coming from the occupants of the car chasing after us.

She turned around another corner and when I made the same turn, I found myself face to face with a tall fence.

Wait… Amber’s already on the other side? How did she climb this so fast even with Faye in her arms?

Deciding not to question it, I jumped up on the fence and grabbed onto the top, pulling myself up and over it before dropping down on the other side.

I could already hear the car stopping in the alley behind us and a door being slammed as they started to chase us on foot.

Fucking hell, just give up already! This isn’t worth it for you!

I continued running after Amber just as the unmistakable stomping sounds of a power amour came from behind.

I peeked behind me and saw the power armour guy stop to regard the fence blocking his way before ramming himself into it, completely tearing the flimsy obstacle off the wall and sending it crashing down.

He then started to raise the hand that was carrying a machine gun to point down the alley.

Woah, woah, woah! Wait a minute!! Was he really going to light us up?! Does he not care about hurting the girl as well?! What the fuck?!

I reacted immediately by kicking off the ground and spinning around in midair to point my shotgun towards him, firing the slug round directly at the power armour guy.

There was a loud ‘ping’ sound and I saw sparks fly from the shoulder I was aiming at, seems like he didn’t activate his shields which was a godsend for me.

At this distance, the slug round did not penetrate the power armour but the force of the blow was enough to send him stumbling backwards and prevented him from firing at us.

I landed on my feet and continued to run, turning another corner after Amber as she did so to try and lose our pursuers.

We continued to run for a while more and soon enough, we could no longer hear any sounds coming from behind us.

I guess they must have finally given up.

Fucking hell… And here I thought this would have just been a simple rescue mission…

            

    
        Hustle Delivered

    
    
    
    
                Amber had passed Faye to me after it was clear that those Mercs had stopped chasing us, especially since she kept pestering her for some reason.

Apparently she preferred to be carried by me instead for some reason.

“You seem to have a talent for taking care of kids I see,” Amber commented.

“I… I guess so?” I answered noncommittally, not knowing how to tell her that my experience came from dealing with customers before I came here.

That of course, includes dealing with children as well.

Also… Faye was quite a well behaved girl in the first place so there weren't any problems. That is assuming that this wasn’t just because she’s completely terrified at the moment of course, but I don’t think that’s the case.

We finally ran the two kilometres to reach the inn in question, finding what looked like a black sedan and a butler standing beside it.

The inn itself was clearly abandoned as well with the building completely empty and on the verge of collapse.

Faye reached her hand towards the butler, “Jerry!”

The man quickly turned upon hearing the name, “Young miss! It brings me great relief to see that you are safe! The sir and madam are so worried! Are you alright?”

She nodded, “Mmm! Big sisters rescued me from the bad people!”

“Oh goodness me! Where are my manners? You two must be Mercs who have taken the contract to rescue the young miss right?”

Amber nodded as we reached him, “That’s right. This counts as the contract is complete, right?”

I then noticed the butler’s eyes change and words seemed to scroll past his iris.

“That’s correct, allow me to transfer the credits as stipulated in the contract for this job. Miss Amber and Miss Tera correct? Shall I assume that it’s a two person team and the split is fifty-fifty?”

“You assume right. Though I’m surprised that the parents let an android come pick the daughter up instead of coming themselves.”

A what? Wait… This guy’s an android?

I looked at the butler again and… Seriously, I can’t even tell.

He looks human no matter how I look at it and I don’t even see any metallic parts on him aside from probably his eyes after it did that word scrolling thing.

Had Amber not said that, I would not have even known. Actually… How did she even know?

The butler gave a slight bow, “The young miss has been in my care ever since she was young and this is not a part of the city that the sir and madam should be seen in.”

“Jerry is nice!” Faye blurted out in my arms.

The butler’s eyes then changed back to normal and I heard my Codex let out a notification ping.

I tapped on my wrist and found a million Credits transferred into my account.

The butler then stepped aside and pulled open the door, “Please put the young miss in the car and I shall bring her back to the sir and madam.”

Yeah… Now that I know he’s an android, I guess the way he speaks was also a clear sign that he wasn’t exactly human.

I brought Faye to the back of the car like he requested and placed her inside, sitting her down on the seat.

Faye gave me a sad look, “Will I see you again, big sister?”

I smiled at her, “I’m sure if fate allows it, we’ll meet again for sure.”

“Mnn… Then… Umm… Thank you for saving me, big sister Tera!”

“Fufu~ You’re very welcome, Faye. Take care of yourself now, ok?”

“Ok, big sister!”

The android butler then bowed before closing the door.

Amber raised an eyebrow at the butler, “What Class is your AI?”

“Reporting, I am a Class three butler model AI, at your service.”

“Hmm… I see. Good enough I suppose. Alright, we’re done here, Tera.”

The butler bowed again before entering the driver’s seat, starting the engine of the car.

Faye waved at me as the car started to drive away, both Amber and I waving back until the car disappeared in the distance.

I turned to Amber, “What was the last question about?”

“Ah… You don’t know about that huh? There’s different classes to Artificial Intelligence after the AI rebellion. There’s different classifications for AIs now where the higher the class means the more autonomy the AI has. The highest class is at Class six but that class is illegal throughout the entire galaxy since the rebellion was caused by a Class six AI going rogue.”

Ok… That sounds like a whole entire can of worms I’m opening here… I guess that’s just another thing I’ll have to look up when I have the time.

Amber chuckled, “Well, we can drop by the Archive tomorrow if you want to learn more? You’ve been wanting to go there for quite a while haven’t you?”

“That sounds good. Also… How did you know he’s an AI? Was it the eyes?”

She was about to answer when the roar of an engine came from around the corner, revealing it to be the same car that the Mercs had driven to the warehouse and chased us in.

Fuck! Don’t tell me they’re still chasing after the girl?! Or are they here to deal with us for stealing the mission from under their noses?

I pulled out my shotgun but Amber lifted her arm to stop me.

The car stopped in front of us and I realised the two girls were now seated at the back of the car while the power armour guy was clinging to the back of the car.

The guy who I had been controlling the drones was the driver and he leaned out of the window to frown at us.

“Golden Amber huh? Didn’t know you have a partner now. Well fuck, guess you beat us to this one huh?”

Amber crossed her arms, “Yeah, now beat it.”

“Don’t be like that. That was a big contract, you know? And you get to have it for yourself and your partner while we would have needed to split it five ways. At least throw something our way, why don’t you?”

Her response was to show him the middle finger.

While that was happening, I pointed at the power armour guy, “When we were running… Did you really try to shoot us down?”

The guy chortled before pulling out his gun and detaching the box magazine to show it to me.

“Non-lethal pellets. Would hurt like a bitch but won’t kill. Thought I could at least slow you down and get her to turn back. Fucking hell though, my shoulder still hurts from your bullet. Almost thought my shoulder broke from that.”

“Ah, sorry about that. I thought you were actually going to kill us with that so I panicked a little.”

One of the girls leaned out the window, “Who are you though? I thought Golden Amber worked alone?”

Amber wrapped her arm around my shoulder and pulled me to her side, “She’s my partner now. Got a problem with that?”

“Tsk… And you even rejected our invitation back then too. What’s so good about her?”

“Are you kidding me? Look at these!” Amber cried, moving behind to start groping my boobs.

“Amber?!” I cried out in surprise.

The girl that asked the question rolled her eyes before ducking back into the car, “Let’s go, come on. We already did all that work for nothing.”

The driver rolled his eyes but did not argue, simply giving us a wave before flooring the accelerator and speeding away.

I turned around and scowled at Amber, “Really?”

“What? Don’t think I don’t know you check me out all the time. I’ve seen how you look at my ass.”

Ngh… I guess I can’t say anything to that…

I then gestured to the car that just drove off, “And what was that?”

She waved her hand, “They’ve tried to recruit me before but I turned them down I guess.”

“You guess?”

“They’re not the only ones who tried and I don’t remember all of the Mercs I’ve turned down. I don’t even remember them until they said that.”

I raised an eyebrow, “Huh… I’m guessing you’re pretty popular aren’t you?”

She grinned, “Oh don’t worry, I only have eyes for you so you don’t need to worry about me falling for someone else~”

That wasn’t what I was worried about but ok…

“Anyway… Ahem… They don’t seem to mind that we took this job from them?”

Amber scoffed, “Oh please, trust me when I say that they mind it very much. If they were the bastard kind of Mercs, they would most probably have shot us while they were driving here instead.”

Right… I guess that’s why she stopped me from drawing my weapon?

But seriously, what if they did a drive-by when they passed? Then again, I guess we would have at least had a chance to react because of our personal shields.

Argh, whatever… At least we completed the contract and got the money, so time to get back to the ship and sleep!

            

    
        The Archive

    
    
    
    
                I groaned, feeling myself wake up from my sleep.

I felt a weight on my shoulder and I shifted a little to look to the side, finding Amber resting her head on my shoulder still fast asleep.

Just saying, nothing happened last night.

Both of us were really exhausted by the time we got back and we simply showered before going to bed.

Amber had insisted she sleep with me since we’re officially a couple now and I was too tired to reject her and I just let her do whatever she wanted.

That turned out to be her using me as a body pillow and hugging me the entire night.

Oh well, it’s not like I hate this anyway so I didn’t try to push her off.

Speaking of which, I asked if it was really alright for us to just flip those Mercs off after we practically took that mission from them.

Amber then pointed out the fact that we did not loot most of the thugs there and asked whether I thought those Mercs really left the place empty handed.

That’s when I realised those guys most likely went back and finished off the rest of the thugs before looting the place clean.

They probably didn’t earn as much as we did but they definitely would be earning quite a few Credits from selling all those stuff that we left behind.

After knowing that, I didn’t feel that bad for them anymore.

Also, I asked how she knew that Jerry was an android and she pointed to the side of her neck, saying that there was a barcode there which outed him as one.

She made sure to mention that not all androids had a marking like that but if there was one there, it pretty much confirmed that the person standing in front of you was an android. There were also other ways of telling if the person is an android but she didn’t remember all of them.

I was a little afraid to ask if androids in this universe had rights or not and decided that it was a can of worms that I wasn’t willing to open. At least not yet…

I turned my head to look at the side where I had left my Codex, taking it off the side table to strap it on my wrist to check the time.

Seeing that it was nine in the morning, I figured it was time to get out of bed lest we waste the rest of the day away. Because I know if I were to go back to sleep, I might only wake up late in the afternoon instead.

I poked Amber on the cheek, “Time to wake up.”

She groaned, shifting her head lower to bury her face in my bosoms, “Unngg… Five more minutes…”

“No, no. Come on, let’s get up.”

Amber stayed there for a while more before talking into my boobs, “What time is it?”

“Nine.”

“Nngg… Why do we even need to get up that early? We don’t have anything planned today, do we?”

“We’re going to the Archives, remember?”

“Nngg… The Archives are open all day… We don’t need to go there that early…”

“Come on… Get up and I’ll make us breakfast.”

She reluctantly pushed herself up, “I swear… I don’t know how you can make food taste so good… You ruined me, Tera.”

I smirked at her, “Oh? And how exactly did I ruin you?”

“Nnghhh… If I didn’t love you, I would have been forced to stay with you because all other food taste like crap to me now.”

I gave her a peck on the lips, “And aren’t you glad that I love you back?”

Her answer was to wrap her arms around me and lean in for a kiss, her tongue pushing past my lips to curl around mine.

I kissed her back and she moaned into my mouth, her hand sliding down my neck to squeeze one of my boobs.

I shuddered but reluctantly pulled her hand away and broke the kiss.

“Now, now… We can do that tonight.”

“Oh come on, just one round?” She pleaded, lifting up her shirt to show me her boobs.

…

“Fine.”

I pulled her onto the bed and straddled her, the golden haired Merc giggling as I started sucking on her love buttons.

*

We finally left the ship after three rounds, Amber practically glowing after the sex we had.

“Which way to the Archives?” I asked, ignoring the looks passers-by were giving us.

Amber hugged my arm tighter and pointed down the street, “See that tall building with the glass windows? That’s the one.”

It was a short walk there and I found myself standing in front of what was supposed to be the Archive.

If I had to put it into words, the building looked like a smaller version of the Lotte World Tower except that it was completely made of glass.

There were quite a number of people going in and out of the building and I realised pretty much everyone here looked like scholars.

That is to say, both Amber and I stood out like a sore thumb with how we were dressed right now.

Not to say that we weren’t dressed well but we were wearing casual clothes and and looked like Mercs while these guys were wearing long robes like they were priests or something.

“What’s with the way they’re dressed?” I asked.

Amber looked around before chuckling, “Oh those people? They’re probably students from a nearby school here to cram some stuff in their heads.”

Oh shit… I definitely do not envy them… I’d hate to have to wear those robes to school everyday.

We went up to the front doors and there were several counters at the entrance where people seemed to be lining up to gain entry.

We joined one of the queues and I overheard one of the conversations happening between a receptionist and a student.

“What are you looking for today?”

“Err… I’d like to know the basic history of the Warp Gates and also the entire syllabus on ‘Introduction to Particle Physics’ please.”

“Certainly, the total would be six hundred Credits please.”

“Six hundred? Damn… Screw it, I’ll read up the history myself. I’ll just take the particle physics one.”

“That will be four hundred Credits.”

“Ugh… Ok, ok. Here.”

“I have received your payment. Here is your entry token. Proceed to the capsule with the same number as the token and insert it into the token slot. Have a nice day.”

I watched the student trudge off, mumbling something about schools sucking up all his money as he went deeper inside the Archive.

It was soon our turn and the receptionist smiled at me.

“Good afternoon, what are you looking for today?”

I was only here to see what the Archives was like so I wasn’t really looking for anything specific. If I had to be honest, the idea of having something implanted in my head didn’t really sit well with me so it was Amber that was choosing what she would be ‘learning’.

“I want the public records of pirate sightings within this system.”

“Ah, certainly. That would be fifty Credits please.”

Holy fuck, that’s a big difference in price compared to what that poor student was paying for.

Amber didn’t even blink and simply paid the receptionist as she had requested.

The receptionist then turned to me and her smile widened a little, “And for you, miss?”

I shook my head, “Nothing for me, I’m with her.”

“Very well. Do know that only one person may use the token so you won’t be able to use the capsule after your friend is done with it.”

“We are aware,” Amber told her before snatching the token off the counter. “Come on, darling~”

She wrapped her arm around my shoulder and pulled me along, making me wonder why she was being so aggressive.

“What’s wrong?” I asked after we were out of earshot.

“Nothing~ I just thought that I’d stake my claim a little to let others know of their place.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry about it~ Oh look, there’s our capsule~”

I looked at where she was pointing at and found rows upon rows of what looked like those old school nap pods that you might find in airports and offices in the past.

Ours was numbered at sixty and Amber released me to take a seat on it.

“So~ Here’s how it works~” She started to explain, seemingly quite excited for some reason. “You take a seat here, slide in your token in this slot over here and then just lay back. The pod here will close up and then you’ll be put into a trance-like state and in a while, you’ll have the information implanted directly inside your head.”

I raised an eyebrow, “That’s it?”

“Yep~ Pretty simple right? So you sure you don’t want to try?”

Mnn… As I said, I don’t really like the idea of it but…

You know what? Fuck it, let’s just try it out. After all, it’s just public records of pirate sightings so I doubt there would be anything nefarious that might be implanted inside it right?

            

    
        Archive Implanting...

    
    
    
    
                I took a seat in the capsule and Amber handed me the token before taking a step back.

Remembering her instructions, I inserted it into the slot as she had directed before reclining myself into the seat.

The capsule closed up and the lights in it dimmed, plunging the area around me into darkness.

There was a sort of whirring noise coming from around me and I guess that’s just the machine starting up.

Sure enough, the space above me lit up to project a screen directly in front of me, showing several words floating in front of my face.

‘Public records of Pirate activity around Theeve Orbital Habitat Station. Last updated today at 08:00 Standard Hours. Beginning playback.’

Ok… That’s probably what I will get implanted in my head in a while…

Then just as I thought of that, the screen started to rapidly flash and I wondered what was going on before finally realising that it was basically speeding through the contents of the record like a movie put on fast forward at an insane speed.

I waited for something else to happen but as suddenly as the screen had appeared, it then disappeared without a trace.

The inside of the capsule then lit up before it opened, making me feel really confused.

Err… Was that it? Because I don’t feel any different?

Wait… Maybe the idea is already implanted inside me and I just need to think about it?

Ok… Let’s see now… If I were to think about the recent public records of pirate activity… The recent places with pirate activity are…

…

I have no idea.

Amber peered into the capsule, “So? How was it?”

I blinked a few times at her, “I… Don’t think it worked?”

Amber frowned, “What do you mean? Where are the last locations where pirate activities have been sighted?”

“I don’t know… Like I really don’t know.”

“Huh? Wait… Are you saying the machine didn’t work on you?”

“Err… I guess so? Because I don’t feel any different… The only thing I remember is the screen flashing by really fast in front of me and that’s it. I didn’t even fall unconscious or anything.”

She gave me a look like I had just told her that I saw a god or something.

“That’s… Weird… Huh… I don’t actually know what to say to that,” She finally spoke after a while.

“Does that mean I can’t get stuff implanted directly inside my head?”

“I don’t… Know… If I had to guess… Maybe whatever made you lose your memories also screwed up your head? Wait… What am I talking about? Of course it screwed up your head if it already made you lose your memories.”

I grimaced, “Are there any other cases like mine?”

She hesitated for a moment, “... Not outside of this station that I know of at least… Oh wait! Maybe your memories aren’t actually lost but are kept locked up or something? Then when it tried to implant the knowledge inside you, it goes into the part of your head that is locked? Err.. Fuck I dunno, I’m not a brain scientist.”

I shrugged, “Oh well… I guess at least I know Archives are useless on me and I have to learn things the old fashioned way…”

Not gonna lie, I feel a little relieved with this because that also means that those people who might try to brainwash others using this won’t be able to do the same to me. Not that I’m expecting that to happen since Amber already told me measurements have been put in place to prevent exactly this from happening.

I looked around  before turning to her, “I suppose we should leave now? Sorry about wasting your money…”

She waved her hand at me, “What? It’s just fifty Credits. I’ll be a horrible girlfriend if I were to start nitpicking about something like this. Especially when you showed me such a good time in bed this morning.”

Right…

Both of us left the building though I did ask if Amber wanted to purchase another token for that data because I’m pretty sure she wanted to use that to find pirates that we could hunt.

She told me it was unnecessary since we could just search it up ourselves on the GalaNet as it’s public information so there was no need to do that. What’s more, it’s not like the pirates would definitely be at those locations especially since the pirates themselves would be able to access this information and knew better than to stick around when their activities have been recorded.

That left us the rest of the day free so we decided to do some more shopping, especially since we earned quite a lot of money on the last hustle.

What I wanted especially was more food for me to cook with, since I’m still in the experimentation stage where I’m trying to figure out combinations that work well together.

It kind of feels like I’m doing alchemy to be honest… And I actually like it.

Amber then brought me down to some kind of supermarket down the road where they had a lot of different kinds of food stocked.

I stepped inside and looked around, frowning when I realised that the aisles that I could see were all stocked with the synthetic food packages.

“So… Where are the fresh produce aisle?” I asked.

Amber once again gave me the look like I had said something incomprehensible, “Fresh produce?”

“Yeah. You know, like the freshly cut meat and vegetables and stuff.”

“Do you mean like organic food?”

“Err… Sure? Like you know… Potatoes, beef, rice, some fruits and… Oh! Some seasoning as well would be nice.”

She blinked at me, “Tera… There’s no way a station like this would stock those kinds of items you know? Even if they did, it would be really, really expensive.”

I swivelled my head towards her, “What the heck? What kind of dystopian setting is this? Why wouldn’t there be fresh food here?”

She pointed up towards the sky, “The agricultural worlds are mostly located in the inner sectors of civilization since, you know, terraforming a planet takes time and it’s not like all the planets out there are suitable to be turned into farmlands. Then of course the food produced there would supply the systems closest to them first. If they were to ship them out to systems like these, unless your ship is really fast, it’ll probably spoil on the way here.”

“Err… You’re telling me that there’s no food preservation tech on those transport ships?”

She chuckled, “Yeah, there is. Mostly on those dedicated freighter ships that are slow as fuck. Why the heck would any freighter captain take the long ass journey to ship it all the way here when they could just ship it to somewhere nearby for less hassle, less travel time and less cost? The only reason they’d do that is if some rich guy is paying for it so only the rich here can get the fresh foods while peasants like us are stuck with these.”

She picked up one of the synthetic food packages off the shelf and waved it in the air.

I frowned at the package, “What even are these made of?”

She shrugged and tossed it back on the shelf, “Fuck if I know. Could read it up if you want to but I think I’m better off not knowing. It keeps me satiated well enough so I ain’t complaining. That’s until you came along of course, already ruining me to all this crap food.”

I sighed, “Oh well… That just means I’ll have to just keep experimenting on these then… Got anything good around here?”

“Eh… I’m not even that picky before this. Most of these are just the same thing but with a little bit of difference in flavour. So I guess you can just pick whatever you think is good?”

I took a look at the shelf in front of me and inspected the words printed on them.

Let’s see… We have synthbeef… Synthlamb… Synthvenison… Synthtomato… Synthcorn… Synthwood… Synthchicken… Wait what?

I picked up the second last one and gave it a once over, confirming that it indeed says ‘Synthwood’ on the packaging.

“Why the fuck would anyone want to eat this?” I asked.

Amber peeked over my shoulder and shrugged, “I dunno. Some people seem to like it. I tried it once and it was too chewy for my liking.”

“And the taste?!”

“Err… A little spicy I think? I don’t really know how to describe it. I only ate it once and that was a long time ago so I could be wrong.”

Seriously what the fuck? I wanna know who exactly in the company in charge of deciding the flavours would think that maybe they should make ‘Synthwood’ as a flavour?!

Ah fuck it, let’s just get one to try it out.

In fact, let’s just get at least one of each here and a few more of those that I already know are good.

Then I realised that synthwood isn’t even the weirdest thing that is on display.

Why the fuck is there ‘Synthsand’?!!

Seriously!

            

    
        Why Not Just Grow Some?

    
    
    
    
                I looked down at the bunch of stuff that I had brought back from the mart.

They had more variety than I thought and I was most definitely not prepared for most of them. At this point, if someone told me there was a synth version of everything, I’d believe them.

Could you believe they have a ‘Synthfeet’? Like… What kind of feet?! And why?!!

… Don’t answer that… Because I know exactly why…

Anyway, I told Amber that I would make us some lunch after all that so let’s see what I can make with this.

I managed to get my hands on some normal looking ones like Synthpotato, Synthonion and also Synthpork, so I was thinking that maybe I could try making some stir fried pork with potatoes or something.

That is assuming that everything here tastes as I expected it to taste.

Amber was already seated beside me and watching me with an excited look on her face.

“So what are we making today?”

“Mmm… I’m hoping I can make something I know but I don’t really know if I can do it until I start tasting these,” I pointed at the packages in front of me.

“Mmhmm~ I already can’t wait~”

I grinned at her, “I don’t even know if this is going to be good yet so I would say to curb your expectations.”

“Oh, I am curbing it~ I’m just enjoying the sight of you cooking~”

I raised an eyebrow, “You like the sight of someone cooking for you, I take it?”

“Well… Not just anyone, just you~”

I snorted at her before I started to open up the packages to taste the food inside them.

The first one I tried was the Synthpork since that would be my centrepiece.

It looked normal enough when I opened it so I tried tasting it a little.

…

Ok, it tastes nothing like pork, what the fuck is this?

I mean… It has the texture of one but the taste is… Well… Missing?

It would be more correct to say that there isn’t any taste at all I guess… Which makes it feel like I had some kind of tasteless rubber in my mouth. Yuck.

I suppose at least they have the texture of it somewhat correct…

What about the other two?

I tried tasting the potatoes first and… Wow… They err… Actually taste like potatoes, holy shit. That’s a surprise for sure.

And the onions… They just give this weird tangy sort of taste… With a salty aftertaste…

Hmm… Let me see…

I know from my previous tastings what I could use to correct this… I even got them sorted into little containers that I labelled with the taste they gave me.

Let’s see… A little bit of ‘salty’, a lot of ‘meaty’, some bits of ‘sweet’ and then I can throw them in there into the wok and start frying them.

One good thing about these synth foods is that I don’t even need to do that much preparation for the food because all of them are pretty much ready to eat from the start.

So I just start frying them and tasting a little bit of them and adding stuff as I need to until I get the taste I wanted.

Alright, I think I got the taste. There’s even the taste of soy sauce in there too.

All in all, I’m quite satisfied with how it turned out.

I took a plate and started scooping the food out of the wok. Obviously it doesn’t look like the normal stir fried pork since I added a whole bunch of other stuff in it.

Amber looked over my shoulder, “Oh wow~ That definitely smells good~ Did it turn out the way you wanted?”

“Pretty much~ Let’s try it shall we?”

I gave her a pair of chopsticks and took another one for myself.

Amber waited for me to take the first piece of the synthpork from the plate before taking a piece for herself.

…

Delicious~

Amber shivered, “Mmmmmm!! Oh gods, you’re magic, Tera… Oh my god… How did you even manage to make something like this?”

I swallowed, “I mean, you literally saw me cook it, it’s not that hard. I’m sure someone else could do the same too.”

“Mmhmm~ I don’t think anyone can do it even if they saw you make that, Tera. Especially when you start throwing those things in to… What did you call it? Getting the taste right?”

Oh yeah… I suppose it’s because I at least have something to reference that I could adjust the taste to get it right. But for someone who hasn’t tasted the real thing before, they wouldn’t even know what they need to throw in to adjust it.

Both of us enjoyed the food I made and the plate was emptied within minutes.

“That… Was so good~” Amber moaned.

“I’m glad you liked it. Speaking of which… Do you know any stores that might serve food like this?”

Amber shrugged, “I’m guessing maybe the really expensive restaurants? Those places would probably serve using organic ingredients instead of synthfood like this.”

I placed the plate into the sink alongside the wok and utensils, which Amber would wash later since she insisted that it was the least she could do after I always made food for her.

“Speaking of which…” I started, turning to face her. “Is there any way I could get my hands on some seeds or something?”

She raised an eyebrow, “Are you planning to grow your own food?”

“Yeah. Since we’re using this room anyway, I could use some parts of the other room to grow some potatoes or something.”

“Mmm… I’m not sure if you could get any here to be honest. And even if you did get your hands on one, the problem is where are you going to plant them? It’s not like you can just get soil around here or something.”

I scratched my head, “Err… I was thinking maybe I could do something like hydroponics?”

She gave me a look, “You know how to use hydroponics?”

“Err… Not really, but I’m sure there’s some instructions on the GalaNet right?”

Since technology has become so advanced, surely this technology would have advanced greatly right?

Unexpectedly, Amber leaned over and dropped her voice low, “Tera… It’s err… You won’t find any information on how to use hydroponics there.”

…

“Eh? Really?”

Is it a lost tech or something? Do we no longer use hydroponics here because we don’t use water like that anymore or what?

She pulled back and nodded, “Yeah… About that… I’m just going to go ahead and ask if you know about the Alvs?”

“The what?”

She waved her hand, “Well… Just know that they are another race out there. They have long ears and live really, really long. Humanity first found them when their civilization was under threat of a leviathan but that’s a story for another time. Anyway, they have mastered hydroponics and food processing and made it a law that all of their tech should remain with their people. So nothing is posted on the GalaNet and the moment it appears, it’s taken down.”

“Why the fuck would they do something like that?”

She rubbed her thumb and middle finger together, “Money of course. They wanted a monopoly on the tech.”

“What the fuck? Why would anyone agree to something like this? This thing would have allowed places like these to grow food too!”

She grimaced, “Well… It’s not illegal to have a hydroponics garden… It’s just that if you want to learn how to do it, you have to go to their schools to learn how to do it… Actually, scratch that, they don’t teach this skill to outsiders, they’ll just sell you the machine and then that’s it.”

“Hasn’t anyone… I dunno… Tried to do it themselves?”

“Oh, most likely yes. But they’re most likely keeping it to themselves and selling the produce to make big money because once that knowledge becomes commonplace, the value of organic foods would plummet in that sector. Besides… Most people like us are already used to synthfood which is easy to make and easy to get. No one would be bothered to go through all the trouble to do it.”

I raised a finger, “Then if I were to buy a big ship and turn it into a farm of sorts… Wouldn’t I be able to make shitloads of money if I just fly them to fringe stations like these?”

She grinned, “You can. And you’re not the first one to think of that either. We call those Roaming Farmers. Just to let you know, it’s not as profitable as you think.”

“Eh? Why not?”

“Because pirates looooove to target these ships so you’d need to invest a lot in having either your own fleet to protect you or hire Mercs to escort you which really cuts into your profits. If you’re planning on going that route, I’d say that we’re better off just growing enough for ourselves instead of trying to make a business out of it.”

Hmm… I suppose I could try making a small farm… But then again I’d also need to get some seeds too… I could probably try it out with some root vegetables but as Amber said, they’ll be really expensive so I’m not sure if I should risk that investment…

Fuck it… Whatever we have right now works so maybe I’ll only think about it after I earn more Credits first…

            

    
        The Mod Is Ready (*R)

    
    
    
    
                “So… Ready to get your mod?” Amber asked, clearly more excited than I was.


Yep, today’s the day where my gene mod for growing myself a dick would be ready.


I raised an eyebrow at her, “Why do you seem more excited than I am about this?”


She grinned, “Isn’t it obvious? You can finally fuck me!”


…


I should have known that was what she was excited about…


She tugged on my arm and practically dragged me towards the direction of the gene clinic.


The alley that the clinic was located at was now completely clean, unlike the time when it was full of dead bodies when Amber and I took care of those thugs that were attacking her store.


Seeing that there were even people walking through the alley now, it’s hard to imagine that just days ago a fire fight happened right here.


Moving to the entrance of Mara’s Gene Clinic, I round a few people waiting inside and a girl I didn't recognise manning the reception counter.


She straightened herself the moment we entered, “Good day, welcome to Mara's Gene Clinic, what mods might you be looking for today?”


I stepped up to the counter, “We have an appointment.”


She tapped on her screen, “Ah yes, I see your reservation here. Miss Tera, correct?”


“That's right.”


“Perfect, you're right on time. Just head on inside, doctor Mara will see you there.”


Amber and I moved past the counter and headed inside the clinic.


The door slid open and we found Mara seated at her desk, tapping away on her personal terminal.


She glanced up to look at us before looking back down again.


“Come on in, girls. Tera, take a seat at the chair over there, Amber… You can just stand there.”


“Hey! What's with the difference in treatment?!”


“Because it's you.”


“What’s wrong with me?!”


“Do I really need to answer that? Ignore her, Tera. Make yourself comfortable.”


I tried my best not to laugh and went over to the chair that she had indicated, which looked kind of like a dentist’s chair in my old World.


Mara ignored Amber and went over to one of the cabinets that had a lock on it. She inputted a code into the console and there was an audible click before she pulled open the cabinet doors.


Inside was a single vial of blue liquid that she took out carefully before closing the cabinet and heading over to me.


I was expecting her to ask me to strap myself into the chair or something where she would inject the liquid into me but she just handed over the entire vial to me.


“Here you go.”


I took it, “Err… Do I just drink it?”


She nodded, “I keep forgetting this is your first time. That’s right, just pop open the cap and drink it.”


“Ok… How long does it need before it takes effect?”


“Give or take two minutes.”


That fast?


I was expecting it to take several days or something… I guess that’s the future for you.


I popped open the cap of the vial before giving Amber a look, the blonde haired Merc simply grinning at me from the corner of the room.


Shrugging my shoulders, I tossed the contents of the vial into my mouth before swallowing it.


“Oh… Blueberries?” I commented after tasting it.


Mara raised an eyebrow, “I’m surprised you even know what blueberries taste like, but yes. Why? Do you hate them or something?”


“No, I’m just surprised to taste that here after I’ve become accustomed to synthfood.”


Mara made a face at me, “I know what you mean, they all taste terrible. Nothing on this station is even remotely appetising. How do you even deal with it?”


I didn’t get to answer as Amber immediately cut in before I could, “She can cook! And it tastes absolutely magical!”


The reaction from Mara was immediate as she lunged forward and grabbed me by the shoulders, “You… You can cook?!”


I was so surprised by her sudden change in demeanour that I simply nodded in response.


I quickly added, “I actually won’t really call it cooking though… It’s really just me throwing the food together until they don’t taste like crap.”


Mara turned to Amber, “So your kitchen finally has some use huh? Aside from using it as a glorified food heater.”


Amber shook her head, “Oh, I already moved out of there. Tera’s ship has living quarters. There’s not just two bedrooms, but also two kitchenettes and two showers!”


Mara’s eyes widened as she turned back to me, “Tell me she’s joking.”


“Err… I’m afraid that she isn’t.”


“Amber, you lucky bitch.”


“I know right?!”


I scratched my cheek, “Err… If you don’t mind… Do you want to come over for dinner?”


The doctor gave me a look as if I had asked if she wanted free money, “Can I?”


“Sure. I’m already cooking for the two of us, it’s not that hard to add another person. Just saying, don’t expect some five star chef meal or whatever. I’m literally tossing synthfood together to make it taste less crappy.”


“Anything’s better than just eating it out of the packaging! Heck, I’ll even pay you for it!”


“Err… That’s fine… I mean you’ve already… Wait… I feel… Eh?”


I paused when I felt the area in between my legs get hotter and hotter, almost like someone had placed a heater there.


I looked down and of course, there wasn’t such a thing there but Mara immediately knew what was going on.


“Ah, it’s already taking effect. You should feel it growing out soon. I’d recommend taking off your pants though.”


“Oh! Let me!”


I couldn’t even protest because I was completely focused on the building heat in my groin.


Amber pulled down my pants gingerly and I could see there was something pushing up against my skin a few centimetres above where my clit was.


I was vaguely aware that Mara and Amber were watching the thing that was there as I felt my consciousness slowly fade.


It took me a moment to realise that what I was experiencing was pleasure that was building up in that area, almost like I had Amber eating me out down there.


It got even hotter and hotter before I felt the strength leave my limbs and I was forced to lie down on the chair while my hips slowly raised themselves in the air.


I remembered the feeling of Amber thrusting her fingers in and out of me that night and slowly, I could feel my climax edging closer and closer until I reached my inevitable release.


I let out a cry before I cam, and it was definitely not alike the orgasms that I have been experiencing so far since it was more intense and also had a somewhat sense of familiarity too,


My hips were thrusting themselves up and down and I felt something shoot out of me, only to realise that it was my new cock that was shooting out its seed into a cup that Mara had prepared beforehand.


I realised I was experiencing a simultaneous orgasm from both my pussy and my cock at the same time, which made it more intense.


It took a minute before I finished cumming and I collapsed onto the chair, breathing hard.


Mara lifted the cup in her hands, “That’s quite an amount. Seems like the mod worked perfectly for you.”


I looked at her, still recovering from the intensity of my climax, “Was… Was there a chance that it wouldn’t?”


“Of course there is. Even though it was designed for you, I can’t guarantee there wouldn’t be unforeseen side effects like you growing out two dicks instead of one.”


…


I will keep my comments to myself.


Instead, I looked down at my waist and… Well… I have a dick now and it was just as I had designed.


She then took the cup over to a machine at the side of the room and placed it on top of a stand. A light came out from the machine and seemed to scan the cup before a screen appeared in front of it that Mara inspected.


“Hmm… Good news, your fertility function is also working well. The sperm you just shot out could impregnate someone but you should be able to choose your own fertility by will from now on.”


Amber turned to me and gave me a knowing smile.


Yeah… I guess we're probably not going to do much sleeping tonight.


I turned to Mara, “So… I can just decide to be infertile and I will be infertile?”


“Yes, do you feel the mental switch at the back of your head? Just concentrate on that and it will switch as you will it to.”


I closed my eyes and sure enough, if I concentrated hard enough I could feel like there was some kind of imaginary button there that I could press.


I'm not sure how this was even possible but when I willed it to turn off, the button clicked for me and I knew instinctively that I was now shooting blanks.


Perfect.

            

    
        The Doctor And The Golden Merc

    
    
    
    
                “That's a nice ship,” Mara praised as we headed towards the ramp of my ship.


Amber puffed up her chest, “Wait till you see the inside!”


The doctor raised an eyebrow at her, “Why are you the one that's proud? It's not even your ship.”


“Because it's my girlfriend's ship. Why? You jealous?”


Mara rolled her eyes but said nothing.


Even I could tell that despite their back and forth, the both of them were actually on rather good terms with each other.


It kind of feels like the banter you would do with friends that you would joke around with.


I ascended the ramp with the other two girls following behind me.


Naturally, Mara was looking around at everything as it was her first time on the ship while Amber just kept looking smug about having Mara here.


She was really cute.


I gave her a short tour around the rooms starting from the storage room, then the shared bedroom before moving to the cockpit.


I then brought them to the room that I was sharing with Amber, though she started moving her personal stuff to the other room and only came over when it was time for bed so it was still technically my room.


“And this is my room.”


“In other words, our love nest,” Amber told her proudly.


Mara gave an exaggerated sigh, “Right… I don’t see any tables though?”


“Ah… Yeah… That’s one of the bad things here,” I admitted with a grimace. “We just either eat standing up or sit on the bed.”


Mara frowned but said nothing in response.


I went over the kitchenette while Amber took Mara to the side to watch, excitedly claiming that this was where the magic was made.


Hmm… Since there’s three people for dinner today and it’s Mara’s first time eating with us, I guess I should just go the safer route and do some meat and potato stew, especially since the synthpotatoes actually taste like potatoes.


Alright, let’s see what do I need here… The synthpotatoes is a must so I’ll grab some of that… Then some of these that give the salty taste and then a few of these meaty things as the main source of taste… Oh right, shouldn’t forget a little bit of these that I know would make the stew thicker as well.


Then all I need to do is to let it boil for a bit, then simmer it for a bit before boiling it again to repeat the process one more time.


Finally, after leaving it there for five more minutes, the stew is done.


I grabbed a few bowls and filled them up before passing them to my hungry guests.


Both of them waited until I had also picked up my bowl and dipped my spoon into my bowl before they did the same.


Oh~ It tastes much better than the last one!


Most likely because this time we actually have the potatoes and I had more ingredients that I could fine tune the taste and texture with.


I suddenly heard a sobbing noise and I turned to see Mara literally shedding tears while holding her stew.


“Ma… Mara? The stew isn’t bad is it?” I asked, afraid that maybe this wasn’t to her taste.


She shook her head quickly before sipping another mouthful of the stew, “This… This is beautiful, Tera… Thank you. Thank you…”


“Ermm… You’re welcome?” I answered her, a little hesitatingly.


She picked up another spoonful of the stew, “I can’t remember the last time I had eaten something this good… It’s… It’s perfect.”


I turned to Amber and she was just smiling at the doctor, not even making any barbed remarks at her current state.


I gestured to the pot, “Well… I made quite a bit this time so feel free to get seconds. In fact, if you want to pack some to take away, I think I have a container somewhere for you to do that.”


Surprisingly, Mara shook her head, “No, that’s quite alright, Tera. I could not impose on you any further than this. Although… If you don’t mind… Here, I want you to take this.”


She set aside her bowl to pick up her personal terminal before tapping on it for a bit.


A second passed before my own terminal let out a notification ping and I tapped on it to see a message from Mara.


It contained a string of numbers and I wondered what it was until she gave me a serene smile, “That’s the code to my door lock above my clinic. If for any reason you need somewhere to go, you can make use of that place. And if you feel like it, you could treat my home as yours as well.”


Amber scoffed, “Just say that you want her to go over to your place and cook more, no need to beat around the bush like that.”


Mara growled at her, “While I’ll admit that the prospect of that would be especially attractive, that is not the real reason I gave her that. Anyway, my house does have proper dining tables, so you don’t need to hold back, Tera.”


I scratched my cheek awkwardly, “Umm… Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind.”


Amber then nudged her with her elbow, “Yeah, yeah, continue eating before the food gets cold and you waste my dear girlfriend’s efforts.”


The gene doctor didn’t even argue and picked up her bowl to start slurping it down alongside Amber.


I also turned my attention back to my own share of the stew and ate it slowly, relishing the taste of it and feeling especially satisfied with the stew I made today.


No words were exchanged after that as the three of us focused solely on enjoying the stew, each of us also filling up a second bowl from the pot after finishing the first one.


Amber and Mara then proceeded to wash all the utensils and clean up the kitchen after we were done eating, letting me watch from the bed this time.


I also noticed that without saying anything, Amber settled into the role of washing the dishes while Mara was in charge of wiping them dry, almost like they had done this together before.


Hmm… Something tells me that they had lived together before…


Without thinking I asked, “Were you two in a relationship before?”


Mara answered back without even a moment’s hesitation, “We are not past lovers, Tera, if that’s what you’re wondering… I suppose it’s not that big of a secret, is it?”


Amber nodded, “Tera already knows about my past with that mentor and how I was abandoned.”


Mara sighed, “I found this little blonde bitch crawling in an alley on the brink of death and still clinging to life. Took her in and raised her up. I tried to talk her out of becoming a Merc and just becoming my assistant instead but this ungrateful bitch chose not to listen and went out on her own just like that.”


The golden haired Merc shrugged, “I’m still searching for that bitch by the way, just so that I can put a bullet in between her eyes myself.”


Mara turned to her even while putting away one of the bowls she finished wiping dry, “I’d thought you had given up on it after being with Tera?”


“Oh no. Tera just became the most important person in my life, that bitch who betrayed me merely moved down a level in terms of importance.”


Mara smacked the Merc on the back of her head, “I already told you that path of revenge is pointless. Just live your own life and forget about that bitch, that’s the best revenge you can give her by showing her that she’s not even worth your time.”


“Owww! Stop hitting me!! I’m not a stupid kid anymore!”


“Funny that you dare to say that. Who’s the stupid kid who kept crawling back to my house despite constantly running off after I told you not to, huh?”


“Nggh… That was so long ago!”


I get it now… Mara isn’t just some close friend of Amber’s, she’s actually her mother figure and caretaker huh. And those verbal jabs they kept throwing at each other weren’t just friends making jokes but a mother and daughter bickering.


That is so cute.


I wonder how long they spent together to foster that kind of relationship.


Just as I thought of that, both women turned to me after finishing washing and cleaning everything.


“So… Now that we’ve done the clean up, there’s only one other thing left to do.” Mara commented.


Eh? What is she talking about?


Amber also nodded sagely beside her, “That’s right, we can’t ignore it or else there might even be consequences we don’t know about!”


What? What are they referring to? Did I miss something or what?


Before I could ask what they were talking about, the two women suddenly stripped themselves and stood before me with their bodies bared.


“Time to test that cock of yours, Tera!”


“Yes, I must make sure that it’s functioning properly. Let’s get you out of those pants, Tera.”


…


What?!

            

    
        You Got To Try New Mods Out (*RRR)

    
    
    
    
                The two girls advanced towards me and I felt like I was their prey that was caught in a trap.


I retreated back to my bed and the two merely used that chance to start stripping themselves of their clothes, not even showing any shame.


Well… I suppose Amber was already used to this but Mara seemed to also be into it for some reason.


No… Actually, it looked more like she was merely going through some medical procedure instead with how stoic her face was.


Yet, I was treated to the sight of two extremely attractive women baring their bodies to me at the moment.


With a sight like that, of course I would experience the natural physical phenomenon that pretty much any straight man would experience when shown something like that.


My dick got erect.


The two girls reacted quite differently to the sight of me pitching a tent in my pants.


Amber giggled and licked her lips, “Oh my, Tera. If I didn’t already know before, now I’m sure you really, really like me~”


Mara simply inspected my cock with a critical eye, “Hmm… Seems like there’s no problems with the erection functionalities. Reaction time seems sufficient as well.”


Amber was the first to reach me and she deftly pulled my pants off and tossed them away, leaving me naked from the waist down.


My cock twitched from coming into contact with the cool air which only served to excite the blonde haired Merc even more.


“Oh my~ Now I can certainly get used to this~”


She leaned forward and pressed herself against my cock, giving it a whiff before planting a kiss on the tip.


“Mmm~ You smell nice too~ Was that the pheromone mod that you included that makes it smell nice?”


“I figured you would want to go down on me so… Yes.”


Her response to that was to envelope the tip of my cock with her mouth, gently sucking it and licking around the head with her tongue.


I let out a gasp of pleasure and my hips raised involuntarily, completely unprepared for the level of pleasure that assaulted my senses.


Mara’s voice came from right beside me, “Hmm… Seems like sensitivity’s still higher than normal but that should lower back to normal after cumming once or twice. How about the rest of the body?”


She pulled up my top and stripped me of the rest of my top while I was still caught up in the pleasure.


Without warning, she went down and sucked on one of my nipples, playing with them with her tongue.


I felt my cock twitch again and I shuddered, the doctor letting go of my nipple upon the sight.


“Mmhmm~ Seems like the sensations are properly synchronised. Now… Are you wet yet, Amber?”


Amber released my cock from her mouth with a loud pop, “Oh gods, of course I am. Those pheromones though, holy shit… I was already creaming myself when I started sucking her cock.”


Mara shook her head, “That wasn’t designed to do that. So that just means you’re a massive pervert for Tera here.”


“Well, I don’t deny that. Time to pop that cherry, Tera~”


She got up and straddled my waist, using her hand to guide my cock to her dripping wet pussy.


Just from her sucking the tip was enough to make me lose myself in the pleasure, just what would happen if she were to put it inside her?


She didn’t give me any time to think about it because she immediately sat down on me, pushing my member all the way inside her in one single motion.


I had a moment where my mind was completely clear where my entire concentration was directed towards my cock.


I could feel how my entire length was being squeezed by Amber’s pussy and how tight it felt. It was a comfortable type of tight where it felt almost like Amber’s pussy was designed specifically for me to sheath my penis in.


The pressure I felt at the tip must also be her womb descending so that her cervix to kiss the tip of my cock, which only served to intensify the pleasure as her pussy squirmed around my cock.


Then, everything around me went white as I felt my orgasm hit me like a bomb going off.


I had slammed my hips upwards and I came directly into Amber’s womb, filling her up with my seed as I blew load after load inside her.


Amber had let out a gasp when I started cumming inside her before she recovered and slowly rode her hips back and forth, coaxing every little bit of seed out of me.


The moment I finished cumming, I fell back on the bed, breathing hard like I just ran a mile.


“Mmhmm… Sensitivities seem to be quite intense for now. That’s still within expectations. Now get off, Amber, it’s my turn.”


“Hey! What do you mean your turn? I haven’t cum from Tera’s cock yet! I want both of us to share our orgasms together!”


Mara rolled her eyes, “Fine, hurry up then.”


“You can’t just hurry me! I’m making love here! You can’t rush-- Ahhhhh!!”


Mara went behind Amber and reached around her to squeeze her boobs, “Shut up, I said hurry up!”


“Geez! This is why you’re still single after all these years you insensitive bitch!”


Mara spanked Amber on the ass, causing it to jiggle deliciously.


Amber wanted to turn back to say something but I had already recovered so I grabbed her by the waist and pulled myself back before slamming myself inside her.


Oh gods… Her pussy was practically massaging my entire length right now.


I didn’t stop and rammed myself inside her a few more times, the blonde Merc’s mouth opened into a permanent ‘O’ as I fucked her from below.


It felt too good and I couldn’t stop, even when Amber was screaming out from her climax and her body lost strength to collapse on top of me.


It didn’t take long before I came again, the amount barely decreasing despite this being my second orgasm.


I fell back on the bed once more, basking in the afterglow of the sex.


That was when Amber was unceremoniously lifted up and dumped on the side of the bed by Mara, the doctor giving my cock a critical look.


“Mmm… Good, seems like you do not have a refractory period so that’s working too. Now come and fuck me Tera.”


She leaned back on the bed and spread her legs, giving me a come hither motion.


I’d like to say that I calmly approached her and made some snarky remark in response to her… But the truth was I didn’t and dove into her embrace, practically shoving my cock into her pussy the moment I did so.


Both of us let out a moan and the doctor closed her legs around my waist.


“Fuck meeeeee… Oh gods… Your cock is perfect, Tera!!!” She screamed.


I took that as an invitation and started fucking her in earnest, my hips slapping against hers repeatedly.


Unlike the previous two times where I came very quickly, it seems like my sensitivity has gone down since I could still hold back from cumming even after thrusting into her with such speed and ferocity.


Mara accepted me without complaint, her eyes staring straight into mine while she moaned, “Oh gods… Oh godsssss… Yes, yes, yes! Right there!! Don’t stop!!! I’m gonna cum!! I’m gonna… Gonna… Cummiiiiing!!”


I felt my own orgasm hit me at the same time and I came inside her which seemed to intensify Mara’s own orgasm as she spasmed in pleasure.


Before I could even rest though, Amber had approached me to hug me from behind, “My turn, Tera~”


After that, it was a whirlwind of activity as we fucked like a bunch of teenagers discovering sex for the first time.


One moment I had Amber on all fours and me ploughing her from behind, the next, Mara was riding me while Amber kissed me on the lips., then I was fucking Amber missionary style while MAra took her place to kiss me, our boobs pressing against each other’s like soft marshmallows.


Then when I thought I was done, I found the two girls calling out to me and I turned to see Amber lying on top of Mara with both their hips pointing to me, their pussy forming a straight line from my angle.


I was thus drawn in again and alternated between fucking them, the three of us melding our moans of pleasure together.


I came inside both of them and the both of them got up to kiss me on the lips, officially signalling the end of our lovemaking.


“Oh gods… That was so awesome Tera…” Amber moaned, scooping a little of my cum from her pussy to bring it up to taste.


She gasped, “Oh! Is that honey flavoured?”


I nodded, “I changed the taste of it as well.”


“Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?! Now I must try it from the tap!”


Amber dove into my crotch and started sucking on my rod, officially signalling the start of round two of our lovemaking.


Mara didn’t even say anything and simply joined Amber in sucking my cock.


… I’m glad I got myself a dick.

            

    
        An Overdue Search

    
    
    
    
                After that night where I had the threesome with Mara and Amber, I found myself waking up in bed with both women laying at my sides, all of us completely naked.


That was definitely a nice way to wake up I suppose.


The only problem was the fact that I was stuck in between them with no way to get out of bed without waking them…


At least I could reach my Codex so I took that off the bedside table to strap it on my wrist.


Since I was stuck here, I decided I could just do some surfing on the GalaNet to see what I could find there, maybe look up some of the stuff that I have been trying to find out so far ever since I got here.


Alright… So let’s just go through the things on my list here…


Ah yes, the limitations of personal shields.


Let’s just type that into the search bar and see what the GalaNet has about this…


Huh… So apparently the shield activates when it detects something like a projectile that has been launched towards the user and would then cover the person to protect them from it. There’s many different kinds of shields with the most common one basically absorbing energy based bullets and deflecting away kinetic ones.


That particular type is good at defending against kinetic based attacks but would take extra damage from energy based weapons.


My type seemed to be the one that burns away kinetic type attacks and dispels energy based attacks, which makes it effective in blocking energy based projectiles but would deplete quite quickly if faced against kinetic projectiles.


I guess I should look out for anyone using ballistic weapons in that case…


I also found out that most shields do not block a punch to the face but they would be able to deflect away a stab from a knife for some reason.


There are, of course, shields out there that would protect the user from that but the more common ones do not do that.


When I searched up the kinds of shields there were in existence, I was quite flooded with the amount of choices there were in the market.


They had different kinds of shields for almost anything you can think of including being out in space. Strap one of those on and you could even step out into the void of space completely naked without worry.


All of them share the same thing though, which is the fact that they were all really expensive.


Even a normal shield could cost upwards in the fifty thousand range and if you want the good ones, they could even start at a million Credits.


I’m not even sure if the price was that high because the shields were difficult to make or that these companies were just ripping us off because having a personal shield would be akin to having multiple lives and they know we would pay for one if we can afford it.


And of course, the really rich people would have the fear of being targeted or assassinated so they would definitely get one as well.


Searching up shield c\production yielded no concrete results since most people don’t seem to know how to make one and anyone who does was keeping quiet about it.


Moving on, I searched up futas on the net and… Well… I should have expected something like this…


The first few results showed the basic meaning and facts about futas. After that, it was just porn.


Like holy shit there was so much of it.


At least I learned that there were enough chicks with dicks around that most people won’t freak out when they see that someone like me was packing two different genitals down there.


As for the next subject on my list, that would be to search for recipes that I could follow.


The result was… Disappointing really.


Not that there weren’t any but pretty much all of them were using organic ingredients to cook the food, which I suppose was an obvious answer now that I think about it.


But in the category of using synthfood to cook, I found virtually no results at all.


That was a shame but I decided to just save a few of the recipes anyway in case I could use them in the future. Who knows? I may even be able to recreate them with the synthfood!


Moving on… The next thing I wanted to know were the Noble Families.


Searching that up gave me a whole ton of results.


Simply taking the first few results, I tried to see what I could learn from them.


The first thing I learned was that the very first psionic appeared several decades after humanity first started going into space.


They manifested in some of the humans seemingly at random after being in space for a long period of time and the ability was hereditary.


That meant that if one of you is a psionic and had a child with a non-psionic parent, there is a chance that the child would be born with psionic potential.


If it’s two psionic parents, then the chance rises to one hundred percent.


As to how the Noble Families came about…


When the government first found out about psionics, they did whatever most governments would do when facing something like this.


They rounded up the psionic individuals and started experimenting on them.


Naturally, the psionics were not happy with this kind of treatment but their pleas fell on deaf ears.


Thus, that led to the natural conclusion where they rose up against the people and the government to demand better treatment.


The government responded by hunting down psionics and anyone who resisted was shot and killed.


Finally, the psionics could not take it anymore and launched a full scale rebellion which forced the UTG to concede and stop all their experiments on them.


The psionics were obviously not satisfied and basically forced the government to implement a family system for them where they are considered nobles with higher power than us peasants.


Ironically, this ended up in the UTG’s favour.


The psionics formed up families where they were now trying to obtain the most powerful psionic in their own families to become the most powerful and influential Noble Family.


And since it’s genetic, they would look for strong fathers and strong mothers to give birth to strong children.


That meant the Noble Families now fight amongst themselves to get better genes rather than fight against the UTG or the USC and they could be watched over since all psionics should belong to a Noble Family.


Honestly, that’s all just politics to me but I am quite curious what a psionic could actually do and how strong was the current strongest psionic?


A quick search later and… Well…


I found no results.


I’m not sure if it’s because this particular information was kept secret or because there was no one to claim that spot.


If I had to guess, it’s probably the latter but more because anyone who tries to claim it gets immediately defeated or killed off by someone else.


Putting that aside, I was now left with the most important question to search..


Where was Earth?


The search results of course did not give me a location of Earth but simply said that its location was completely removed from all sources following the AI rebellion to prevent them from reaching humanity’s home planet.


They had deleted everything that had something to do with Earth and till this day, no one had succeeded in finding the planet yet.


Many ship captains have tried to search for it but all have turned up empty. Some even started forming groups to share what they have found and come up with theories on where the actual Earth was located.


Naturally, I wasn’t about to join their little club since I was searching for the planet for myself and not for science or whatever.


Right as I was about to close the screen, a voice came from the side, “You’re looking for Earth?”


I turned to see Mara looking at me, obviously awake.


“When did you wake up?” I asked.


“Just now. While you were searching up Noble Families. So are you looking for Earth?”


I nodded, “I decided that I want to find it somehow… Why?”


“No reason, it’s good to have a dream. At least yours is less self destructive than that stupid girl beside you. Speaking of which… I would ask you to take care of her, but she can probably take care of herself so I suppose I’ll have to ask her to take care of you instead.”


I chuckled, “You don’t think I can take care of myself?”


She grinned, “I don’t know you as well as I do her. And I suppose I would also be sad if you were to get hurt.”


Amber suddenly spoke up from the side, “Don’t worry, I’ll protect her.”


So we’re all awake huh?


Then get out of bed already! It’s a new day! Time to get productive!

            

    
        A Job From The Information Broker

    
    
    
    
                Even though I said to be productive, it’s not like we have anything planned for today anyway…


Well… Aside from Mara who has to go and run her clinic I suppose, but Amber and I had nothing to do today.


Or rather, we had nothing planned for today at least.


Mara obviously noticed since she was already dressed and ready to leave for her own work while Amber and I were simply watching her get dressed.


Hey, she also had a nice ass, it would be criminal not to watch that right?


“Don’t you two have anything to do today?” She asked.


Amber waved at her, “Not at all. Unless you count me flirting with my lovely girlfriend as something that is.”


Mara ignored her and looked in my direction.


I shrugged, “We don’t have any jobs for today if that’s what you’re asking. We recently just finished one with a big payout so we were taking a break.”


“Hmm… Well are you done taking a break yet? By how you chased us out of bed, I thought you might be in a rush to get somewhere.”


“Meh… I just don’t like lazing around in bed,” I half lied, not wanting to tell her that it was a habit I got from my other life where I had to always be up to deal with sales problems almost all the time.


She then placed a finger on her chin, “Hmm… If you are up for it… I do have a hustle for you if you want to accept it.”


Amber gave her a pointed look, “You? Who did you piss off this time?”


Mara rolled her eyes at her, “Not from me directly, someone else that I know of.”


Amber then leaned over to me, “That’s another way of her saying that she heard this from somewhere or someone else. Probably eavesdropped or something.”


The doctor huffed, “Yes, yes. I’m an information broker if you forgot and I’m giving you this information for free unless you want to pay for it?”


“Ha! Free she says! After how she enjoyed an entire night of food and sex here!”


“This is not repayment for last night, mind you. I’m giving this information to you just because it’s you so do you want it or not?”


“Geez, how good is that information then?”


Mara ignored her and instead focused on me.


Ah… Err…


I cleared my throat, “Umm… Yes please.”


She smiled at me, “Perfect. Well let’s just say that if you were to walk down Bolter Street and turn down to Hujal Lane, you might come across someone who looks very distraught. Maybe you might even hear him mumbling about a lost shipment of goods that he wants recovered and the shipment just so happens to belong to a group of rather… Shall we say… Intimidating individuals?”

Amber immediately understood, “Right. So this guy can’t post a job in the guild’s job board because those ‘intimidating individuals’ might find out about it and come after him. But he can’t just leave it as those same guys would also come after him as well.”


Mara shrugged, “I’m just saying that it’s a possibility and you most definitely did not hear this from me.”


I raised an eyebrow, “And how long has he been there?”


She grinned, “Oh, he isn’t there yet. But he will very soon be there.”


What the heck? How does that even work? Did she really predict that the guy would be royally pissed even before the guy got pissed? How?!


Amber waved at her, clearly not seeing the weirdness that I already have, “Yeah, yeah. We got it. Now go run along to your little clinic.”


“Tera, if Amber ever bullies you, let me know. I’ll come here and give her a good spanking.”


“Hey!! I love her more than you, ok?!”


Mara didn’t even respond and simply turned and left the ship, only giving us a simple backwards wave before she disappeared.


Amber then turned to me, “So… I know she said all that but we don’t exactly have to do what she said, you know?”


I nodded, “I know, but I think it’s a good opportunity for us since it’s not like we have anything to do for the foreseeable future anyway.”


“Alright then. I suppose we should get dressed and then head out?”


I got out of bed and walked towards the shower, “I’m going to take a shower first… Want to join me?”


She leapt onto her feet, “Oh~ Don't mind if I do!”


I think we went two more rounds inside there before we finally got dressed and left the ship.


Hey, things like this happen, ok?


*


I looked up at the street sign that showed Hujal Lane being on my right.


“Looks like we’ve reached the place,” I commented, turning down the street while looking for our guy with Amber following beside me.


It wasn’t that hard to find him since there was a haggard looking man cursing and swearing up a storm just after that turn.


“Those damn… Cunts! I… I knew I should not have… Arrghh!! What do I do?!” He grunted, kicking the wall with his foot.


Amber looked at me and I gestured for her to go ahead.


She approached the guy with a casual air, “What did the wall do to you to get so much hate, my guy?”


The man turned around and looked like he was about to cuss her as well but he managed to rein in his anger to regard us.


“What’s it to you?”


Amber shrugged, “Just curious. It’s not everyday I walk down the street and see some random dude that isn’t drunk or high on drugs attack a wall for no reason.”


“No reason?! I have a fucking good… Ugh… Sorry, not your fault… But just… Just something happened ok? And I’m fucked.”


“What? Is someone going to kill you? For the right price, we could be your bodyguards.”


The man’s eyes widened, “Bodyguards? Wait… Are you two Mercs?”


Amber thumped her chest, “Of course we are! Gold ranked myself! So wanna hire us?”


The man’s eyes darted between Amber and I for a moment before leaning forward slightly, “Do you have a ship?”


Amber grinned, “Heck, we have two ships! So what do you need?”


He looked around before gesturing for us to follow him, entering the building he had just been kicking the wall off.


He took the stairs up until the second floor before turning to a door with a number on it, opening it with a keycard that made the door slide open.


Inside was a mess with clothes, papers and other stuff littered all around the place as though a tornado had just happened in this room.


“I would invite you to take a seat but… I got a little upset when I heard some news which was why this room is in this state. So shall we get to business then?”


Both Amber and I nodded.


He picked up his personal terminal and tapped on it to display a holographic projection of a transport ship.


“This is a ship containing some rather important stuff on board. But as of an hour ago, that ship has gone missing and I need it to be found before the people I work for know that the ship has gone missing.”


Amber raised an eyebrow, “So you want us to find it?”


He nodded, “Yes. And I need this to be done quietly and as fast as possible, I will not be able to distract them from this for too long.”


“Ok… Do you have the location of where the ship was last seen?”


“Yes, I’ll send it to your terminal now.”


Amber’s personal terminal beeped and a map popped up to show a red dot at least half a day’s travel using travel speed to get there.


“Right here,” He gestured. “That’s where I was last able to get its ping before it disappeared.”


I frowned, “Do we know what happened? Pirates perhaps?”


The man shook his head, “I’m not too sure about the fate of the ship itself but I would also say that it is quite possible that those guys are the reason why the ship went missing.”


“And if the ship was destroyed when we get there?”


“Ugh… In that case… I would need to trouble you to search through the debris to find a black box that should contain what I need. Is that fine?”


Both Amber and I nodded.


“And how much is the reward for a job like this?”


The man lifted a hand with five fingers splayed out, “Five hundred thousand Credits.”


Amber scoffed, “Yeah right, you might as well just toss it to the guild for that price. We owe y--”


“Alright, one million?”


“Hmm… I wonder how much more I could get if I were to find your employers and ask them dire--”


“Fine, fine! Two million!”


“Each?”


“Wait you can’t just--”


Amber leaned forward, “What?”


“Ugh… Fine… Two million Credits per person…”


Oh wow, as expected of Amber I suppose?

            

    
        It Was A Fair Deal After All

    
    
    
    
                I looked out into the void of space while my comms connected to Amber's as we initiated our ship's engines to start our travel drives.

As the stars streaked past my windshield, I looked to the side to see the screen showing the door that was connected to Amber's ship open up, letting the blonde haired Merc step into my ship.

I waited for her to join me in the cockpit and the doors behind me soon slid open, right before I felt a pair of arms wrap around me.

"Ahhh~ It feels like it's been awhile since we've been out in space, hasn't it?" She asked, nuzzling her face against my cheek."

"It's only been a few days hasn't it? I'm still surprised that you ripped that guy off like that."

She rolled her eyes, "Oh please. I would have settled for two million Credits total if he didn't try to undersell us from the start. Five hundred thousand credits for a hustle like this? That's like telling MAra that you will only pay her a million Credits for your custom mod."

"Umm… I guess I can understand that… But isn't he already in trouble?"

"Ahahaha! That guy dug the hole himself and now he's crying that he has to lay in it! Nah, he brought this entire situation on himself."

"Eh? Why?"

"Well, how do you think he ended up in that situation in the first place?"

I shrugged, "I dunno? I thought it was just bad luck or something? Considering that it's pirates that took the ship right?"

She giggled, "Hehehe~ He said that the transport ship contained something pretty important, right?"

I nodded, wondering what she was getting at.

She then gestured to the both of us, "Don't you think such an important thing should be guarded by some people to ensure its safety?"

"I… Suppose?"

"And don't you think that the people he's working for would have wanted the important thing to reach its destination safely and thus, gave the person in charge enough money to ensure that it actually has enough protection to reach its destination?"

Ah…

"I'm guessing he took that money for himself since he believes the likelihood of the transport being attacked by pirates is low enough?"

"Ding ding~ Bingo! And I highly doubt this would be the first time he's doing it too. He definitely embezzled a whole ton of Credits from his employers well past four million Credits. So the fact that he thought he could try to scrimp us too just pissed me off. The fact that he agreed to it so quickly must mean that this has been going on for quite a while and four million is just a small cut of what he has already embezzled."

"Ah… I'm guessing Mara also knows that he was embezzling money?"

"That woman knows a lot of things and till today, I still don't know how she knows half the stuff she tells me and I don;t even want to think about what she knows and hasn't told me."

Right… Now I don't feel that bad for that guy anymore.

I mean… Those pirates probably attacked that transport ship because it was completely unguarded so you can;t be surprised that it had such a fate.

"What are the odds that the ship was destroyed by the pirates already?" I asked.

She shrugged, "Beats me. It's quite possible but it's also possible that they boarded the ship and took control of it. Either way, we just need to find what he wants and then we can get paid."

"You don't think the pirates could have taken it too?"

"Unless the 'important thing' that he was referring to was a whole entire crate's worth of Credit Chips, I doubt that pirates would be interested in whatever those Corp people think is important to them."

Well… I still hope that I don't need to scavenge through a ship's derelict to find it though, especially when neither of us really knew what that thing was.

I guess we'll find out when we get there.

Just as I was thinking of asking what Amber planned to do in the meantime, I felt her hand pull me towards her and her lips met mine in a kiss.

Ah… I suppose we could do that.

*

A few hours later, we dropped out of travel speeds and Amber's ship detached from mine, both of us powering up our shields and weapon systems as we neared the place that the ship was supposedly last seen at.

I was expecting to find nothing there but surprisingly, there was a ship there and not only that, it was still intact. Going by the image that guy sent us, this was our transport ship that we were looking for.

A quick scan on it showed that its engines were blown out which prevented it from moving, although its weapons and shield systems were still online.

There was, however, a large amount of debris around it, which I'm guessing were the remains of pirate ships?

As we flew closer to the ship, I received a hail from the intact ship almost immediately.

I opened the comm link with the ship and the image of a bespectacled and frizzled haired young man appeared on my screen.

"Thank the Gods! You're Mercs right? About time someone showed up! I sent that distress signal hours ago!"

Eh? Distress signal?

We definitely did not receive any but that could just be due to us being at travel speeds.

Amber answered him from her own ship, "We did not receive any distress signals though? We got asked to find and secure a supposedly important object from a transport ship that lost connection here."

"What?!" The captain of that transport ship shrieked. "No distress signals?! Then… Does that mean you're both alone here?!"

"Yeah, we are. What about it?"

"There's a whole bunch of pirates that's coming here! You two will be slaughtered alive!"

"Yeah about that… How are you still alive? I see you've even managed to destroy several ships of your own."

That guy started to curse through our intercom, "That's because that fucking piece of shit retard always neglected to hire any escorts for me! So I went ahead to outfit this transport ship with weapons and systems to defend myself with! Good thing I did because this time I was really attacked by pirates and I had something to fight back with instead of being completely helpless!"

I raised an eyebrow, "Ok… But what about those pirates you said were coming just now?"

"That's because I didn't manage to defeat all of them but they disabled my engines! They're definitely going to try and gather more people to take me down damn it!"

"Hmm… You said you sent a distress signal so maybe some others received it?" I suggested.

Amber disagreed, "I'm pretty sure there's a jamming beacon somewhere that's stopping any signals from being sent out. Especially considering that guy said the ship disappeared from his tracker here. That means your distress signal did not reach anyone at all."

The transport ship captain cursed, "Shit! Can you tow me out of here before those pirates get here? There were four of them and I only managed to shoot down three before the other one escaped!"

"Umm… Are you sure the last one was bringing more guys here? They could have just decided you weren't worth it and left."

"Yes! Because he said so before he sped off!! He was also cursing at me the entire time for killing those three other pirates! Like as if they weren't trying to kill me!"

Amber interjected, "I don't suppose you know which pirate group those guys are from?"

"Do I look like some kind of pirate connoisseur to you?! Of course I don't know which pirate group they belonged to!! Now are you getting me out of here or--"

Before he could finish his words, my sensors started blaring out alarms that multiple energy signatures were approaching.

Several ships then appeared a distance away, still far enough that they appear to be specks in the distance but close enough to be in weapons range.

My scanners also told me that the ship's affiliation was also listed as pirates so there was no question as to who they were.

They seemed pretty surprised to see us and merely hovered at where they were, giving me the opportunity to count eight ships in total, six A Class fighters and two B Class heavy fighters.

"Hey, your weapons are still working right?" I asked.

"Ye… Yes?"

"Good, keep them online."

"You're… You're planning to fight them?!"

"If you would prefer that we just leave you here and fly away ourselves, that's an option too."

"No, no, no… Please don't leave me here with them…"

Amber let out a chuckle, "Not even backing down with odds like this eh? Hahaha! This is why I love you, Tera!"

I mean… This was a two million Credits payout we're talking about here. And besides… I think we can take them.

Yeah, let's do this.

            

    
        Saving The Transport Ship

    
    
    
    
                Predictably, I received a hail coming from one of the pirate ships.


I made sure that my ship’s guns were trained on one of the pirate ships before answering the hail, my screen blinking to show an angry looking middle aged man glaring at me.


“Hey! You’re in a really bad place girlie! We have a bone to pick with that fucker and if you don’t want to get involved, you best skedadle out of here, you hear me?!”


I raised an eyebrow at him, “Err… You expect us to ignore a situation that’s clearly a group of pirates bullying an innocent trader?”


“Ha! Innocent?! This bastard already killed three of my people! He’s definitely not innocent at all!”


“Isn’t this because your men tried to kill or rob him first? Why are you making it seem like you’re the victim now?”


“All we asked was for him to share some of his fortunes with us! He not only declined, he even killed us!”


Wow, I have come to the conclusion that this guy is a fucking hypocrite and he’s completely self-obsessed.


I gave him my business smile, “Is there anything I can do to convince you to leave him alone?”


“Hahaha! Do we look like children to you?! Of course there is nothing you--”


I pulled the trigger to fire my photon laser at the ship I had been targeting.


Probably by sheer luck, that ship seemed to have completely left their shields offline.


Now I know these people weren’t just hypocrites and self-obsessed, they were also incredibly stupid.


Like seriously? You don’t even choose to turn on your shields at this point? Then you get what you deserve.


My photon laser completely pierced through the pirate ship’s cockpit, blasting a hole through the front end and leaving through the back.


Whoever the pilot was, he’s probably burnt to a crisp right now. Even if he wasn’t, I would guess that he probably didn’t have long to live after finding himself floating in the void of space.


Amber took that as her cue and her ship’s engines fired up, boosting her towards the pirate group.


“Ahahaha! I fucking love you, Tera! Let’s goooo!!” She laughed through our comms.


I pushed my throttle lever to the maximum and felt myself get pushed back into my seat as my ship surged forward.


I pulled on the trigger again to fire at the second B Class ship but this guy was obviously smarter than the first one since his shield was activated.


I fired my railgun next but he managed to roll out of the way to avoid it.


Clucking my tongue at my missed shot, I turned my ship and started firing my energy chainguns that lit up the darkness of space with its energy projectiles.


The A Class fighter I was aiming at tried to dive out of the way but it was too late as a hail of energy bullets shattered its shield and burned multiple holes through its hull.


The pirates finally regained their senses and scattered themselves to avoid my shots.


A few of them tried to take pot shots at me but I weaved my ship through the debris and used them as impromptu shields.


The B Class heavy fighter was trying to target me as well so I shot another photon laser at him.


His shield must be especially strong since that was the third shot that he managed to block and it still showed no signs of it breaking.


The pirate that I had been talking to screamed at me, “You fucking bitch!! You’re all dead!! Dead!! You hear me?!! Fucking dead!!!”


I guess this guy must be in that ship.


The surviving pirates split themselves up to engage us with two A Class fighters and the B Class heavy fighter targeting me.


I had to spin away as the three of them concentrated their fire at me, my shield taking a few hits but still holding strong before I got behind some debris to block the rest of the shots.


Still using the debris as a shield, I used my thrusters to peek out from behind and fired a railgun shot towards one of the A Class fighters.


The pirate didn’t even manage to react before the kinetic round shredded through the ship and cut it into half.


One down, two to go.


I reversed my thrusters to hide behind the debris again, just as several lasers passed through the space that my ship had been moments before.


The two ships then decided to try and flank me from both sides and I grinned as that was the worst thing they could do right now.


I turned my ship and sped towards the smaller A Class fighter, the pirate realising the blunder he had made too late as he saw my ship bearing down on him.


Switching to my ballistic cannons, I fired two rounds that completely shredded the pirate ship into pieces, causing the fighter to explode in a ball of fire.


I then did a corkscrew to avoid another hail of bullets coming from behind, the B Class heavy fighter hot on my heels while the pilot continued to curse at me.


I could see several of the energy blasters flying past my windshield from behind as I dodged and weaved through the debris field in an attempt to try and shake him off.


There’s the option of firing the railgun at him but since Amber was fighting the other pirates in the area behind him, I don’t want the risk of a stray shot from me impeding her.


The pirate was still cussing at me through the screen, “You killed my men!! I’m going to catch you and rape you and keep you as my personal fucktoy you fucking bitch!!”


I was trying to look for an opportunity to turn back around to face him when a sudden ballistic round smashed into the pirate ship from below.


Looking down at my screen that showed my external cameras, I saw one of the weapons on the transport ship was aimed at the B Class heavy fighter. Seems like that guy actually played his part after all.


The force of the blow caused the pirate to lurch upwards, forcing its course to alter and giving me the space I needed to turn back and let loose a hail of energy bullets to shatter its shields.


That was then followed closely by a railgun round that blasted a hole through its hull, the round exiting through one of its engines which caused an explosion in the ship’s side.


I watched it spin away to crash into a field of debris before I turned my attention to see how Amber was doing.


Despite being outnumbered, she was having no problems at all.


She also had to deal with three pirates but she had already killed off two by herself, the last one currently chasing after her from behind.


I thought about going to her aid but she didn’t need any help at all as she suddenly did a loop while the pirate least expected it and moved her ship behind the pirate.


A flash could be seen from her weapons and the pirate fighter was blasted to bits, joining the rest of its brethren.


Space was quiet again.


“That was some nice flying,” I praised as her ship flew towards me.


“Ahaha~ You were great too, Tera! I saw how you used those debris as cover, really nice~”


I then turned my attention to the transport ship that was still stuck in the debris field, “Hey, you alright down there?”


“Y… Yeah… I err… I’m a little shaken I guess but… Holy shit… You guys are pretty awesome.”


“Hehehe~ I know~” Amber preened.


“Right… Err… I guess… Sorry for doubting you two?”


I waved my hand, “It’s fine, don’t worry about it. Now any other threats we should know about before I tether your ship to mine and we can make our way back to the station?”


“There’s one thing I want to know though… How did you two find me?”


“Your boss sent us. He was panicking quite a bit when he realised he lost your ship.”


“Tch… And I bet he only wanted to save me because if he didn’t his bosses would know he hasn’t been using the allocated money the way they expected him to. Fuck that bastard… Anyway, I think it should be fine, just take me back.”


I raised my hand, “Woah, before that, there’s still something more important I need to ask.”


Both Amber and the transport ship captain looked at me through the screen in confusion.


“What?”


I gestured out into space, “All that scrap, do we get to scavenge that or does it belong to you?”


The transport ship captain let out a laugh, “Hahaha! Fuck that! What the hell am I supposed to do with all that? Just take it all, I’m already happy enough to still be alive! Thank fuck this ship is insured or else I’ll be ruined!”


Perfect! That’s all I need to hear!


Well, I’m going to need this guy to sit there for some time because I’m scavenging everything here!

            

    
        This Is Not A Shakedown

    
    
    
    
                I towed the damaged transport ship near the station and left him for the repair crew to take over. They would then bring him to the maintenance area where his ship could receive repairs.


The captain sent me a final thanks through the comms channel before we went our separate ways.


As soon as Amber and I docked our ships, we went back to the same place that we first found the guy who gave us this job.


The man was seated at the edge of the sidewalk, twiddling his fingers with obvious nervousness.


When he spotted us, he immediately leapt to his feet and ran over to us.


“Did you find it? What happened to it?”


Amber crossed her arms, “Oh we found it alright. But first, we want our Credits.”


He scowled at her, “Are you joking?! The agreement was that you bring back the item to me! If you don’t have it, there’s no payment!”


Amber jerked her thumb in the direction of where we came from, “It’s with your little delivery boy that almost died because of you. His ship is being repaired in the docking bay right now, so he can count his lucky stars we reached him on time. Now, Credits please.”


He seemed surprised to hear that, “Wait… He’s still alive?”


“Yeah, no thanks to you by the way. He was being attacked by pirates and we had to jump in to save him before he got blown to pieces. Maybe you should consider hiring some Mercs or something to guard your supposedly important items next time.”


His jaw visibly clenched, “I will keep that in mind…”


“Now… Payment?”


He pulled out his personal terminal and tapped on it a few times.


I received a notification ping on my Codex and I brought it up to see that a million Credits had been sent to me.


Hold on… Only a million? I thought the agreed amount was two million each?


The guy turned to walk away but Amber stopped him by grabbing his arm, “Hey! We aren’t done here! We agreed two million per person!”


He yanked his arm free and scowled, “No we didn’t. I agreed to pay you if you were to bring the item back to me, but now you’re letting someone else deliver it for you so it’s already quite generous that I’m paying you half!”


I raised a hand, “Actually… You tasked us to find out what happened to the ship and we did. So that means we get full payment right?”


He narrowed his eyes at me, “How do you even prove that this was what I said? I could say that you simply made all that up!”


I was about to start checking my Codex to see if it recorded anything related to our interaction but Amber moved forward before I could do that.


She grabbed him by the collar and lifted him off the ground, right before she unholstered her blaster and shoved the barrel right under his chin.


“Now… You either pay us and we all walk away or you don’t pay us and we take it off your dead body. Your choice.”


Woah, woah, woah!! Calm down Amber! I’m sure we could still solve this peacefully! No need to resort to violence right? If we were to go somewhere and complain about him, we would also get the money won’t we?!


Besides, we could just threaten to go to his bosses and tell them what happened again right? I’d think that threat should be enough to get him to be more cooperative.


The guy paled, “Wait, wait! What do you think you’re doing?! Aren’t you afraid that you’d be labelled as criminals for this?! Are you really going to become murderers just for this?”


Amber smirked, “You’re asking if I’m willing to murder you for two million Credits? Bitch, I’ve killed people for less money.”


“You… You will be caught! People will realise I’m absent!”


“Hahaha! And guess what? We now have a very grateful delivery boy who also hates your guts on our side. Wouldn’t be too hard for us to match our stories where you met an unfortunate incident because you chose to accompany us on this trip out there… Right?”


“You… You wouldn’t dare…”


Amber shook him before slamming him against the wall, “You’re talking to someone who literally gets paid to kill people. What do you think will happen if we don’t get paid? Do you think Mercs are just people you can walk over just because you wear a shiny suit?”


Seriously, did Amber wake up today and choose violence?


…


Not gonna lie… Damn that’s hot.


The guy paled even more, “Al… Alright, alright! I’ll… I’ll pay you the two million! Just wait!”


“Price has gone up now, boy. Add another one million each for the collection fee~”


“You… You can’t do that!”


“Do what? Change the terms midway? Geez I wonder who just did that just now? So are you going to add that or not? Or should I just go and get the money from your bosses and let them know how much money you’ve been embezzling from them?”


“Fuck, fuck! Ok, ok!!! Damn it!”


He fiddled with his personal terminal for a moment before I got another notification ping from my Codex, showing another two million that had been added into my wallet.


I nodded at Amber and she let him go.


“Pleasure doing business with you. Next time try not to be a prick, ok?” She told him with a smile.


“Fuck you!”


He roared before running away from us as fast as he could.


I waited until he disappeared around the corner before turning to Amber, “Was that wise? You know, like threatening our clients like that?”


“Hmph, that guy hardly qualifies as a client. Remember this, Tera, if these people refuses to pay after you delivered your side of the bargain, these people aren’t worth keeping around as clients. If they tried to get out of paying you once, they will do it again and again. It’s not even worth associating yourself with them anymore.”


“But… I dunno… Won’t they… You know? Come back and take revenge or something? Like hire some thugs to come and rough us up?”


“Oh goody! That means we can get more money out of him again!”


… She’s not even worried because she believes we can beat any thugs he sends after us huh?


Well, I’m not that confident if I get jumped but I’ve seen how Amber fights and I believe she’s able to handle herself no problem.


On another note…


Holy fucking shit we just made three million Credits each just from this… Mara literally threw money our way by telling us about this job.


And I suppose without Amber, we wouldn’t even have gotten this much money from him either,


Earning money as a Merc is so easy!


Kidding, kidding.


“What should we do with all this money though?” I asked, looking at the money I have on the Codex right now that showed seven figures.


Amber grinned at me, “If you ask me… I’d use it to take you to a nice place tonight, maybe even one of those places that serve real, organic food and then bring you to a nice hotel where I can ride you the whole night~”


Ok, I know she’s being horny again but…


“That… Actually sounds like a nice idea…” I admitted.


Her eyes widened, “Oh! Really?! Do you want to go out tonight, Tera? I heard about a really nice hotel that we could fuck at!”


I cleared my throat, “I mean the organic food thing… I feel like I may even be able to cook better food if I could taste some organic dishes instead of the synthfood we’ve been stuck with.”


“Oh my! Even better! I get to wine and dine with you, have sex, and then get even better food from you? Tera, you’re spoiling me so much! I love youuuuu!”


She came forward and hugged me before giving me a deep kiss on the lips, fully pushing her tongue inside my mouth for a minute before pulling away with a grin.


I scratched my cheek, “Ahem… Also… What do you think about inviting Mara along?”


“Oh wow! You want another threesome again? I’m in!”


I rolled my eyes, “I don’t mean that. We managed to get this money because of her right? Shouldn’t we like… At least treat her to something with this money we received? She even gave us this info for free.”


“Ahahaha~ I suppose we should. She would usually charge quite a lot for information like this. If I were to guess, someone would have needed to pay a million just to know about this potential hustle. No, scratch that, they might have needed to pay five million at least, depending on who’s asking.”


“That much?”


Amber shrugged, “Hey, we’re upstanding and moral Mercs. All we did was help him and get paid. Someone less upstanding might use this information and blackmail the shit out of him and ruin his life.”


Oh yeah… I guess that’s true. This information could have completely ruined his life if it was told to some other people…


Bah! Who cares? Let’s just call Mara out and have a night’s out at a nice place!

            

    
        Inviting Mara Out

    
    
    
    
                Amber, Mara and I were now heading towards one of the upscale restaurants that was supposed to serve organic foods.


Mara raised an eyebrow at me, “Are you really sure you want me along? I already said that the information was a gift so such a thing isn’t necessary.”


I grinned, “You don’t need to see this as a repayment, it’s just me inviting you out to have dinner with us~”


“... Fine… In that case, I shall accept your invitation gratefully.”


Amber spoke up from my side, “Don’t let her fool you, Tera, she can’t wait to eat the food as well~”


Mara rolled her eyes, “That’s beside the point. While it is true that I am indeed looking forward to the meal, it does not change the fact that I feel that this was too extravagant for me if it is intended to be a compensation for the information I gave.”


“Aww~ Now she’s being shy~ Don’t worry Mara, you can just see this as Tera trying to get you into bed~”


“That would have been a good reason if she hadn't already got me into her bed.”


“Ahahaha! In that case, what do you have to worry about? Don’t be shy!”


“This isn’t… Forget it.”


I think this is the first time I’ve seen Amber rile up Mara like that… Usually it was the other way around.


I guess this just means that MAra was actually really embarrassed or something for her to be losing out in the banter like that.


Then again… We were treating her to a really expensive dinner after all.


From what Amber told me, a meal at the place we were going could easily cost half a million Credits and it wouldn’t be strange for it to even go up to a million.


What made it even more scary was the fact that this wasn’t even the most expensive place in this part of the station… The place we were going could still be considered relatively affordable in the organic restaurants category.


Despite that, the restaurant even sent a small limo to pick us up when we made the reservation, the car interior looking like a really high class lounge like those you might find in a high end club.


Normally there would be a dress code when eating here but since we went for the private room option, it wasn’t really enforced for us.


Talk about luxury indeed…


Now I’m thinking that if I ever get tired of being a Mercenary, I could probably just open my own restaurant and make a living through cooking instead.


We reached the restaurant that was located in a rather upscale part of the station.


Unlike the busy and more simple streets that I had been seeing so far, this part of the station was clean and everything looked new and sparkly.


Just stepping out of the limo and onto the street made it feel like we’ve entered another world instead.


“Thanks for the ride!” Amber waved at our chauffeur who was holding the door for us.


The man gave a curt bow before closing the door behind us and driving away, leaving us at the front door of the restaurant that was located on a tall building that stretched high up into the air.


The restaurant itself occupied the highest floor and they had a specific elevator that would take us directly to that floor itself.


“Man, I always wondered what the fuss was about for this place, I guess this explains part of it,” Amber mused while looking up at the tower in front of us.


Mara snorted, “Sure you were. You were just happy to eat all that synthfood all the time and even mocked people who wasted money on organic food saying it was an unnecessary expenditure.”


“Ugh… Hey, I didn’t know what good food tastes like back then, ok? You can’t blame me!”


Mara simply rolled her eyes at that.


I chuckled, “Alright, alright. Let’s just go in first, shall we?”


The two of them nodded and we went in through the main entrance of the building.


There was a man dressed in a suit waiting there and he gave a deep bow when we entered.


“Welcome to The Violet Avenue, my ladies. I am Thomas and I shall be your server for this evening.”


As he was straightening himself, I noticed a barcode at the side of his neck, which told me that this guy was an android.


They’re using androids as servers I see.


He did not wait for any response from us and stepped aside to gesture to a lift located in one of the corners, “Please follow me to take the special access lift to your reserved room.”


We nodded at him and he led the way to it, the doors of the lift opening up without Thomas visibly doing anything. I don’t even see any buttons or anything like that around the lift to operate it and even entering it revealed that the lift was just a glass box with no control panels.


I’m guessing he’s interfaced with the controls of the lift and he operates it entirely through his AI which means that normal people wouldn’t be able to get in here without an android escorting them.


“We shall now be heading to the private room floors, please take care as the lift will be ascending shortly.”


The doors closed and the lift began its ascent, the glass walls of the lift giving us an unobstructed view of the scenery outside.


There were lights, holograms and billboards dotted around the buildings around us, really giving off the sci-fi feel here.


The ascent of the elevator was also completely silent and smooth, which made me realise that aside from the floor and doors that were opaque, the roof was also see-through and there were no cables pulling us up.


I wonder how does this lift operate? 


The lift soon came to a stop and the doors slid open, revealing a corridor with several doors at either side.


“This way please,” Thomas gestured, leading the way towards one of the doors.


As we were moving down the corridor, one of the doors opened and a well dressed man stepped out with four flamboyantly dressed women accompanying him. Right behind them was a female android server who was serving as their waiter.


The man noticed us almost immediately and I could feel his gaze roaming around me which gave me a shudder.


Damn… Is that how it feels like when someone checks you out like that?


One of the women behind the man turned up her chin at us, “I didn’t know the standards of this place fell so low that even riff raff could eat here.”


Another woman beside her nodded, “Mmhmm, that’s why I said we should go to the other one in Central instead. At least that one had some standards and certainly wouldn't let things like these pop up.”


The last woman sighed, “They should really implement a screening process and not let things like these come here in the first place.”


Obviously those three were talking about us since there wasn’t anyone else around.


I was wondering how the others would react but surprisingly, neither of them showed any reaction to their comments. They didn’t even look in their direction either.


The women were obviously upset that we had completely ignored them and looked like they were about to say more but the man leading them stepped in front of us.


He looked at me, “Be part of my harem, I’ll make sure you live a good life.”


…


What the fuck?


I was so stunned by his words that I couldn’t even react, which was just fine because Amber immediately wrapped her arms around mine.


“Sorry buddy~ But she’s not someone who joins other people’s harems! She’s the one who has a harem! I would say that you’re welcome to join hers but I’m afraid we don’t welcome guys!”


The man frowned, “I can shower you with Credits you would never be able to earn in your entire lives. So why not?”


I recovered myself, “I don’t need someone to earn Credits for me thank you very much. How do you think we got to come here? Certainly not by relying on charity. That’s why no thanks, I’ll not live on someone else’s dime.”


“Ah, I see… I suppose that was a little rude of me, I apologise. Enjoy your evening, ladies.”


Oh? That’s it? I thought he would become even more demanding and may even resort to physical force or something. But after getting rejected, he simply patted himself before walking towards the lift.


The women behind him scowled at us, or more specifically me in particular, before turning up their chins and strolled past us without another word.


Thomas continued leading us down the corridor as if nothing had happened while that group entered the lift that brought them back downstairs.


Seriously though… What the heck was that?

            

    
        An Organic Meal Experience

    
    
    
    
                Neither Amber nor Mara commented on what had transpired earlier so I decided not to say anything either, at least not yet.

Thomas guided us to one of the rooms and the door slid open as soon as he approached it, allowing us to enter after him.

The room itself wasn't really anything special where a large, round table stood in the centre of the room with three high backed chairs around it. On the other end of the room was a window that took the place of the wall and offered us a full, unobstructed view of the city below us.

Well, the view was definitely great, and I'm not just saying that because of the two girls in front of me which, I have to say, was definitely also a great view by itself.

We sat down on the table and Thomas moved to one side before straightening himself, "Once again, welcome to The Violet Avenue, ladies. You have reserved a table for the premium course for tonight where everything has been organically made to perfection. Please sit back, relax and allow me to serve you this fine evening. For starters, may I know your wine selection for this course?"

Mara answered almost immediately, "Peugar Mior, seventh series."

"Very fine selection, my lady. I shall prepare that for you in a moment. And the others?"

Amber simply waved her hand, "Just beer."

Mara scowled at her, "You came all the way here to drink beer? Stop embarrassing yourself. Get a proper wine or even a cocktail would do."

"Hey, don't diss my drink choices!"

"I will when you're in front of Tera. At least try to fit the atmosphere, won't you?"

"Pffft, I'm fitting the atmosphere just fine. I would say that it's the atmosphere that needs to fit to me."

The doctor rolled her eyes at her, "It's your dinner."

Thomas waited until the both of them were done before speaking up, "Shall I confirm your selection for the night to be beer, my lady?"

Amber turned to the android and opened her mouth for a moment before shutting it.

She then sighed before gesturing towards Mara, "I'll have whatever she's having. I'm so going to regret this."

"Very well, that shall be two Peugar Mior seventh series. And for you, Miss?"

Err… I doubt I know any of the wines here at all but I'm just going to try my luck to see if they have something that's familiar to me.

"Do you have any Dom Peri?"

Thomas paused for a while and I could see words scroll past his eyes for a second before he regained his normal eyes again.

"I apologise miss, it seems that we do not have this wine that you speak of."

I figured… I would have been surprised if they actually have any of the brands I know from my old World.

I waved my hand casually, "In that case, I'll just have what is recommended to go with the course."

"Very well, that can be arranged, my lady. Your appetisers shall be served in a moment."

He then left through the door after a bow, leaving us alone inside the room.

Amber rubbed her hands together, "Alright~ So this is what supposedly 'real' food taste like, huh?"

Mara leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, "I would say to temper your expectations a little. When we're all the way out here at the edge of civilised space, the skills of the chefs and the quality of the food isn't as comparable to those found in the inner circles."

"Now you're just making us want to go and try the food there instead. What do you think, Tera? Should we go on a food trip?"

I chuckled, "Ahaha, I actually wouldn't mind that. That sounds like a good idea if I were to be honest. Just flying from system to system and trying out different foods… It'll be nice."

Amber grinned, "Oh now you've done it, let's set off from this place tomorrow and leave this forsaken place behind!"

I peeked at Mara, "What about you?"

She smiled at me, "If you're asking if I would come with you, I'm afraid that as much as I would like to, I will have to decline. I have too many things here for me to just up and leave like that. Besides, there are still some things I want to do here so I can't leave."

Aww… That's a little sad but I suppose expecting her to just give up everything to fly out into space with us was quite unreasonable in the first place.

Mara then giggled, "Fufu, you're welcome to visit me whenever you want though. I was serious when I said that my home is open to you whenever, Tera."

I was just about to thank her when the door slid open again, revealing our android server carrying a tray on his palm.

He moved into the room almost as if he was gliding and started placing the dish in front of us.

"To start off with, we have the mushroom and clam chowder with white bread."

I looked down at the bowl he placed in front of me.

It… Looked like a normal mushroom and clam chowder I suppose? The soup looks rather thick as well. The bread on the side platter also looks like a normal piece of bread.

I dipped my spoon into it and brought a spoonful of it up to my lips to taste it.

And…

It tastes like normal clam chowder.

Like… Yeah, it's clam chowder for sure I guess? It's not like it's mind blowing good or anything…

"Oh my gosh! This is so good!! How is someone even able to make this?!" Amber gasped, scarfing down the soup spoon after spoon.

Mara was dipping her bread into the soup and biting into it. It might look like she felt nothing from eating it, but the fact that she was smiling quietly while eating it told me that she was most definitely enjoying it.

I first tried to take a bite out of the bread and I realised it was… Just a normal white bread… Like the kind that you might find packed in those plastic packaging and sold in supermarkets.

I then dipped it into the soup before bringing it up to taste.

Mmm… Well… It just tastes like what I expected I suppose?

I mean it's nice and certainly heaps way better than the synthfood themselves for sure, but I'm definitely not going to start gushing over it anytime soon.

Thomas then came back carrying another platter which made me realise that I didn't notice him going out before this.

He served us the wine that we requested and I received what looks like sparkling wine in a champagne glass.

Mara went ahead to start teaching Amber how exactly to taste the wine while I simply did it myself.

Hmm… Smells good… How about the taste?

…

Oh, it's actually pretty good. But that's coming from someone who doesn't usually drink in the first place. But I suppose I can give the wines a pass at the very least.

"Next is your main course. Sirloin steak from the cows reared on Xvatus VII."

Maybe the meats will be better?

He placed the plate in front of me.

It err… Looks and smells just like steak I suppose? And the wine I received for this was a red wine.

Amber was practically salivating at the smell and even Mara was dabbing the sides of her lips delicately with a towel before digging in.

I cut a piece of the meat and placed it in my mouth.

…

Not gonna lie, this tastes like the kind of steak you might find in those family restaurants and definitely not the high end ones…

I'm guessing it's because I've already tasted the real thing before, this wasn't really as special to me as it was for them.

It still tastes good at least so I could still appreciate the food, but the thing was that I could clearly tell this food only tasted good because of the ingredients and not because of the chef's skill in preparing them.

Like… Even I could prepare something like this if you gave me the ingredients I need.

Of course, I tactfully kept my mouth shut about it since Mara and Amber were both enjoying it like it was the best thing they ever tasted. Although I would take the fact that they also look like this when eating my food as a compliment.

But the wine was good and it did taste nice I suppose. They seem to be doing really well in the wine department.

"And for dessert, we have the vanilla pudding."

A small bowl was placed in front of me and I confirmed that it was indeed pudding.

I will have to say that this was the most disappointing one out of everything by far because this literally tastes like convenience store pudding.

I also got another wine to pair with the dessert and it was a sweet, bubbly wine that tastes way better than the dessert itself. I would even rather just have the wine as the dessert instead.

And that was it. That's the entire meal.

My verdict? I would give it my seal of 'not worth the money'.

Seriously…

            

    
        Reviewing Our Meal

    
    
    
    
                Amber and Mara were obviously very satisfied with the food, both of them letting out a sigh of content when they finished their food.

"That was… So good… I didn't know food could taste this good…" Amber moaned.

Mara dabbed her lips delicately with a cloth, "We've been eating what could be said to be trash after all. This is real food."

Amber turned to me with a grin, "And the fact that Tera could turn that trash into delicacies that could even rival the food we just tasted… I wonder what would happen if she gets to cook with real ingredients instead?"

Mara nodded, "I'm sure it would be much better than the food we have tasted here."

I scratched my cheek, "Umm… You girls are giving me too much credit… I'm just a self taught cook though."

"Ahahaha! And yet you're already this good?! Ahhhh~ I have the best girlfriend ever!"

Thomas finished clearing our table and gave us a bow, "I hope you have enjoyed your meal with us, my ladies. As per our customs, we would like to ask you to rate the food on a scale of one to ten with ten being the best and one being the worst."

Amber considered for a moment, "Hmm… I suppose I'll give it an eight."

"An eight for me as well," Mara added.

I decided to be honest, "I'm afraid I'll have to give it a six."

I knocked two points off for the fact that the food was pretty average despite how over the top the location and presentation was and another two points for the price not being worth it at all. Like all these could have been even more delicious if a competent chef had prepared it instead of whoever did this.

All that for five hundred thousand Credits per person? I basically paid fifty grand for food that you could have found in a family diner. Definitely not worth it.

Thomas straightened and turned to me, his eyes flashing a little red, "May I know what has displeased you, my lady?"

I shrugged, "The food is pretty average if I had to be honest and it didn't feel like the chef took care when preparing the food. The steak was a little overcooked, the soup tasted like it was microwaved and the dessert was just bland. I would praise the wine though, they were good."

Thomas stood still for a moment before his eyes returned to normal, "Your complaint has been logged, my lady. We hope that you will have a better experience with us on the next visit.

Yeah, fat chance of that happening. I might as well just stick to cooking food myself to be honest… Or maybe find somewhere else where the chefs have a bit more passion in their cooking instead.

As I got up to leave, I noticed Amber and Mara staring at me with a complicated look on their faces.

I raised an eyebrow, "What? Do I have something on my face?"

"No… Err… Were you being serious with that feedback?" Amber asked.

"Yes?"

Mara pursed her lips, "For you to say all that… Does that mean you have tasted food even better than this?"

Amber jumped in, "Wait! Didn't you lose your memories?"

Oh crap… I suppose that's a little problematic, isn't it?

For me to make such comments, it must mean that I have tasted something even better to even call the food that we have just eaten average.

I won't lie, this food had better texture and feeling when compared to my synthfood so I could say that they were objectively better than what I've made so far. But I also remember the food that I've eaten in my old World including the really high class dining experiences when I had to attend company functions.

When compared to that, this one just fell short, especially for the price they charged us for.

Quick! I need an excuse to get out of this!

I scratched my head, "Umm… I did tell you I have fragmented memories right? It's just that when I tasted it… It didn't taste 'right' I guess?"

Mara frowned and turned to Amber, "That's the first I've heard of that?"

Amber grimaced, "Right… I suppose we forgot to tell you. She went through an anomaly and her memories got messed up. Apparently she had memories of living on Earth or something."

Mara widened her eyes at me, "Truly?"

I nodded.

She then tapped her finger on her chin thoughtfully, "This is interesting… Assuming that you didn't actually come from Earth through some wormhole and those memories were fabricated inside your head after passing through the anomaly… The fact that it is also able to influence your taste is something that I've not heard of before."

Amber raised an eyebrow, "Has this never happened before?"

Mara shook her head, "Not that I know of. I've heard about some people displaying skills or knowledge that they should not possess when afflicted by this but this is the first time something like taste was affected. Wait… Could it be that the food you have been making so far was because you remember the food you supposedly 'remember' is supposed to taste like so you're recreating them?"

"Ah… I suppose that is an accurate way to say it, yes."

"This is… Indeed very fascinating. Now I'm wondering if these memories aren't just fabricated but perhaps your actual memories except with some that had been lost when you went through the anomaly? Maybe Earth is still around and the people on it are experimenting by sending people out into space once again and you're the first amongst the many?"

Amber shuddered, "Oh gods, please don't make this into some conspiracy shit, I don't lie to get involved in any of that especially if the government is involved…"

Mara raised an eyebrow at me, "Do you have memories of your life on Earth? Like how you had lived before being in space?"

I wondered just how much I was supposed to tell her?

Should I just say that I was actually an office worker playing a game back on Earth and then suddenly woke up in my spaceship after the game malfunctioned?

I'll be lucky if these two didn't give me weird looks after I said that…

I shook my head, "I don't think I do… At least I don't think so… Nothing comes to mind when I try to remember it at least."

Amber suddenly let out a gasp, "Oh right! We went to the Archives the other day and she tried to get some information implanted in her head but it didn't work at all!"

Mara frowned, "Didn't work? Did the machine malfunction?"

"Err… I don't think so? The machine started like normal I guess? Everything seemed to be normal and she just came out of the pod knowing nothing new. She even said that she didn't fall unconscious either and was awake through the entire thing."

Mara was now looking at me with clear interest, "This is… Quite interesting… I wonder what happened to you? Were you perhaps… Hmm…"

Now I felt a little worried that my small lie may have implicated me in some matters with how serious the doctor looked.

I hope I didn't just accidentally tell her some symptoms for a medical condition or something like that…

That's why I tried to change the topic.

"Ahem… Anyway, I think we should leave now? Since we're all done with the food and all?"

Mara perked up, "Hmm? Oh. I suppose we should. Are you done as well, Amber?"

"Of course, I cleaned my plate didn't I? And we all know what's going to happen after dinner, aren't we?"

"Oh gods, you were serious about that?"

"Hell yeah I was. Don't even try to lie and say you weren't expecting it! I even found several hotels that we could stay at tonight! Although if you want to bring this back to Tera's ship… I wouldn't mind that either~"

Mara rolled her eyes and turned to me, "Well, I'll leave the decision to you, Tera. I will admit that I wouldn't mind experiencing what we had that night again so there's no need for you to hold back."

"That's the most roundabout way I've heard of someone saying 'Please fuck me'."

"Shut it, Amber. You'll gladly spread your legs for her whenever she asks, wouldn't you?"

"Huh? That goes without saying of course? I'm her girlfriend. Why? Jealous?"

Mara elected not to answer her and merely nodded at me instead, silently asking me to decide.

Err… Well… I suppose we can go back to my ship instead. Because I kind of want to try cooking something again while the taste of these foods is still fresh in my mind.

I may not have the ingredients to make a meal that was a hundred percent similar to this one, but I believe that I might be able to recreate at least an eighty percent similarity with this.

…

Am I turning myself into a chef?

            

    
        Is It Time To Leave?

    
    
    
    
                As I lay in bed after another rather intense sex session with Mara and Amber, I was considering what I could do now.

My thoughts must have shown on my face because Amber pushed herself up on an elbow beside me, “What are you thinking about?”

“Mmm… Just what we should do from now actually.”

“You mean aside from sleeping? I think you came like what? Five times? I’m surprised you aren’t tuckered out.”

Mara snorted from my other side, “You’re welcome.”

Amber rolled her eyes, “Yes, yes. We all know that you’re the one who spliced the mod, no need to keep bragging about it.”

“Seeing as how I am literally the one who helped to ensure you get laid, I think if I wanted to brag, I can very well brag however and whenever I want.”

“Sure, sure. So what did you mean about that, Tera?”

I hesitated, “What I meant to ask was what we should do in the long run? I’m not going to lie, the station was comfortable enough for us to live in but… You already know what I want to do.”

Amber nodded, “Yeah, to find Earth, right?”

“Yeah… I don’t think staying here would help with that.”

Amber then tapped a finger on her chin, “In that case… I suppose it’s time for us to leave this system?”

I turned my gaze towards Mara and the doctor gave me a smile.

“There’s no need to ask me, Tera. I’ll be fine on my own here. Besides, we can still send messages and call each other through our terminals so it’s not like we’ll be separated for good. In fact, I would like to maintain contact since that little bitch beside you doesn’t have a habit of answering or sending messages.”

Amber bristled, “Hey! I’m busy ok?!”

“Mmhmm, busy with what I might ask?”

“... Shut up…”

“That’s what I thought. Now this time you have Tera taking care of you so I’m not that worried at least. Be sure to be nice to her, ok? You’ve already used up your entire life’s worth of luck to met her.”

“Nnghh! I can take care of myself just fine! And I don’t need luck to survive!”

“Remembering how many times you had close encounters with death, I doubt it. Please take care of her, Tera. She may be a little rough but if she’s at least a good girl. If she ever bullies you, just let me know and I’ll smack her for you.”

I chuckled, “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of Amber. She’s my girl after all.”

Amber sputtered at my words and hid her blushing face in the pillow.

So cute.

I then laid back down on the bed before asking, “On that note… Where should we go from here? Is there a place that we can go to find out more about Earth?”

Amber peeked out from her pillow, “We could just take the Warp Gate to the next system and look around there or even just travel straight to the inner circles of civilised space. If you’re not that picky, we could also just take a hustle to escort someone to another system. We get to travel and get paid at the same time, win-win in my book.”

“Oh, that sounds like a good idea. Let’s see what they have then.”

I picked up my Codex and navigated the menu to the job board, scrolling through the list to see if there were any escort jobs for us to take.

Both girls leaned on my shoulder to peek at the screen and I projected it out in front of us so that we could get a better view.

Amber hummed, “Hmm… There’s not a lot huh? And most of them are just within this system instead of travelling out of here… Oh wait, that one!”

She pointed at one of the listing with a finger and I tapped on it to open it.

“Err… Escort job to the Denibi system. Will be making a stop at Cietai Trading Hub in the Cietai system. Upfront payment of one hundred thousand Credits, additional completion reward of four hundred thousand Credits upon reaching the Denibi Trade Station,” I read aloud.

Mara smirked, “The Cietai system and the Denibi system? I suppose you would have your hands full.”

I turned to her, “Why? What’s wrong with those places?”

“The Cietai system is notorious for being a pirate’s hunting ground because of the nebula clouds hanging around there. Most sensors get scrambled while within those clouds so they can ambush unsuspecting convoys before they even have a chance to react. As for the Denibi system…”

Amber spoke up, “That place is a Free Trade zone, anything is legal to trade there so if there’s something you want but you can’t get your hands on through legal channels, you might be able to get one there.”

Oh~ Does that mean I could also pick up a stealth module for my ship too?

“But… I’m assuming that also means there’s a lot of outlaws there?” I asked.

“Ahaha~ That’s right! The streets here would seem like paradise compared to that station! Walking outside unarmed is practically telling others to rob you!”

“In other words, it’s basically a hunting ground for Mercs like us, isn’t it?”

“Heh heh~ That’s right~ But that also means there’s other Mercs there too so we’ll not only need to watch out for outlaws but also other Mercs as well.”

Right, because just because we’re all Mercs it doesn’t mean that we’re friends.

“Hmm… I don’t mind taking this job. Seems like they’ll be setting out from the station in four days so we still have time to prepare for it. Shall we take it?” I asked.

Amber shrugged, “I’m fine with that. I don’t even mind spending the next four days just lounging around and getting pampered by you either~”

“Actually, I want to take a look at the black market around here to see what they have before we go.”

Mara perked up at that, “Oh. Is there something in particular that you’re looking for? I can give you a good price for any information that you might want. I’ll even throw in the location and how to enter it for free.”

I keep forgetting that Mara was also an information broker too.

“Ah… About that… I already know how to enter it,” I told her.

I extracted that information from Yirfa after all.

Mara grinned, “I see you’ve done some homework for this. Very well. Just let me know if you need anything else.”

Amber then cuddled closer to me, “Are you just going there to browse though? Or are you looking to buy that stealth module from there? Because if we’re going to the Denibi system, it’ll be much cheaper to buy from there than it is from here. Actually, it’ll be way cheaper to buy the things that are sold in the black market here over there instead.”

“I’m just going there to browse. I’ve not been to one after all so I’m quite curious how the place looks and works.”

Well, that wasn’t the whole truth.

As I had mentioned before, the black markets are the easiest way you could get rich quickly if you don’t mind getting your hands a little dirty and don’t have strict morals.

I want to find out what the prices of the things are so that I have at least a standard to reference when buying stuff from Denibi that I could later sell off.

Buy low, sell high, the most basic rule for merchanting~

And when there’s a black market, that means there’s a demand for stuff that isn’t usually obtainable and people would be willing to pay more just to get them.

That’s why doing my market research is a must.

Amber tapped a finger on her chin, “Hmm… I suppose we could just go and take a look at it tomorrow… You have a recommendation right?”

I tapped on my Codex to show the recommendation I managed to extract from Yirfa.

“Is that good enough?” I asked.

She nodded, “Yep. That’s good because I most certainly don’t have one so I can just follow you in with that~”

“Eh? You don’t have one? Then how do you know about it?”

“Pfft~ There’s other ways to get into the black market than just walking through the front door, Tera~ It’s a black market, its existence is already illegal so the last thing they are going to complain about is someone managing to sneak in there. Besides, the sellers there don’t care how you get in as long as there’s Credits to be made.”

Ah… I suppose that’s true…

I thought the recommendation thing was to prevent the black market from being leaked out to the authorities but I guess it’s just a deterrent and not an ironclad rule or something.

Whatever, as long as I get to go and take a look around, I’m not picky.

            

    
        Theeve Station Black Market

    
    
    
    
                I looked up at the featureless building in front of me that was supposedly where the black market was located.

All the windows were boarded up and a man who had practically half his body turned into implants was leaning against the entrance of the building.

"This is the place?" I asked Amber who had led me here.

"Hmm? Yep, that's the place. Might look like crap outside but this is the place."

I looked around the building, "How did you even sneak in there? I don't see anywhere that you might get in."

Amber smirked, "Oh, there's more than one way into a building aside from windows, Tera~"

"Like?"

"Try another direction other than up~"

"There's an underground passage?"

"Yep~ It's a pain to get through though so I really don't recommend it."

I blanched, "Don't tell me it's because you have to move through sewers or something?"

"Ewww, no, no, no. There's an underground passage that leads directly there. The only problem is that you'll need to walk pretty far just to get here so it's not really worth it in my opinion."

I blinked at her, "There's an underground passage that leads directly into the black market and no one bothered to seal it up or even guard it?"

She shrugged, "It's kind of like an open secret to everyone so no one really cares. And… I guess you actually need some skill to traverse the passage so not just anyone could go through it."

"What, is there like some kind of obstacle down there?"

"Sort of."

Now that just makes me more curious about it… But well, not curious enough for me to want to go and find out at least.

"So, we ready?" Amber asked.

"Umm… Just to be sure, we really don't need to cover our faces or anything?" I asked.

I had suggested that we use some kind of mask to hide our identities but Amber just giggled and called me cute for suggesting it.

"Ahaha~ There really isn't a need for that. This station really doesn't care that much, Tera. Maybe if we were in the inner circles of civilised space that might matter a bit more but not here at least."

Well… If she says so since she's the more experienced one here…

Putting that aside, we approached the front door to get into the building and the guy that was standing guard there immediately moved to block our way.

The top left quarter of his head was completely metallic including his eye that was replaced with a circular, red eyepiece that seemed to scan us as we got close.

"Hmm… Never seen you two before. What are you doing here?"

I tapped on my Codex and brought up the recommendation that I managed to get from Yirfa to show it to him.

He squinted his one organic eye before nodding, "Looks good. First time here?"

The both of us nodded even though that wasn't true for Amber.

"Right, there's only one simple rule here: No fighting. If you want to fight, go outside and fight. Last thing we want is getting attention here so if you get caught fighting inside, you'll be tossed out and banned. Got that?"

We nodded again.

He then stepped aside and resumed his pose of leaning against the wall, "Go inside, take the lift to the second fifth floor. Welcome to the market."

We entered the building and found the lift in question right away.

"That went easier than I thought," I whispered after we stepped inside the lift.

They had even covered all the possible buttons with a board and only left the fifth button open to be pressed.

Amber raised an eyebrow at me just as the lift began to ascend, "Why wouldn't it be easy? Were you expecting the recommendation to be a fake?"

"Not really, I was expecting him to question who we got it from and what we were here for."

"Pfft, as if a doorman like him cares about that. Nah, they're careful about who gets to come in but they aren't that strict about it," She assured me.

Alright, guess the lines I rehearsed about making contact with Yirfa and helping her out was all unneeded.

Hey, it doesn't hurt to be careful, ok?

As the lift came to a stop on the fifth floor, the doors opened to reveal a large hall that had been turned into what looked like a market.

There were quite a number of people who were sitting or standing beside tables and floor mats that were filled with stuff and a few who were using a screen to project what they were selling to the people walking around the place.

As we moved down the corridor, I kept my eyes peeled to spy what was on sale around us.

Hmm…

Used, stolen panties, five hundred Credits each.

Voyuer photos, two hundred Credits each.

Cybergirl bathwater, one thousand credits per bottle.

Gravure photos of lewd hologirls, one hundred credits per photo

What the fuck is this?

Is there anything normal around here?!

I gave Amber a pointed look and she smirked, "Don't worry, the more normal stuff is inside."

Right…

We went deeper inside and sure enough, the things that were on display changed to more normal stuff.

Or at least… As normal as a black market can get I guess?

Overclocked energy blaster with burst fire mod, eighty thousand Credits.

Modded energy sword, four hundred thousand Credits.

Human organs, eight hundred Credits per capsule.

Bio waste, three hundred Credits per canister.

Recreational drugs, two hundred to one thousand Credits per syringe depending on drug.

Well, this is what I came for.

I took note of some of the stuff and their prices including the human organs one.

Hey, I already said I wasn't some kind of hero and this is all about money. If trafficking human organs gets me money, I'll do that. That's one of the easiest things you can sell to get money in the game too.

And if you see it another way, some people can't afford the hospitals and have to resort to procuring these organs from the black market which would be a cheaper alternative. So technically speaking, we're also saving lives in the process!

What about the original owners of these organs? Well… Too bad I guess?

Anyway… I spotted a few of the things that I would most probably trade in aside from the organs and the drugs.

There were also some other normal stuff being sold here like energy cells and even ship spare parts that were way cheaper than the ones being sold in the normal market probably due to them being stolen or something.

I decided that I might get a few of those for us since there's no reason to not take advantage of a good bargain.

The people selling this stuff don't even seem to question who they were selling to and simply completed all their transactions without any fuss.

Since I wasn't sure of the normal prices in the black markets in other stations for the organs and drugs, I refrained myself from purchasing them right now.

I don't want to be in a situation where I was stuck with them because I bought them for a high price and couldn't find anywhere to sell them.

"Oh right, how do I sell something here? Do I have to set up a stall like them?" I whispered.

Amber grinned, "That's easy. Come with me."

She took me to another corner of the building where a small machine had been set up with multiple screens on them. Some of the screens were currently being used by others but most of them were left empty.

Amber stepped up to one of the screens and tapped on it, prompting it to come to life.

"Those people out there are the small-time, independent traders. Most likely they were thieves or maybe even thugs who managed to get their hands on something unusual that they wanted to sell off or even leave no trace on the net. But if you want the bigger trades, all black markets have this machine right here which is basically a bastardised version of the Trader Union's trade network. Unfortunately, you can only access this network inside the black markets and not on your personal terminal so we'll have to come here personally to buy and sell."

I peeked at the screen and sure enough, it did look like what she had described.

There was an entire list of things that were on sale and there was even a sell section for us to unload our goods on the black market if we want to.

"And how do we sell the stuff or even get the stuff that we buy?"

"If you buy from here, they piggyback off the Trader Union's network so they would still be delivered normally to your ship and if you are selling… You just need to pack them up and leave them outside for someone to collect."

"People won't just steal it?"

"That's a possibility actually, so you need to make sure the person who comes to collect is from the black market."

Well… At least it's convenient enough…

Although just by looking at the list, I realised that some of the stuff being sold here were also being sold at the stalls outside albeit at a higher price. I guess when you only want a small number of the items, you'll buy from the independent traders to save money.

But when you want to trade in bulk like me, I'll have to rely on this one.

Well, I learned a lot from this~ Now all I need to do is research the market a bit more and we'll be trading in the black market in no time!

            

    
        We're Heading Out

    
    
    
    
                We were meeting with the trader who had hired us as his escorts.

We weren’t the only Mercs that he had hired so we’re not alone in this job.

The meeting point was set at the hangar bay where we would do a little self introduction before immediately heading off. I guess that guy must be on a tight schedule or something.

When I reached there with Amber, I found three other people there. Two men and one young woman with one of the men having a robotic left arm in place of a real one.

Honestly, he looked like those middle aged uncles that you might find working as the cool and silent type of bartender who would listen to your story and offer advice, especially with that short ponytail and beard.

The three of them turned and gave us a curt nod in greeting before turning back, resuming our wait for our client.

I leaned over to Amber and whispered, “Do you know any of them?”

She shook her head, “They're most likely new around here. Maybe they're the trader's original escorts and they're just hiring us as an additional muscle.”

“Oh, was the job only looking for one more Merc team to escort him or something?”

Amber giggled, “Nah, it’s just we’re the only ones who took it. Remember that there aren’t a lot of Mercs with ships out here, Tera.”

Ah, right… This isn’t a job that could be done if you have no ship after all…

But the trader must be pretty rich to be paying five hundred thousand Credits per Mercenary team that takes up this job.

“Also,” She continued, still whispering. “The place we’re going isn’t a place some rookie Merc would go.”

I blinked at her before pointing at myself since, you know, I’m only a Copper rank level two…

She chuckled, “Please. You’re anything but a rookie, Tera. There isn’t a Copper rank out there who can match what you can do.”

I wanted to say that most of it was due to my ship though, but the Merc with the robotic arm swivelled to face us when he heard Amber’s words.

“Copper rank? Girls, this is a Gold ranked hustle, why the fuck is a Copper rank here?”

Ah, I was expecting one of them to react like that. I’m betting he’s going to start demanding that we get lost or something.

Amber wrapped her arm around my shoulder, “Don’t worry your little ass over it, she’s with me and I’m the Gold rank here.”

“Hmm… She’s your crew, I take it? I can accept that then.”

“Nope, she’s my partner and I’m her wingwoman, got a problem with that?”

“Bloody hell lady, you’re gonna get her killed. You do realise we’re making a stop at the Cietai system right? We’ll have our hands full if pirates attack us so we’re not going to be able to babysit her. Or are you saying you’re good enough to protect both our client and your partner at the same time?”

Amber waved her hand dismissively, “Please, it’s her that would be watching my back. She’s only Copper rank because she joined the Mercs late, she’s hunted pirates even before becoming a Merc. Hunted down Holoface Yirfa and even wiped out her entire base all by herself I might add.”

Unexpectedly, the man turned to me and inclined his head slightly, “I see, I apologise for the earlier comments in that case, I was not aware. In that case, I’m glad to have you on our side.”

Wow… He’s actually a pretty nice guy huh?

I shook my head, “It’s alright, I get that anyone would have doubts if they were to hear about a low ranked Merc joining such a job. Don’t worry, I can take care of myself.”

He nodded before sticking out his hand, “I’m Samson, pleasure to meet you.”

I grasped it and shook his hand firmly, “Tera. And my partner here is Amber.”

He released his hand and stuck out his hand to her but Amber surprisingly did not shake it.

“Sorry, but I don’t like touching others.”

Eh? Really? I didn’t know she was like that.

Samson didn’t take offence and merely nodded while withdrawing his hand, “I understand. The two over there are Maurice and Clandice.”

The two of them waved but said nothing.

Right then, a voice came from the side, “Ah, perfect! Seems like everyone is already getting along fine!”

We turned to see a relatively plump woman stoll towards us, her hand adjusting the monocle that rested over her left eye which brought attention to the fact that her right eye was a cybernetic implant.

She stopped in front of us with a grin, “The three of you already know but for the two new Mercs, I’m Reese! I’m the client for this little escort job! Are you guys ready to head out?”

All of us nodded.

She clapped her hands together, “Perfect! I shall be in your care for the duration of this journey so I hope we all get along! I’m not a Merc so I’ll leave it to you guys to decide how you would proceed with the escort formation. I’ll send you guys the route once we leave the station and if anyone has any suggestions or concerns about the route, do let me know!”

Reese said it so naturally that I assumed that she must have said the same thing multiple times before.

She then sent us the location of where we will form up to begin our escort a short distance away from the station and all of us dispersed to head towards our ship.

I felt a little lonely when I had to separate from Amber but I expected her to be docking on my ship as usual once we head out.

Settling into my ship’s pilot seat, I double checked that my ship had everything prepared and everything was green before requesting for take off permissions.

After buying all the supplies I needed to keep this ship running for a long haul like this one, I was left with about six million Credits.

Quite a significant amount for a normal person but nowhere near what I want to have since I do want a better ship and the good ones are really expensive.

I also took the time to send a quick message to Mara telling her that we were leaving and wishing her all the best and hoping we will meet again.

With the message sent and a notification about being cleared for takeoff, I started up my ship’s engines and coasted out of the hangar bay and into the void of space.

Looking to the side, I could see Amber’s ship also leaving the hangar at the same time, both of us turning in unison to head towards the meetup spot.

When we got there, four other ships had also just arrived, two of them being A Class ships and the other two B Class ships with one being a Heavy Bomber and the other a Freighter.

I’m guessing Samson was piloting the Heavy Bomber and a scan from my ship showed that it has really impressive armaments. 

While my ship might be faster than his, his guns can rip apart C Class ships with ease and even fight while being outnumbered against ships of his own class.

I’m looking at Kinetic mortars, energy chainguns, railgun turrets and even torpedo and missile launchers. It’s basically a flying tank.

I received a notification about an incoming call through the comms channel and tapped on my screen to accept it.

The screen came to life to display the faces of everyone including Amber all seated in their ship’s pilot seats.

Samson was the first to speak, “You’re flying a Verlandi? Damn. Now I know you’re really suited for the job.”

Reese raised an eyebrow on her screen, “Oh? Why is that?”

“You don’t know huh? With her armaments, she can just keep out of range of me and shoot me down while I can’t even run or engage with her. The ship’s already out of production for years because of how expensive it is to make so I’m quite surprised you have one in such great condition too, almost like it’s new.”

I scratched my cheek, “Err… Thanks.”

Reese chuckled, “Alright, sounds like this trip might be a good one! I’m sending you guys the route now so if there’s anything wrong with it, let me know!”

My map was updated and a line indicating the route she mentioned was displayed on it.

It involved travelling towards the Warp Gate at the edge and jumping to the next system but immediately heading to another Warp Gate in that system to jump to the Cietai System. From there, we would be moving directly towards the Cietai Trading Hub which was literally floating in space since that system only had a star and no other planets.

“Samson spoke up, “If I may, I would suggest moving in this direction instead.”

The map changed and instead of heading straight for the Cietai Trading Hub when we jumped through the Warp Gate, the route curved around in a half circle instead.

“Eh? Why?” Reese asked.

“I’ve heard reports that there were quite a lot of ambushes between the first route so some pirates must have set up over there to ambush ships travelling to and from the station to the Warp Gates. I’m not saying that this route is a hundred percent safe but it should have fewer pirates than if we were to travel straight there.”

“Oh, sounds good. Let’s do that then!”

So this is how an escort is done huh,

With everything prepared, all of us engaged our travel drives and pointed our ships in the direction of the Warp Gate.

With a final look at the station behind us, I engaged my engines and the station rapidly disappeared behind me.

Time to head out!

            

    
        Escort Missions Are Lonely

    
    
    
    
                Sadly, Amber did not dock with my ship and we have to stay apart throughout the duration of this escort.

It makes sense now that I think about it. We’re here to escort our client and having her dock with my ship would mean that in the event of an attack, she would be late in joining the fight and put all of us at risk since she has to undock her ship first.

Ugh… That meant I was stuck on my ship by myself throughout the journey until we reached the Cietai system at the very least.

I didn’t really think how lonely it would feel after having Amber constantly at my side all this while and it has only been half a day since we set out.

The good thing was that we could still talk to each other through our private comms channel and I wasn’t even the one suffering the most from this separation.

“Teraaaaaaa!! Waaaaahhhh!! I forgot to ask you to cook me something before we leeeeeft!! I’m stuck with all this tasteless synthfoooooood!!”

Ah yeah… I think she’s suffering from withdrawal symptoms right now as she cried while stuffing her mouth with some sticks of synthfood.

I tried to comfort her, “It’s ok, I’ll cook you something when we reach the station, ok?”

“Sniff, sniff… You promise?”

I feel like she’s making this a bigger deal than it should be but then again, I’m also feeling lonely over here right now.

“I promise.”

“Waaaah!! I love you Tera! You’re the best girlfriend ever!! I’ll follow you for life!!”

Yeah, she’s definitely exaggerating it.

She’s cute though, so I can’t complain.

I decided that the best thing for us was a little bit of distraction by changing the topic.

“So… What else do you know about the Cietai system?” I asked as I checked that we were still on course to the Warp Gate.

She sniffed once before sobering up, “Ah. You already know about it being pirate hunting grounds because of the nebula right?”

I nodded, “Supposedly it scrambles our scanners right? So even if there are ships hiding in them, we wouldn’t be able to tell on the map. What would it look like on the map though?”

“Mmm… It will just be a blank spot on the map. So even if there was something there, your scanners would tell you there is nothing.”

“But I’ll be able to see them with my own eyes right?”

“Assuming the cloud is not that thick of course. But then again, if there was someone hiding inside those clouds, their scanners would be similarly affected and they’ll need to rely on their own sight to spot us as well.”

“That can’t be good for them, can it?”

She made a face at me, “It would have… Except that they use specialised sights that give them an edge in seeing through the nebulae.”

“Huh? Then why didn’t we get any for ourselves?”

She pointed towards her eyes, “Because those are implants. I don’t even know how it works since I’ve never tried one but it involves changing your sight to be unable to see the nebula clouds. It also kind of makes you almost blind to anything else so pirates would either force a crew member to have those implants or get a slave to do it instead.”

“There isn’t like… Some special goggles or something that would do the same thing?”

“Not that I know of at least, maybe because there’s not really much demand for one?”

I raised my eyebrows and gestured at the map screen, “No demand? What about hunting down these pirates for one?”

“Well… Because you can just use a better scanner for that instead of using your sight.”

Oh yeah… Just get a better scanner…

“Do any of us have something like that?” I asked.

She shrugged, “Maybe we should ask?”

I tapped on my comms screen and directed a call towards Samson.

The call beeped thrice before being accepted, showing a projection of the man relaxed in his pilot seat. I noticed that the side table near him had a cup of what looked like coffee and a book laying there, probably set aside when I called him.

“Hey Tera, what can I do for you?” He greeted me.

“Hey Samson, I just wanted to ask if anyone in the escort has a scanner that would be able to pick up pirates within the nebulae when we get to the Cietai system?”

He grinned, “Noticed the issue rather early didn’t you?”

“I’d say it’s a little late considering the fact that we’re already on our way there.”

“Haha! That’s true too, but most won’t even think about it until we reach there. Considering that we’ll be passing through another system on our way to Cietai, there’s still an opportunity to fix it before we arrive so that’s already pretty early.”

“So do we have one?”

“Ah, right. No we don’t.”

I blinked at him.

He smirked, “Yeah, the escorts don’t, but Reese’s ship has one. I mean, of course she does, this isn’t the first time she’ll have to travel through systems with nebulae clouds like this, so she’ll give us a warning if her scanners pick up pirates around us.”

“Hmm… I see. Then is there really a need for us to take that route you suggested instead of heading straight there?”

“You mean aside from the fact that the number of pirates we might meet along this route would be lower?”

I shrugged, “If we could already scan them, we can just avoid them right?”

“Sure we can avoid them, but Reese’s ship isn’t that manoeuvrable, remember?”

Ah right, she’s piloting a freighter that’s much slower than our ships…

Even right now, we had to reduce the power of our travel drives to match her speed or we would have left her behind if we had used our engines’ full power.

So even if her scanners could pick up the location of those pirates, we might not be able to avoid them before they could see us, especially since her ship was so big as well. We’ll probably be spotted at the same time as her scanners pick them up.

Samson must have realised that I understood the problem and grinned, “And factor in the possibility that other pirates might join the fight when we get stuck fighting another group, we might be stuck fighting waves upon waves of pirates if we aren’t careful. I’d rather not take that risk if I can help it.”

I nodded, “I see. Thanks for telling me that.”

“Hey, we’re all working together here and I’m depending on you to watch my back too.”

He gave me a thumbs up before we ended the call.

Amber, who had been on the line the entire time, suddenly spoke up, “Woah, did you see that, Tera?!”

“Eh? Err… I guess? He seems like a chill guy?”

“No, no, no! Did you see what was on the table beside him?!”

“The table? Wasn’t it just a cup of coffee and a book? What’s so special about it? Do you want coffee or something?”

“What?! No!! The book!! It’s an actual physical printed book!!”

Ha? What’s so special about a printed book? Aren’t they like… Oh.

I suppose literature in this universe has all been converted to digital media so printed books are most likely some kind of relic now?

I scratched the side of my head, “Ok… What does that mean though?”

“I mean it’s an actual book you know?! I wonder what time period it belongs to and how has he been preserving it?! That thing must have cost a fortune!”

I raised an eyebrow, “Is it really that big of a deal?”

“Of course! I’ve never even seen a physical printed book in person before! This was my first time seeing one!”

“Umm… What if I were to get some paper and ink and start writing a story or something? Would that be a big deal too?”

“Ahahaha! That’s different Tera! That book’s made of actual paper you know?! Not synthetic paper that you can find nowadays. You’ll have to go to those planets where there’s plants that contain fibre in them. Otherwise, you’ll be paying an insane amount of credits just to get a single sheet. Oh, now that I think about it… Perhaps he came from one of those planets, books would still be printed over there but more as a novelty I suppose.”

I suppose that makes sense, why would people still want to print on paper when you can digitise everything now? It’s more convenient and you don’t need to worry about losing it.

I guess it’s just so that they can get the physical feel of actually holding a book, perhaps?

Still, that’s something new I learned and also another possible trade that I could do in the future. I just need to find myself a planet with those types of plants and maybe start trading in paper? Heh.

I think I’ll just stick to being a Mercenary for now…

            

    
        What To Do When You're On The Highway

    
    
    
    
                We reached the Warp Gate just as it was nearing mid afternoon in Standard Hours on the second day and we immediately used it to jump to the next system.

The next system had a red star and several planets orbiting around it, though none of them were habitable.

Unlike the other systems that I had visited that only had one station hovering above a planet, this system had multiple space stations and some of them even had a cluster of them orbiting the same planet.

Also, space was much more busy here compared to the other systems around with a lot more space traffic too, like you could literally see swaths of ships flying all around you outside the cockpit.

One interesting thing I found was that there were two objects that look like some kind of giant gate a short distance away floating side by side. Most of the ships that have arrived through the Warp Gate or are heading towards the Warp Gate were also moving to or coming from those two things.

“Amber? What are those things?” I asked through our comms channel.

“Oh those? You’ve never seen one-- Oh yeah, memory loss. Those are the Space Highways that you might find in certain systems. They let you fly at speeds faster than travel speeds and it’s a means of getting around a system really quickly.”

“That’s cool. I’m guessing people use that to get from one station to the other?”

“Yep. The Inucanis were the ones who made that. Humans invented the Warp Gates for faster travel out of system. The Inucanis made the Space Highways for faster travel within the system. There’s a reason why the two races are on really good terms. Then again, I suppose there’s other reasons but that’s beside the point.”

Sounds like something I might want to read up on in my free time.

All of us then formed up again before following Reese towards the Space Highway, joining the line of ships that were waiting their turn to enter it.

The Space Highway consisted of a giant, semicircular machine on each side that seemed to project an opaque white path in between them that led out towards the other side of the system. The space in between was large enough for all but the largest ships to fit through and any ship that entered the space between the gates were immediately whisked away faster than the eye could see.

There were two of them, as I had initially spotted, with the one on the left sending ships away from us while the other was sending ships towards us.

I guess these gates were one directional.

“Are we stuck on the highway until the very end?” I asked.

“Oh no. This thing works like a tunnel. When you enter the tunnel, you would be sent hurtling forward so if you want to leave, just angle your ship and boost yourself out of the tunnel to break away from it.”

Ah, so if your destination was along the way, you simply need to exit the highway before reaching the end.

Soon enough, it was our turn to enter the Space Highway and I slowly got closer and closer to the space in between the gates.

As soon as we reached the threshold, I felt my ship pulled forward by an invisible force and the other ships around me quickly disappeared behind me.

I was expecting insane amounts of G force pushing me to my seat but surprisingly, aside from the initial acceleration where I felt a slight push, there wasn’t anything pushing me back in my seat.

In fact, I could stand up and walk around just fine.

“So how’s the experience?” Amber asked, clearly knowing that I would have something to say since it was my first time on it.

“Interesting. How does it work?”

“Pffft, heck if I know. I think it’s something about creating some kind of space tunnel that speeds up anything that enters it or something. Maybe you can search the GalNet for that?”

“I’ll do that later I guess. Anyway, how long would this take?”

“Mmm… This sends us all the way to the other Warp Gate on the other end of the system and we’re going at the freighter’s speed… So I guess it’ll be around three hours or so.”

I blinked at her, “Wait… Three hours for us to go from one end of the system to the other?”

“Yeah, pretty slow for now since we have to match the freighter’s speed but I think we could reach there within an hour if it wasn’t for that.”

“No, no, no… I meant only three hours? How fast are we even… Oh.”

I looked down at my console to see the speed that we were travelling at and I found myself looking at eighteen thousand kilometres a second.

With this speed you could go from Earth to Mars in about three hours too!

That’s pretty insane.

I mean, this system wasn’t as big as the solar system since there were only three or four planets orbiting around the star and the Warp Gates weren’t exactly on opposite sides of the system so it wasn’t as far away.

But then again, this is still going to take three hours which meant that I had nothing to do for three hours.

Ugh… I should really get something to do while in space… Are there game consoles here or something? I should look for some when we’ve reached the other system.

I looked at Amber who seemed to be staring at me from across the screen, “Hey Amber?”

“Hmm? Yes, Tera?”

“What do you usually do when you’re stuck in a long trip like this? You know, where you’re just sitting around and waiting to reach your destination?”

“Mmm… Do you really want to know?”

I raised an eyebrow, “Err… Yes?”

She smirked before leaning back on her pilot seat, “Well… I first get comfortable on my chair like so~”

I wondered what she was going to do and watched her intently.

Seeing that she had my attention, she then picked up her terminal and placed it somewhere off screen, “Then I set up my terminal like so… Find a nice video or even just one of those that I had already saved and favourited… Then get myself in the mood and… Ahh~”

I realised what she was doing when her hand slipped below her waist and started sliding up and down off the screen.

I rolled my eyes, “Really, Amber?”

“Mnnghh~ You asked, so I answered~ What else is a girl supposed to do all alone in a cockpit with nothing but space all around her? Sometimes if I know that I would be alone for a long while, I’ll even just strip off everything~”

Even while she was telling me that, her hand never stopped moving. In fact, she even lifted both her feet up to rest on her chair, obviously to give her easier access to give herself pleasure.

I could also feel a twitch in my pants when I started imagining what she looked like on the other side of the screen, seeing that I could only see her upper body from here.

“Are you really that horny?”

“Not really, I’m just bored. And you are right in front of me after all so that’s better than finding some video of some other girl to schlick to~”

“Right… Don’t tell me that you were doing it yesterday too?”

“Oh no~ I wasn’t that horny yet. I was merely hungry.”

“You just said you weren’t horny, didn’t you?”

“Hehehe~ But after touching myself a little, I’m horny now~”

I rolled my eyes again.

She giggled before scooting a little lower in her seat, “If you like, I don’t mind moving the camera a little lower for you, Tera~ Actually, how about we just do it together? You can show me how you make yourself feel good too, I can learn a little bit more about you that way as well and the next time we get together in bed… Ehehehe~”

“I didn’t take you for a pervert.”

“Oh, but I’m only a pervert for you though so that doesn’t count~ Come on~ Join me~”

“No.”

“Awww~ Come on~ At least maybe take off your top or something? I could schilck to your face but seeing your boobs would definitely get me off even more~”

“No.”

“Well, then don’t mind if I do then~”

Without hesitation, she stood up to reveal that she had already remove her bottoms beforehand and stripped herself of her top, tossing the shirt aside before settling herself back in the chair again without shame.

“Ahhh~ That feels much better. Ohhh~ Now just imagining your fingers riiiiiight there~ It’s perfect, Tera~ Ahhhh~”

I could have just turned off the call right there. I could have just ignored it. I could have just did my own thing and not pay attention…

Fuck it…

I started taking off my clothes as well and joined Amber.

Hey, she’s my girlfriend, what kind of lover am I if I don’t join her in doing this too?

            

    
        Cietai System

    
    
    
    
                Our ships finally entered the Cietai system when the date changed.

We had decided to take a quick stop near the Warp Gate where we rested for the night before continuing, especially considering the fact that we would need to be alert at all times while we were there.

Amber came over during that time and practically jumped on me the moment she stepped through the airlock.

I thought that she would be pleading with me to cook her something with how sad she had been from eating synthfood, only to realise she wanted to eat something else when her mouth clamped over mine and her hands worked on stripping me naked.

Well… We did it twice right there with her pushed up against the wall and another two times in my bed before she was satisfied.

Yes, one of the positions was sixty nine.

We slept together for the night before she returned to her ship in the morning, this time having received several packs of food I made for her that should last her until tomorrow.

Speaking of which, I did some reading on the GalNet and learned that there were actually different types of Space Highways and the maximum speed that you could travel on them also differed on the type of Space Highway you were on.

The one that we were travelling on was kind of classified as a local highway where it served as a way to travel a relatively short distance within a system itself.

I say relatively because we covered almost sixty thousand kilometres yesterday on the Space Highway…

But there were Space Highways that would stretch from literally one side of the system to the other side which might allow your ship to travel at speeds close to the speed of light itself.

Unfortunately, it seems like they have not been able to break that barrier yet.

Additionally, when I tried to find out how it works, it seems like the information was not shared with the public.

It was basically a ‘it just works, shut up and use it’ kind of thing.

Heck, I was also wondering how a long stretch of Space Highway like that could avoid being affected by planetary bodies or even just rocks flying around in space but that wasn’t explained either aside from the assurance that none of those would affect them.

Maybe they were afraid that people might steal the idea and make their own or something? Amber already told me this was a specialty of the Inucanis and I already learned that Hydroponics was being monopolised by the Alvs.

Perhaps each alien species has some kind of specialty that they are monopolising? And for the humans it would be the Warp Gates I suppose?

Putting that aside, we were finally in the Cietai system.

Looking out of my cockpit, I found myself looking at empty space that was shrouded in colourful mist that blotted out the stars.

Shifting my gaze down at my map, it showed that there was just a single space station deep inside the nebulae and the areas that were covered by said nebulae were blank.

A call request came from my comms channel and I immediately accepted it, the screen coming alive to show not only Amber but Samson, Reese, Maurice and Clandice as well.

Reese grinned at us, “Good morning everyone! Are we all ready? We’ll be taking the route that Samson suggested. Any problems with that?”

All of us shook our heads.

“Perfect, should we maintain comms or should we shut them off?”

Ah, if we have a comms connection, it would give out a signal that other ships might pick up and pinpoint our location, making us easier to find even if we were hiding in the nebula clouds.

Samson thought for a moment, “I would say to leave it open since you are the only one who can scan for pirates while we are travelling through the clouds. If you had to waste time to call us when you spot pirates, it would waste crucial time for us when we have to intercept them.”

Reese nodded, “Makes sense to me. Anyone objects?”

None of us did.

“Alright then! Let’s go~”

We turned our ship to match the freighter we were escorting and our engines came to life as we started our journey, boosting us to travel speeds once again.

It would usually only take half a day for someone to reach the station from the Warp Gate but that’s only if you travel directly towards it in a straight line. For us where we were going in a roundabout route, it would take at least a day to reach the station.

As we were boosting through the clouds for a while, a short alarm suddenly came from Reese’s side of the screen and I directed my attention to her.

Her face quickly turned serious, “Five  ships in the clouds up ahead. Judging by how they are floating there, I would say these guys are definitely pirates. Sending the shot of the map to your screens right now.”

One of my screens changed to display a map of our surroundings where five red dots could be seen diagonally to our right.

Samson gave Reese a lok, “Shall we engage or sneak past them?”

“The route is already long enough as it is. Can I trust you all to clear the way?”

Everyone nodded.

We disengaged our travel drives at the same time and formed up.

“I have a photon laser I can hit them with, I just need a target,” I informed them.

Samson nodded, “We can make use of that then. We need to make sure none of them get away or they might return with even more pirates to try and get revenge on us. Could you hold your fire until we get closer to them and drive them out?”

“Of course. I take it that I should just stay with Reese while you guys engage them?”

“That would be the best, yes. Are you fine with that?”

I assured him that I was with a nod of my head, prompting the other four Mercs to start boosting towards the group of pirates hidden in the clouds.

A few seconds passed before lights started flashing in the nebula clouds followed by an explosion before Amber’s lips curled up into a grin.

“I’m taking first blood~ They’re scattering, keep up guys!”

The other three Mercs said nothing as but the screen showed that they were concentrated on the fight.

I couldn’t really see much through the clouds but since they were still on call meant that they were doing fine.

There were three more explosions before Samson suddenly called out, “One headed your way, Tera! Watch out!”

Sure enough, I could see the silhouette of a ship flying directly towards us as though fleeing the battle.

I tried to use my scanners to double check on the identity of the incoming ship and, at this distance, it worked, showing me that the ship indeed had pirate affiliations.

I pulled my trigger and a beam of energy shot out that nailed the enemy ship in the side, cutting a hole through and coming out from the other side of the ship.

There was a small explosion before the wreckage of the destroyed ship spun out of control and ended up spinning out further into space.

The four Mercs returned, none of them even getting a scratch on their ship.

Amber was giving off a proud look on the screen, “How was that? Pretty fast eh?”

Samson grinned, “Yeah. Didn’t think you would leave us in the dust like that. Thanks for leaving the others to us.”

Hmm… Amber could have just taken out all five of them by herself since she clearly took them by surprise. Even if she couldn’t, she should have been able to shoot down at least two ships in a single pass instead of just stopping at one.

I was wondering why she didn’t just kill them all by herself until I remembered that we also get paid from the number of pirates we destroyed at the end of this job. I’m guessing it was kind of a courtesy thing where you try not to take all the kills for yourself in a job like this or the other Mercs might resent you for ‘stealing’ their potential pay?

I was taken out of my thoughts when Amber called me from the screen, “That was a great shot too, Tera! You were so cool!”

Err… All I did was point my weapon at the pirate and shoot him though? I didn’t even do much?

Reese was already beaming at us through the screen, “Hot damn you guys are good! I’m already starting to think that we could have just gone the straight route there instead and you guys could have just obliterated all the pirates that might show up there!”

Samson frowned, “I’m afraid that’s not a--”

She waved him off before he could say anything else, “Yes, yes. I’m not stupid enough to take that risk. I’m just saying it. Alright, shall we continue?”

We formed up again and continued our journey to the station.

            

    
        Watch Out For Ambushes

    
    
    
    
                I was positioned at the very back of the formation above the freighter, supporting the escort team with long range fire support should any pirates show up.

The only ‘issue’ was that after our first fight with those pirates, we met no other pirates on our way to the station.

It seems like Samson was right about this route having less pirates at least.

But it also had the effect of putting all of us on edge as we kept ourselves on our toes expecting pirates to suddenly appear at every turn.

Of course we had Reese’s scanner to rely on but she did warn us that if any of the pirates had stealth modules installed on them, they would not appear on her scanners either.

I thought that she was talking about the one that makes their ship go invisible like that Voidshade guy but Amber told me that it was just some modules that prevent their ship from showing up on scanners.

Well, that just means we have to keep our eyes peeled in case some pirates suddenly appear out of nowhere which is why we’re all on edge right now.

“We’re almost there,” Reese suddenly spoke through our comms. “Probably just another half an hour more at this speed.”

“Perfect… I could use a real bed after this,” Maurice grumbled.

“You and me both… Sleeping in a chair is so uncomfortable…” Clandice groaned.

Samson frowned at them, “Eyes peeled you two, we’re not in the clear yet.”

Maurice grimaced, “I don’t think there would be any pirates here this close to the station right? If they were to make trouble here, the security forces from the station could arrive here to wipe them out.”

“On the contrary, this is the best place to ambush people because they would let down their--”

A kinetic round exploded against the shield of the freighter before he could finish his words.

I thought it was just a normal explosive round until some kind of shockwave enveloped all our ships, forcing our travel drives to cease functioning and slow us down.

“Interdiction blast! Ambush! Ambush! Scatter!” Samson ordered.

We did as he instructed as we engaged our normal engines to fly away from Reese’s freighter.

We weren’t abandoning her of course, we’re only putting distance between her so that the pirates could not concentrate fire in one place and wipe all of us out together.

I looked in the direction that the kinetic round came from and three ships flew out of the nebula to head straight for us.

Two Class A Fighters and a Class B Support Ship.

Support ships could be adapted to suit a variety of roles with one of them being an artillery platform like the one that I was looking at now. This one had a massive rail cannon turret mounted on top of its ship which would normally only be found on Class C ships and above.

But in return, that’s the only weapon it had.

I was just wondering why these three pirates would actually attack us since they were clearly outnumbered when five ships showed up from behind and three more came from the opposite side of the first three ships, boxing us in.

“Fuck, we’re surrounded!” Maurice cried out.

Samson growled, “Calm down! Tera, take out the long range ships first! Everyone else, prepare engage them and keep them away from the freighter!”

“Easy for you to say!” Clandice grumbled but obeyed nevertheless.

I turned my ship to lock on to the Support ship that was hanging back from the attack, either because they were simply watching the fight from afar since its job was done or it was reloading its next shot.

Either way, I fired my photon laser at it, the Support ship’s shields flaring to life as my attack struck it dead centre.

The pilot of the ship must not have expected any of us to possess a long range weapon because they immediately tried to turn around and hide inside the nebula they just flew out from.

I pulled my trigger a second time, the energy blast shattering the ship’s shield and piercing a hole through its engines and straight out through the cockpit.

One down, ten more to go.

I looked out for any more ships with long ranged weapons right before I noticed something flying straight towards me.

On instinct, I activated my side thrusters to full power and strafed to the left, narrowly avoiding what looked like a kinetic shell flying through space.

I immediately turned my ship towards the direction of where the shell came from and fired my photon laser, the other ship failing to avoid my shot like I did and getting the full brunt of the blast on its shield.

Just from that one shot, their shield had already shattered and the pilot was obviously panicking since they knew I would be firing a second shot soon enough.

Their comrades could do nothing but watch as my follow up shot pierced through its side and leaving a hole that went straight through its hull, disabling it.

Seeing that the three ships on either side had been reduced to two, I immediately came up with a plan.

“Maurice, Clandice! Engage the two ships on our left flank! Amber, take care of the ships on the right flank and help the others once you’re done! Samson, could you engage the five ships at the back? I’ll provide support!”

They hesitated, probably not expecting such orders to come out from me and, to be honest, I was a little surprised that I also took the initiative to give out such orders too. I’m guessing it was from my days of playing the game where I might have to give such orders when raiding with other players.

Amber helped a lot by reacting immediately with a laugh, “You got it Tera! Those two are scrap!”

Her ship boosted away towards the two ships and faced them head on without any hesitation, prompting the other three to quickly adapt to the situation and obey my words as well.

I turned my ship around to face the group of five ships that I sent Samson against.

They had three A Class ships which consisted of two bombers and one fighter, a B Class Heavy Fighter and a C Class Corvette.

That C class ship was the main issue here but I think with Samson and myself working together, we could take down this group.

I followed behind him, maintaining a set distance as I fired my photon laser at the smaller ships first.

They were clearly not expecting us to fly towards them instead of hunkering down so their coordination was a little late when my first shot hit them.

One of the bombers didn’t even try to turn before my laser burned off the left half of the ship, sending it careening into space in an uncontrolled spin.

The second bomber managed to turn but it wasn’t fast enough to avoid my kinetic shell fired from my railgun, punching a hole directly through its belly.

Samson was firing his kinetic mortars at the heavy fighter, the pilot desperately trying to avoid all the shots while attempting to get Samson within his weapon range.

The last A Class Fighter thought that Samson was too preoccupied to notice him and attempted to flank, only for two rockets to be launched from Samson’s missile pods to head straight towards them.

They tried to swerve away but the angle was not enough to avoid the missiles as they blasted the small fighter apart.

The corvette started firing its laser turrets at us, a beam of pure energy blasting against Samson’s shields.

As I thought, he was really tanky since he pretty much shrugged that attack off like it was no big deal.

The other heavy fighter had mistakenly thought the corvette’s laser would have broken Samson’s shields and tried to engage him, only to get a kinetic mortar shell in their face followed up by a rain of energy blasts fired from his chainguns.

The heavy fighter quickly exploded in a ball of fire and the two of us concentrated fire on the corvette.

The corvette was faced with a rain of kinetic shells and energy blasts that quickly drained its shields as it tried to repel us unsuccessfully.

Samson took most of the hits with his shields but they managed to bear through it without collapsing and I only took a few grazing shots that also did minimal damage to my shields.

I watched as the corvette’s shields finally fell and our attacks started burning through the armour plating of its hull.

Samson then launched one of his torpedoes at the ship, swerving away to avoid another laser that the corvette tried to fire at him.

I watched as the projectile impacted the side of the corvette before a brilliant explosion lit up the space.

When the light subsided, the corvette had a big hole in its side that almost cut the ship into half.

Turning back to see how the others were doing, I found the other pirates had also been reduced to wrecks.

Damn. Not bad I would say.

            

    
        Cietai Trading Hub

    
    
    
    
                I was wondering if we would get ambushed again but no other pirates showed up and the station was in sight.

That station was huge, almost twice the size of Theeve Orbital Habitat station by the looks of it.

The first thing I noticed was the large battleship that was floating just a small distance away from the station, hovering there like some kind of silent guardian watching over every ship coming in.

“What’s that ship?” I asked over the comms.

“First time in Cietai eh?” Reese laughed. “The military keeps a battleship here to protect the station, otherwise it would be swarmed with pirates.”

“Why can’t they just fly out and wipe out the pirates then?”

“Oh, believe me, they tried. But the pirates saw them coming and scattered before they could even do any damage. They aren’t stupid enough to fight military ships after all.”

Ah… I’m also guessing that it was determined to be uneconomical for them to send in a fleet here to clear out the pirates. Then again, nothing’s stopping more pirates from showing up after they do a sweep of the place so they must have decided to just leave a ship here to protect the station instead.

Basically it’s a ‘we can’t guarantee your safety inside the nebula so good luck getting here’ kind of situation.

Geez… Why can’t they just build automated defences along the route then?

Then again, what do I know? Maybe the nebulae also screws up targeting systems too.

Oh well, I’m not in charge of this place so whatever.

We angled our approach towards one of the hangars when all of a sudden, one of the engines on Reese’s ships blew out.

All of us quickly scattered as her ship spun out of control, and would have crashed into us had we not moved out of the way before it happened.

I thought it was an enemy attack and was looking around frantically at where they were attacking from and who was brazen enough to set an ambush here, only to realise there weren’t any enemies when Reese started cursing through the comms.

“Godamnit! Wait, wait, I can deal with this! Ah fuck! There we go!”

Her engines shut off and her thrusters managed to stabilise her ship back under control, leaving her ship drifting only slightly off course.

“God, fucking damn it… Seems like that Interdiction blast fried something in my engines guys… One of them got blown out…”

Samson grimaced, “Do we need to get a tug from the station to tow you in?”

“No need, I can get there with the remaining engine… Although I’m afraid I’ll need to spend some time on repairing it at the station… Sorry guys.”

“I’m ok with it. I might just go and hunt some pirates while I’m here, this place is teeming with them after all.”

I gave him a look, “You sure about that? That sounds rather suicidal.”

“Ahahaha! Don’t worry about it, I haven’t lived this long to not realise when I’m biting off more than I can chew! I’ll be careful about it. Actually, you’re all welcome to join me if you want, I wouldn't mind having some people watching my back too.”

I raised an eyebrow at Amber and she shrugged, showing that she would just go with whatever I chose.

“I suppose I wouldn’t be against making some extra money as well so why not? But I’d like to at least take a day to rest.”

“Of course, of course. I also need to take a break myself too, sleeping on this little ship doesn’t help my back.”

The others grumbled the same thing as well and I tactfully kept my mouth shut.

In the end, we managed to escort Reese’s ship to the station where she docked in one of the berths while we headed to the hangar bays.

We were granted docking permissions quickly and I finished the landing sequence before exiting my ship. By coincidence or design, all of us were docked in the same area and thus ran into each other as we got off our ships.

Samson waved, “That was a nice start I would say. I was a little worried at the end there but we made a pretty good team, huh?”

Maurice and Clandice nodded while Amber was puffing up her chest with pride.

“See? I told you she was good!”

“Yes, yes, and I apologise for doubting her.”

I scratched the back of my head, “It’s ok… I know that you were just looking out for us. Anyway… Would Reese be alright?”

“She should be contacting us after she gets a confirmation on what’s wrong with her engines and how long we would need to wait for her before we can head to the next part of the stop.”

“Ah, could I also ask something? Since this is my first time taking these kinds of contracts as a Mercenary so I would sound a little ignorant…”

“After showing us flying skills like that, if anyone thinks you’re ignorant they would be stupid,” Samson assured me.

I pursed my lips, “Umm… What would happen if I found some other job in the meantime and decide that I would not be able to wait for her to finish and fly off instead?”

“Oh that’s easy, there’s nothing stopping you aside from your own moral obligations I would say. You get paid part of the agreed sum and the bounty for the pirates you killed before you can go your way. The only bad thing that might happen to you is that you might get noted for being someone who abandons escort jobs part way if you do it multiple times. And if you don’t have a good reason to abandon the escort job, you’ll get penalised by the guild.”

I see… So at least there’s the option I guess… That would also kind of explain why Reese seemed to be quite receptive to the comments that we might have. It would be completely terrible for her if the Mercs she hired ended up abandoning her somewhere because they got pissed off or something.

Amber then clapped her hands, “Speaking of which, we can cash in on the pirate bounties we got from those engagements!”

Oh yeah, even if those pirates didn’t have any actual bounties, we get paid for destroying pirate ships too so we can still earn from that.

And for this escort job, we get to keep a hundred percent of the bounty we earn from our kills.

We headed past the customs which basically just involved us walking through some kind of scanner while some stern faced guards watched without us ever speaking to anyone.

Seeing that several hundreds of people were walking through the scanners all at once, I wondered if it really works or was it just there for show to deter criminals?

As though hearing my thoughts, an alarm suddenly sounded and lights were shone on a single man who was wearing a cloak trying to enter the station.

“Illegal substances detected. Illegal substances detected.”

Almost immediately, several guards rushed towards him and the guy tried to run while cursing.

“Fuck! He said this was supposed to scramble their scanners!! Fucking lying piece of shit!!”

One of the guards pulled out a gun and I thought he was going to shoot him dead but a net shot out of its muzzle and entangled the guy’s legs, causing him to stumble and fall face first on the floor.

Three guards jumped on his back the moment he went down, one of them holding down his legs while the other two held down his arms.

A fourth one was standing near his head and pointed a gun at him while shouting, “Stop resisting! Stop resisting!”

“Fuck!! Fucking hell! That hurts!!” The cloaked guy screamed, trying to thrash his way out from under the three guards.

“I said stop resisting you fucking jackass! Don’t make me shoot you!”

“Ahhhh!”

The ones holding his arms pulled his arms back and slapped some kind of cuff on him that snapped into place very quickly, almost like they were magnetised to him.

One of them then took out a collar and strapped it to his neck as well, causing the guy to suddenly go limp.

“Subject has been apprehended. Moving him to the holding cells.”

They got off him and one of the larger sized guards hauled him up by the scruff of the neck before manhandling him away from the area.

“That was err… Pretty brutal?” I muttered.

“Was it?” Samson asked with a raised eyebrow. “Not sure where you’re from then because if I were to get a hustle that involved me capturing someone like that, I would have put two bullets in his legs and the two more in his shoulders if he was resisting.”

Oh damn… Err… If this was considered normal, I wonder what the Denibi system would be like… It’s supposed to be even worse there, isn’t it?

Do I really want to go there now?

            

    
        This Galaxy Isn't That Peaceful

    
    
    
    
                The guild receptionist looked at her screen with narrowed eyes.

“Three A Class ships, two B Class ships and one C Class ship, is that correct?”

I mean… I wasn’t keeping score but if that’s what the records show then I guess so? But I’m surprised I was credited with the kill for the corvette since it was Samson who got the last hit on it, right?

Or maybe because it’s a larger sized ship so they just credit everyone who was involved in taking it down?

Oh whatever, I wasn’t going to say no to money.

Seeing me nod, she then tapped a few more keys before a screen projected in front of me.

“Total reward for them will be ninety five thousand Credits, please confirm the amount.”

Wow… Ok, I know you get paid five thousand for A Class ships and fifteen thousand for B Class ships… If I do the math it would mean… C Class ships net you a good fifty thousand Credits?!

Holy crap, that’s easy money right there! How much would you be paid if you can take down a D Class ship?!

Wait… Then again… I suppose the difficulty is trying to find a pirate group who even have a C Class ship in the first place.

If pirates get their hands on any ships bigger than B Class, it either means they’re stealing and repurposing them or someone’s intentionally selling these ships to pirates.

From what I know, most pirates simply take civilian ships before repurposing them with modified weapons to make them combat ready, which is why most pirate ships can’t match up against actual ships designed for combat even in a one on one fight.

Their shields and firepower would mostly be inferior to combat ships and have a higher tendency to break down as well.

That’s why they usually resort to ganging up on their targets and ambush tactics in their fights.

I’m not sure if the situation is the same in this universe but there were pirate factions where they had quite a sizable force and were capable of even going toe to toe against the military with enough preparations.

There was an event on the online version where players had to pick a side and we engaged in a week-long war with pirates on one side and the military on the other side duking it out.

Pretty epic even if I say so myself.

With almost a hundred thousand Credits richer, I stepped away from the counter where the others were waiting.

I looked at Samson, “Fifty thousand Credits for that Corvette?”

He tilted his head, “Yes? You helped me take down that shield right? Of course it would be normal to be split between us.

Wait… Split? So that means if there were two of us and it’s split two ways… The actual amount you could get was a hundred thousand?!

Well, I guess you need to be able to take down a ship that size on your own first to enjoy that kind of money by yourself.

Amber gave the others a look, “So I assume we’re all done here?”

Samson nodded, “If you’re interested in hunting some pirates with me, I’ll be setting off in the morning tomorrow. Just give me a call through your terminals and we’ll link up.”

We then separated and Amber immediately wrapped her arm around mine.

“So what are we going to do now? I can suggest some things if you want?”

I raised an eyebrow, “Does it involve the two of us in bed?”

“Oh, I wasn’t thinking of that but I wouldn’t mind if you like to do that too~”

I cleared my throat, “We can do that tonight… So what do you have in mind?”

“Well, when you come to a new place, of course you’ll have to try the food right?! Actually… On second thought… I’d rather eat your food but let’s go get some drinks at least!”

“You know where to get drinks here?”

“Of course not but it’s easy! Just follow the drunks!”

“Can’t argue with that I suppose… Lead on then.”

We stepped out of the guild and into the streets of the station. The guild branch we had gone to was right beside the hangar so we have not explored much of the place yet.

Even though we haven’t gone very far, the first thing I realised was the presence of armed guards patrolling around the station.

I’m not even talking about some police officers walking around with a blaster holstered on their waist, but actual military personnel walking around with rifles slung across their back.

“It feels like there’s a martial law in effect or something,” I muttered.

Amber turned to see where I was looking at but grinned when she saw those guys.

“Oh, nah. I mean sure they also act like patrols for the place but remember there’s a military ship floating just outside? These guys are just on shore leave.”

“Wow, they still have to work as guards while on their leave? That’s harsh.”

She shrugged, “I dunno, I’m not a military person from the start. Wanna know a secret?”

“What?”

“I don’t like them. Many of them look down on us Mercs so it’s better to just stay away from them.”

“Eh? Why?”

“Pfft, for a lot of reasons. They think we’re not good enough to join the military and are nothing but a bunch of vigilantes. As if the Mercenary Guild isn’t an actual recognised entity throughout the known systems. They don’t even understand that we value our freedom more and dare to say we are just disorganised and lack discipline. Fuck them.”

“I didn’t know you harboured such enmity for the military.”

“You have no idea, Tera…”

Hmm? She sounded a little different at the end there… Did something happen between her and some military guys that made her hate them that much?

“Should I ask?” I wondered aloud.

She sucked in a breath before exhaling, “It’s… It’s fine, not that important anyway…”

That definitely doesn’t sound like it’s not that important… But I knew better than to push so I just let it go for now.

Amber seemed to want that as well since she pointed down one of the streets, “Look, look! I bet we could find a good place down there!”

I raised an eyebrow at the dark alley that she just pointed at before turning to raise an eyebrow at her.

“Really? Why the seediest and darkest place that you can see here? Did you forget that we literally witnessed some guy getting beaten up for possessing illegal stuff when we came in here?”

“Yeah, but we don’t have any illegal stuff do we?”

“That’s not the point though…”

“But the best booze is found in these seedy and dark places!”

“That’s… Err…”

I wanted to tell her that wasn’t true either but I don’t know if that was a fact in this universe. Maybe the best alcohol here really was found in those types of places?

She then tugged on my arm, “Come on, it’ll be fine! I’m here, remember?”

“No, no… It’s precisely because you’re here that I worry… I’m going to bet that people in those dark and seedy places are going to approach us with unsavoury intentions the moment we step in there…”

She blinked at me, as though needing a moment to process what I just said to her.

“Wait, are you… Oh, you’re serious. Err… Tera… You know it’s fine to just shoot those guys right?”

“Err… Wouldn’t that be murder?”

“Pfft… You might need to care about that if you’re in the inner systems but out here? Fuck, you’d be lucky to find someone who cares. Just dump their bodies somewhere and no one would know. By the time they find out, you’re probably already off the station somewhere else.”

I just stared at her.

She nodded, “I’m not kidding. This is how it’s like for places like these. You could be just living your life one day and the very next, you come across some crazy guy who decided you looked at him wrong and you get shot dead. Then no one even knows you’re dead until like a year later or something. This is already something that happens back on Theeve station, Tera, much less over here.”

“That doesn’t sound reassuring…”

She shrugged, “We’re all used to it. That’s why we should live a little you know? We’re already putting our lives on the line as Mercs already. Today we could be drinking and partying in a bar, tomorrow we could find ourselves falling in a pirate ambush and getting shot out in space. That’s just how it goes.”

I suppose the mortality rates are pretty high here huh? I guess I can understand a little of Amber’s sentiments where she just lives however she wants and doesn’t hesitate to grab what she wants… Like me for example.

Well… I couldn’t help it, so I turned and grabbed her by the waist before kissing her on the lips.

People die easily here? I’ll just have to make sure the people I care about don’t in that case.

            

    
        Just Having A Beer

    
    
    
    
                So… We ended up going down that alley that Amber had pointed out to find a good place to have some drinks.


I was expecting the alley to be empty but I sure wasn’t expecting it to be lined with several eateries that served a range of food.


Most of them were bars and served mostly drinks but there were some stores that seemed to be selling street food.


I was quite tempted to get myself one until I got close and had a whiff of the smell.


Ugh… Oh god… They’re synthfood alright… And they weren’t even made well… Bleurgh…


Now I’m worried that even the alcohol would be just as bad here…


“Oh! This place looks good!” Amber pointed at a shop enthusiastically.


I looked in the direction of where she was pointing and found that a rather empty store had caught her eye. The shop literally just consisted of a bar facing out to the alley and several bar stools in front of it and that was pretty much it.


I don’t even know what made her think that the place was great because there were literally no customers and there were only enough seats for five people as well.


Still, I decided to humour her and went with Amber to the store. Maybe it’s empty because it’s still early in the day? Though the other stores around at least had a few customers unlike this one.


The bartender wasn’t even human and I could tell because it didn’t even have a human body or face but a robotic frame and a screen for its head instead.


The screen changed into a smiley face when we approached and a preppy male voice came from over unseen speakers on its body.


“Good day, dear customers! What can I get for you on this fine day?”


I guess this robot was designed to have that kind ‘happy’ attitude? I’m wondering if that was the reason why there’s no customers here because of that?


You know… Because most people might not appreciate a talkative and preppy bartender and would just want to drink in silence or something.


I don’t really drink though so that’s just what I’m assuming at least.


Amber took a seat at one of the stools and grinned at the robot bartender, “We just arrived at the station so what’s the recommendation around here?”


The robot paused for a while and I have a feeling he was processing Amber's words before he answered.


“May I ask dear customer to specify what kind of recommendations you are asking for?”


“For drinks, duh.”


He stared at her for another moment, “What kind of drinks, dear customer?”


“This is a bar right? Alcohol of course.”


Another pause, “In that case, I would recommend the Seventh Generation Fergandi Aste, made from real organic grapes grown on the planet Aste.”


“Yeah, sure, let's try that then. Give us a glass of it.”


“I apologise, but we do not have that in stock.”


“Then why the hell would you recommend it?!” ber roared, banging her fist against the bar.


Ok, now I think I know why there aren't any customers here… At least I got part of the reason right and it was indeed related to the bartender himself.


I cleared my throat, “Ahem… Allow me, Amber. Umm, what should we call you?”


“You may simply refer to me as ‘bartender’, dear customer.”


“Alright, so what's the most popular alcohol on your menu that you have in stock right now?”


“That would be the synthhop beers, dear customer. Would you like to sample one? We allow free sampling of our alcohols.”


Ok, so first thing… He was answering my questions with no lag time at all which was odd.


Second thing, synthfood again? I'm already not looking forward to it…


And lastly… Free sampling? Seriously? I'm more surprised that this place isn't filled with drunkards trying to get free beer!


“Sure, could we get two glasses to sample it, bartender?”


“Coming right up!”


I thought he would turn around or just start working another machine to start serving our beers but he just stood there and vibrated for a moment which made me wonder if he was malfunctioning before a short ‘ding’ sound came from him.


His torso then opened up to reveal a space there where two small glasses of what looked like beer sat inside.


He then placed two coasters in front of us before reaching his hand inside and pulled out the two beers to set it down on top of the coasters.


Both Amber and I just stared at the two small glasses of beer in front of us, though I’m looking at it more in trepidation while Amber was looking at it with curiosity.


“Is that… Safe?” I asked.


This time, it took a moment for the robot to respond, “Dear customer, please specify what is your definition of safe?”


“Err… Safe for consumption?”


“The glass is most certainly not safe for human consumption but it is perfectly safe if you belong to the--”


“Yeah, that’s ok, I got it, thanks.”


“It is my pleasure.”


Amber chuckled before picking up her glass and raised it to me, “Let’s try it then!”


I grimaced, not really expecting much since it was synthfood after all…


I raised my own glass and knocked it against hers before bringing it up to taste it.


Oh… Oh god… Oh my god…


Seriously?! No, seriously, seriously?!!


It actually tastes like beer!!


You couldn’t even get most of the synthfood right and you somehow managed to get synth alcohol right?! Where are your priorities, holy shit!


Actually… I can make use of this can’t I? There’s food out there that uses beer as an ingredient…


Yeah, I can make use of this.


“Ahaaaa! That’s pretty good right, Tera?” Amber sighed contentedly.


I nodded, “This is good. I don’t mind drinking this, do you?”


“Yeah, let’s just go with it. Two pints please!” Amber ordered, tapping on her personal terminal to transfer the credits.


I was about to do the same as well when Amber stretched out a hand to stop me, “Please Tera. This is on me! This is our first drink together here after all!”


I shrugged, figuring that that was normal considering that she was the one who suggested we do this, after all.


The screen on the robot’s face turned into a Credit symbol, “Payment received, please hold on for your order, dear customers!”


HE then started vibrating again and I already knew he must be preparing our drinks inside of him. I don’t even want to know how it works…


I’m guessing they just have him hooked up to some pipes that runs through his chest and the orders are prepared inside his torso or something.


Soon, his chest opened and our drinks were placed in front of us, the robot taking away our empty glasses to replace them with our pints.


Truth be told, I’m not a big fan of alcohol but I do drink socially. It would be pretty bad for me if I couldn’t drink as someone who worked in sales after all.


Just as we picked up our drinks, there was a commotion behind us and we turned to see a bunch of four guys dragging along a pair of middle aged men.


They tossed the two of them out into the middle of the alley, ignoring their cries of mercy.


“Wait, wait! Please! I didn’t even mean it! It was just a slip of the tongue!”


“The both of you called me a spineless bastard, didn’t you? Well, I’ll show you what happens around here when you disrespect me!”


“No, please! We were just joking! No, we weren’t even talking about you, please believe us!”


One of the thugs kicked the crying guy in the stomach, cutting his pleas short and forcing him to curl up in pain.


“Shut up! Boss is speaking now! You don’t get to interrupt him!”


The ‘boss’ guy stood in front of the two guys with an arrogant air, “So you want to see how big of a bastard I can be? Well I’ll show you how big of a bastard I can be!”


He pulled out a kinetic pistol and, without even a second of hesitation, shot one of the middle aged men in the head, killing him instantly.


The other guy saw his friend die and tried to lunge towards the boss guy, probably thinking that if he was going to die anyway, he might as well try to attack him.


The boss guy simply whipped him across the face with his pistol before emptying his mag into the poor guy.


He then gave the dead body a kick before putting his gun away, finally noticing both Amber and I staring at them.


“What are you looking at? Never seen some trash being taken out before?”


Amber waved at him, “Oh don’t mind us, we’re just enjoying the show.”


“Fuckin’ tourists,” The guy grumbled before leaving the alley.


I thought he would want to silence us or something and was a little surprised he didn’t so I moved the hand that I had placed on my holster away.


Amber wasn’t kidding when she said you could just die at any time huh…

            

    
        Be Careful When You Go Hunting

    
    
    
    
                I groaned, feeling myself wake up from my sleep to find myself looking up at the familiar ceiling of my bedroom in my ship.

Looking to the side, I found Amber snuggled up to me, both of us completely naked after our session last night.

Seems like just being apart from me for a few days made her really needy. Then again… I did feel a little lonely during those few days so I understood how she felt.

I tried to extract myself from her but she was hugging me tightly like her life depended on it.

I poked her on the cheek, “Amber… It’s morning. Time to wake up.”

“Nnngghh… Five more minutes…”

“Come on, we’re joining Samson in hunting pirates today aren’t we? We’ll be diving into the nebulae.”

“Mnnn… Do we have to? I’d rather be diving my face in between your legs…”

I rolled my eyes, “If you can say something like that it means you’re already awake. Come on. I’ll make you some breakfast, ok?”

She tightened her grip on me for a few seconds before finally letting go, “Fiiiiiine. I wouldn’t have minded just staying in bed with you for the rest of the day though.”

“That’s what you always say.”

“Because it’s true~”

“Yes, yes, now what do you want to eat? I’ll make you--”

Before I could finish my words, my Codex started beeping noisily, signifying someone was trying to call me.

I looked down at my naked self and quickly threw on a shirt before answering the call, the screen changing to show Samson’s face.

Judging by his background, he seems to be in his ship at the moment.

I was just about to greet him a good morning when he spoke up in a rather panicked voice, “Oh shit! Thank God you actually answered, Tera! I’m kind of in a bit of trouble here! If you could--”

An explosion shook through his side of the screen and a warning alarm blared through his speakers.

“Warning! Shield integrity at fifty percent!”

“Ah, fuck! Yeah, I got ambushed by some guys! I’ll send you my coordinates so if you could come here or send someone to help me, that would be greatly appreciated!”

“Should I… Call the Guild for help? Or maybe even the military?”

Another explosion rocked through his screen, “Shield integrity at forty five percent!”

He cursed, “Fuck! Anything to get these bastards off my back! There’s an entire fleet of them! I think they were waiting for some big target that was supposed to fly through here and they don’t want me bringing news back about their hiding place! If I--”

More warnings started ringing out from his side of the screen, cutting him off.

“Missile lock! Recommend evasive manoeuvres!”

“Ah, fuck, fuck, fuck! Send help, please!”

The feed was then cut off as he hung up, leaving me staring at the blank screen.

I looked at Amber who was giving me an awkward look.

“I guess… We should go help him?” I asked.

“Just the two of us?”

“Unless we can ask other Mercs for help? Maurice and Clandice maybe? We still have their contacts right?”

“Yeah, but I highly doubt any Merc would be sane enough to rush out and attack a pirate fleet without proper compensation or backup.”

“That means that leaves just the two of us huh?”

She leaned on an arm, “But do we really need to rescue him though? It’s not like he’s someone close to us? He’s just a fellow Merc that happened to take the same job as us.”

“Well… If you put it that way, that’s true…”

She continued, “Besides, if it was us that got into trouble, he has no obligation to come and help us either.”

“But… Pirates… We get money from killing them though?”

“But is the risk worth it? We don’t even know their numbers.”

“True… How about we send the information Samson gave us to the Mercenary Guild and the authorities while we make our way there as well? If it’s too much for us to handle by ourselves, we just cover his escape before escaping ourselves?”

“Hmm… That’s a crazy plan, Tera… And you know I always like it when you come up with crazy plans~ Promise to make us something nice when we come back?”

“Of course.”

She leapt to her feet and started dressing herself, “Alright then! Meet you outside!”

It only took us two minutes before we were boosting our way towards the coordinates that Samson gave us. Before we headed out, we had already sent a message to the Mercenary Guild about the news that Samson gave us, although Amber told me not to send it to the authorities.

If the Mercenary Guild wanted to tell the military stationed here, they would do it instead of us.

I’m guessing she wants to limit our involvement with the military to be as little as possible.

At our current speed, we should reach the place in another two minutes. Even though it might seem like a short time, a lot of things can happen in a fight within four minutes.

As we neared the place he had sent us, we saw lasers and blasters being fired in the distance. That was a good sign because it meant Samson was still alive.

The bad news was the massive fleet that was chasing after him from behind that seemed to look like a swarm of locusts flying over a field.

We disengaged our travel drives and started powering up our weapons and shields, wondering just how we were going to deal with a force this size.

On the map, the entire area was filled with red dots and I estimated that there were at least a hundred ships at the very least.

I’m more surprised that Samson managed to survive for this long against a force of this size.

I then realised while it looked like he was concentrating on running away, he was also using his own turrets to take accurate shots at the ships chasing him, making sure that they could not get too close to finish him off.

Unfortunately, that also meant that he was stuck since they kept chasing him from behind. The fact that he had not engaged his travel drives must mean one of the pirates must be disabling it.

I immediately connected to his ship using my comms, the screen blinking to life to show a haggard looking Samson in his pilot seat.

“My god, I didn’t actually think you would show up! We can’t beat them! We just need to run!” He cried out.

“We’ll cover you, get ready to engage your travel drives!” I told him.

“There’s a support ship at the back that is disabling it! You need to get rid of him first!”

I searched for the ship in question and found it easily enough since it was the only support ship in the entire group. It wasn’t even that hard to find the ship since it wasn’t even trying to hide, probably thinking it was safe behind the other pirates.

Well… That pilot’s gonna learn that isn’t the case here.

“Amber!” I called her through our comms.

She grinned at me, “You’re really a crazy one Tera! Let’s go!”

Amber engaged her boosters at the same time as I did, rushing towards the fleet of pirates that were still chasing after Samson.

Our goal was to get me in range of the support ship so that I could shoot it down while Amber would protect me from any other pirate that tried to get close to me.

A few of the pirates noticed us and swerved away from the main fleet to engage us. They probably thought we weren’t a threat since only five A Class and two B Class ships were sent to bar our way.

“Hahaha! You got to send more than that!!” Amber laughed, engaging her thrusters to maximum and shooting her ship forward in a blast of speed.

The pirates were completely unprepared by Amber’s speed and definitely never thought we would actually choose to engage them despite being outnumbered more than three to one.

I watched as Amber’s ship flew past the group of pirates and two A Class ships immediately blew up from her ballistic cannons.

They tried to turn to engage her but my own guns had just begun firing, my rail gun and photon laser instantly taking down one of the B Class ships in less than a second.

By that time, Amber had already turned around and blew up another of the fighters, leaving only three of them left.

She spun her ship around as they started firing at her, using her thrusters to weave through the hail of lasers and blasters through the last two A Class ships and leaving them as wrecks.

The last pirate tried to run back to the main fleet, only for my photon laser to blast a hole through its hull and disabling it.

With the route clear, we turned our ships and was just about to engage the support ship when I received a warning about a high energy signature approaching nearby.

When I looked up, a giant ship had just appeared, lumbering out of the nebulae.

…

Why the fuck do the pirates have a goddamn D Class Battlecruiser on their side?!!

            

    
        Pirate Lords

    
    
    
    
                “We need to get out of here right now!” Samson yelled through our comms.


No need to tell me twice!


I pushed the thruster stick forward and my ship boosted itself towards the support ship to get within range of my weapons.


The pilot of that ship finally realised what we were trying to do and tried to turn the ship around to escape.


Unfortunately for them, it was too late and I fired both my photon laser and railgun at the ship, the laser shattering its shield and the kinetic round of the railgun blasting through the ship’s hull like it was made of paper.


I was about to tell them the good news when Amber’s panicked voice came from the comms, “Tera!!”


On instinct, I spun my ship in a corkscrew, spinning away just in time to avoid a laser fired from the battlecruiser.


Alarms started blaring around me as the battlecruiser had its weapons locked on me, ready to obliterate me from existence.


“Everyone get out of here!” I ordered, turning my ship around to engage the travel drives.


With barely a second to spare, my ship sped forward right before a kinetic shell tore through the space that my ship had occupied bare moments ago, missing my ship by inches.


The other two had also done as I told, all of us speeding away from the battlefield towards the trade hub the moment their travel drives engaged.


Several lasers and missiles were shot at us but they either missed or were deflected by our shields.


Soon enough, the pirate fleet disappeared behind us as we sped towards the station


I could even imagine the pirates cursing at us as we fled.


“Damn… Am I truly glad to see you two here,” Samson sighed, looking like he had just aged another five years.


I chuckled, “Did you think we would just ignore your call for help?”


“I won't lie… I wouldn’t be surprised if you did. Most would, after all.”


Amber grumbled from her side of the comms, “Yeah, you better be grateful for that! We even missed breakfast because of that!”


“Haha! Tell you what, I'll treat you guys to some food then! You guys did save my ass after all so that's the least I could do!”


Amber made a face, “Ugh, unless it's organic food, you can forget about it. I've been ruined by Tera’s cooking already… No synthfood can satisfy me anymore.”


He raised an eyebrow, “You guys eat organic food daily?”


I shook my head, “No, no. I just make stuff with the synthfood and then make them taste better.”


“You know how to cook?!”


“To an extent I guess?”


He thought for a moment, “Maybe… How about we take a trip to the high end stores and I'll pay for three day's worth of organic food for you to cook with?”


Amber smirked, “Let me guess, you want to also taste her cooking, don't you?”


“I would be lying if I said no, but I would understand if you reject the idea. I will still offer to pay for the organic foods though.”


“Really? Don't they cost like a fortune though?” I asked.


He laughed, “Hahaha! I would most definitely not be here if you two didn't show up! What's the use of hoarding that many Credits if I'm not alive to use it? Don't worry lass, I have more than enough for myself so don't need to hold back, I've been working as a Merc for longer than you think.”


I shrugged, “I'll take you up on your offer then.”


Of course I wasn't going to say no to that! In fact, I would have been happy if he had just pointed me at where I could purchase them without even offering to buy for me!


I'm hoping that they might have some stuff there that I can at least try to grow on my own. I'm not expecting to start a farm or anything, but maybe just a small garden with my own potatoes or something would be good enough.


Like seriously, even potatoes would be good. Do you know how many ways you can cook a potato? A whole ton.


While I was thinking about just what I would buy, Samson’s face turned serious.


“We'll still need to inform the Guild about those pirates though. I'm guessing there's a pirate lord around here and that's not a good sign.”


I blinked, “Pirate lord?”


He raised an eyebrow at me, “You never met a pirate lord before? The place you came from must be really fortunate huh?”


“I don’t know… But it’s the first time I’ve heard of that term at least”


“Damn… Now I’m wondering if you defeated a pirate lord without even knowing they were one… Anyway, pirates aren’t just ragtag teams of bandits flying around in space. There’s going to be some of them who band together and create a group. Then those groups might join up with other groups and then a leader is placed at the helm who would then establish a pirate faction that has enough firepower to be a force to reckon with on their own. With me so far?”


I nodded, “Right… So there’s different pirate factions out there and one of them is just right at our doorstep?”


“That’s right. Normal pirates definitely can’t get their hands on a battlecruiser like that. And the fact that they have one this close to the station… I’m a little worried for what it might entail…”


“You don’t mean that these pirates aim to attack the station?”


“That’s exactly what I’m worried about. If they were to use the nebula to cover their approach, they could get a first strike on the station and even cripple the battleship stationed outside before it has a chance to fire its guns.”


“But the military would surely react to this right? They wouldn’t just give up after losing a station like this.”


Amber was the one who answered, “Oh sure they would, if the station isn’t taken over by the pirates that is. In order to take this place back they would need to send at least three times the force since you can bet every other pirate in this system would flock here and join up with this pirate lord after they take over this station. Then the military would have to worry about ambushes while making their way towards the station and lose a third or maybe more of their ships just to get here. Those are definitely losses that they won’t be able to accept.”


“But losing an entire station is?”


She shrugged, “Unless this pirate lord is a complete idiot, they will simply take over this station as their own but trade will still be open. Even being pirates, they can’t exactly survive on their own after all. Sure, they’re gonna jack up prices and probably treat others like shit, but it’s going to be a paradise for outlaws, smugglers and other lowlifes here.”


“So… Basically another Denibi system?”


“But shittier, yeah,” Amber agreed.


“I’m guessing this has happened before?” I asked.


Samson sighed, “Yeah… More often than you think actually… I know of four other stations that were taken over by pirate lords though one of them chose to occupy a rather important station so the military did end up getting involved and taking it back from them. It was pretty brutal and I would know because I was part of it.”


Amber made a money symbol with her fingers, “Basically more money for us! It’s an all you can eat buffet of pirates in such cases!”


“Hmm… In that case, if we bring this information back, surely we can avoid something like that from happening?”


Amber nodded, “Yep. If I’m going to take a guess, they would probably take a day to scout out the pirates and then we’ll get a guild request from the military asking for Mercs like us to join an offensive they have planned against the pirates. It’s practically standard now.”


“Eh? Is the military not going to attack them?”


“Oh they will. But they would definitely want more ships on their side of course. Or if you want to be more crude about it… More meatshields.”


I gave both of them a look, “And I take it that we are going to join that fight?”


Samson nodded, “I would definitely be going but I won’t force you if you don’t want to.”


“It’s not that… What about Reese?”


“Has she not contacted you?”


I shook my head to show that she has not.


He scratched his cheek, “I guess she must have forgotten or she’s expecting me to do it for her… Oh well, she already sent me a message in the morning to tell me that her ship will take at least five days to repair so we’ll be stuck here for that long anyway. What better way to spend the time than to shoot some pirates, eh?”


Oh… Well in that case, count me in then. I would definitely say yes to more Credits.


This would be my first big space battle I would say.

            

    
        You Need A Good Boss To Counter Lousy Subordinates

    
    
    
    
                As we had agreed to do, the first thing we did when we reached the station was to head to the guild and inform them of what we had found outside.

I thought that it would just be a simple thing of telling them about what we saw and that was it… But apparently it was not as easy as I thought it would be.

"Are you absolutely sure about this?" The guild receptionist asked.

Samson scowled at him, "Were the images and videos I showed you not sure enough? Do you want to go to the hangar and check the burn marks that were left by the pirates on my ship while I was running away from them?"

"With all due respect, sir… These may be doctored."

Amber leaned forward on the counter and scowled at the receptionist, "You think that we would fake a pirate sighting? For what?!"

"I don't know… Perhaps the both of you are actually spies for the pirates and you're stirring up trouble so that the station would be less defended if we were to believe there's a pirate fleet out there?"

Samson slammed the table, "Are you out of your bloody mind?! There's already proof right in front of you!"

"As I said, these could be faked."

Amber wrung her hands at him before looking around, "Can we get someone else over here please? We want to switch please!"

The receptionist frowned, "Even if you get someone else, they would be just as doubtful as I am about this. Who would believe that there's such a big pirate group just outside our station?"

"Are the kills recorded on our ship also not good enough to serve as proof?" Samson asked, clearly irritated by the receptionist.

"The records show that you only shot down a few of them, this can't prove anything."

"Watch the damn recording! You will see that it matches up with the kills!"

"As I have said before, this could have been edited."

"You son of a--"

I placed my hand on Samson's shoulder to calm him down while I addressed the receptionist.

"Could we see your manager or something?"

The receptionist tapped on his screen a few times and his lips curled into a frown before standing up, "Hold on a moment."

He then went towards the door at the back where he tapped a card against a scanner at the side of the door to open it before disappearing inside.

I turned and made a face at them, "Why is it so hard for him to believe us?"

Samson shrugged, "Beats me… I would understand if we came to him with no proof… But we have recordings of the pirate fleet and he refuses to even look at it… I was already afraid that there might be people who wouldn't believe me so I recorded the sighting down but I certainly wasn't expecting someone that stubborn."

"Don't tell me that he is the real spy for the pirates or something?" I suggested.

Amber frowned at the door that the receptionist had gone through, "I would like to say that he probably wasn't but… I think there's actually a small possibility that might be the case…"

"What should we do if they don't believe us?" I asked.

Samson grimaced, "If that's the case, we might need to go directly to find someone from the military and tell them about it… Hopefully they might trust us more than this guy does."

The door slid open again and angry shouting was heard coming from behind it which got everyone's attention.

"You blasted idiot!! Do you even realise how stupid you actually are?! Come over here!"

A rather tall woman with shoulder length hair and dressed in a suit was dragging out the same receptionist by the ear who was crying out in pain.

"Where are they?!" She asked.

The receptionist pointed towards us.

The woman then dragged him over to us before grabbing the back of the receptionist's head and slamming him down on the table to make him bow towards us.

"I am this idiot's supervisor and I sincerely apologise for his idiocy. He just transferred here from one of the inner colonies where having pirates are rare so he's not used to this place yet," The woman explained.

Amber rolled her eyes before leaning against the counter, "That would explain… Hey, idiot! This is the fucking Cietai System! If you head out and aren't attacked by pirates, you're either really lucky or your escorts are so big that they're afraid to attack you!"

"I… I sincerely apologise…"

The supervisor then pulled him up and pointed at the counter, "Do your fucking job properly this time!! You want to accuse them of giving you false evidence, at least show me proof of it! And it's not your job to decide whether it's fake or not! Do you even remember the procedures for this?!"

The receptionist moved to sit down at the counter only to get his ear pulled again by the woman.

"Did I tell you to sit?! Stay standing!!"

Damn, I'm feeling embarrassed for him.

The poor guy turned to us with a solemn face, "My apologies… Could you explain what happened again?"

Samson looked him in the eye, "Pirate fleet. Pirate battlecruiser. Pirate lord. Is that simple enough for you?"

"Ye… Yes… Umm… And the proof?"

Samson tapped on his personal terminal and spun it to show the recording that he got from his ship's external cameras where we were fighting to break free from the pirate fleet.

I didn't really think about it back then because I was so focused on getting us out of there but now that I see it… That's a lot of pirates huh?"

"I… I have received the report. The guild will take action in regards to this pirate sighting…"

The woman turned to us, "What this idiot means is that we will report this to the military and we will most likely verify this sighting within the day. If what you have reported is indeed true, we'll most likely be mobilising Mercs with the military to deal with this threat."

Amber frowned at that, "Was what we showed you still not enough? You do realise that we almost died just to bring this back to you guys, right?"

"And we definitely appreciate it. However, the military people might not think so and they would definitely want to verify this for themselves. Do not worry, they will not dismiss something like this lightly."

"And what if they can't find those pirates and say that we're lying? You do realise what kind of obstruction is out there, right?"

"Yes, we are aware of it. But I'm afraid they will not take action until they have confirmation themselves. And they could also argue that because of the fact that you found them, the pirates might have chosen to leave instead which would have made it pointless for us to chase them and jeopardise the station because of that."

I suppose that makes sense… We were basically asking them to leave this station defenceless to chase after those pirates after all. If it turns out that the pirates have already escaped and other pirates start attacking the station while we were gone, we would have not only mobilised the military for no reason but put everyone else in danger as well.

Samson waved his hand, "That's fine, as long as it's being investigated at least. In fact, it would be great if those pirates chose to go elsewhere instead so we don't need to fight them."

The supervisor inclined her head, "We thank you for your understanding. If the pirates are still around, we will definitely be posting an emergency mobilisation for the Mercs to combat this threat."

He nodded, "That's all we ask for."

"Please, it's what is expected of us. Don't worry, we will give all of you the suitable compensation for risking your lives in bringing back this news to us."

The receptionist also bowed his head as we turned to leave.

I suppose he wasn't just a stubborn idiot but just someone who wasn't used to the area yet. At least he looks redeemable and his supervisor has a good head on her shoulders.

Stepping outside the guild, I let out a sigh before turning to the other two, "At least that went well?"

Amber grinned, "As well as it could go I would say. But now we have something more important to do!"

"Grocery shopping?" I asked.

"That's right! Let's go, let's go!! I already can't wait, Tera!"

Samson grimaced, "Why do I feel like I would actually regret this?"

"Ahahaha! Too late! You already promised! But I can assure you that once you get a taste of Tera's food, you will definitely not regret it!"

"Hmm… Fine then… Let's go. The place is down this way."

You know, if you told me before I came here that I would be this excited to do grocery shopping I would have called you crazy… But here I am getting excited about going grocery shopping with them.

Let's get some good stuff for lunch today~

            

    
        Organic Shopping

    
    
    
    
                I wasn't sure what to expect when we arrived at the place that sold the organic stuff.

I was kind of expecting it to be a supermarket of sorts or at least similar to the marts that sold the synthfood but that obviously wasn't the case when we got there.

What I found there was a large building that looked more like a boutique than a mart, especially when there's security standing at the front door alongside some other guys dressed in suits greeting people at the entrance.

"Isn't that a little overkill? Are they expecting to get robbed or something?" I asked, gesturing to the guards.

Amber chuckled, "You'll be surprised but it's actually something that wouldn't be unexpected."

"People actually rob places like these to get organic food?"

Both Amber and Samson nodded.

Huh… I would say that this was a weird choice for people to rob but then again… There's people in my old World who would also rob and steal from supermarkets as well so I guess it's not too ridiculous.

We went up to the door and one of those guys in suits approached us with a smile on his face.

"Greetings, are you perhaps here to shop?"

Samson nodded, "We are. Care to guide us through it?"

"Of course, right this way please."

He stepped up to the door and pulled out a security card that he tapped against one of the panels, prompting the door to open up and allow us inside.

One of the guards that was standing outside even left his post to accompany us, most likely just in case we turn out to be thieves or robbers I guess.

You would think that we were entering some kind of bank or some high security facility but we're really just here to buy potatoes and stuff…

I wonder if every other place that sold organic food was also like this? Are there really a lack of farms around the galaxy?

What's more, it got even more ridiculous when we entered the building.

The interior was seriously designed like it was a boutique with dazzling lights and posh furniture. Heck, the very things they were selling were being displayed in glass cabinets for crying out loud.

The staff member smiled at us, "May I know what you might be looking for?"

Both Amber and Samson turned to me.

Well… I suppose I'll have to pick the stuff since I would be the one cooking anyway.

"Do you have any potatoes, cabbage, lettuce, spinach, tomatoes… Maybe strawberries, mint, basil, thyme… Err… Any meat or fish perhaps?"

The staff member stared at me for a moment before nodding his head, "We do have that… But may I ask what is your budget?"

Samson cut in, "You don't need to worry about that. We have enough."

That is music to my ears.

The staff member nodded before gesturing towards the shop's interior, "In that case, please follow me."

He guided us to one of the glass cabinets and inside was a single potato sitting on a small cushion.

It's not like it's some kind of really special potato that is especially big or whatever, but it was just a normal potato.

"This is our potato, we procure them from the planet Gia directly so you can be assured of its freshness."

I'm assuming that planet is one of the few that actually grows their food organically or something.

"How much?" I asked.

"We're selling them at two hundred Credits per potato."

…

Ok, truth be told, that's cheaper than I thought…

That's about twenty dollars per potato and sure, that's bloody expensive since five potatoes would cost a hundred but at least the price was at a range that even someone who isn't filthy rich might be able to afford if they choose to.

Sure, they probably wouldn't just buy one single potato but that's beside the point.

There's one thing I'm concerned about though…

I pointed at the display case, "Don't tell me that's the only one you have in your store?"

"Oh, not at all, dear customer! This is just for display! We have more in our storage of course. Just tell me what you need and I will have them packed and ready for you."

"Alright, I'll take five of these. Where's the others?"

The staff member's attitude seemed to change as he got pretty enthusiastic about guiding me around the store.

I guess he had initially assumed that we would baulk at the prices and leave but seeing that we didn't, he knew we were serious customers.

He then started leading me towards each of the individual cases and introducing the products to me.

Cabbages were going at three hundred Credits per cabbage, lettuces were at two hundred Credits, Strawberries and tomatoes were at a whopping three hundred Credits per fruit and the beef they were selling was priced at three thousand Credits per kilogram.

I got a few of whatever I had listed out to him where I intended to be cooking a few of them while I'm going to attempt to try and grow the rest.

Not the beef of course… I wish it actually grew on trees.

Come on, this is a sci-fi universe right? Why hasn't anyone invented a beef tree yet?

Actually, don't do that… I doubt I would eat that anyway…

The total came up to just over a hundred thousand Credits and I felt a little apologetic to be making Samson pay for all this.

"Truth be told… I thought you would be buying more than this actually, so it's fine," He assured me when I apologised. "In fact, are you sure this is all you need?"

I nodded, "I'm sure. I don't really want to spend too much of your money and if I need to, I can always just come back here and buy them myself."

The staff member finished tapping on his personal terminal and turned to me, "We shall deliver the products to your ship once they are packed, dear customers. Thank you for shopping with us today."

I frowned at him, "Wait, what? That's it?"

"Yes, that is it, dear customer. Or do you have something else you need?"

"I mean… Aren't I going to be the one that picks the stuff out from your storage? No offence, but I don't trust other people picking the produce for me."

He blinked at me, "Dear customer would… Like to pick the items yourself?"

"Yes?"

Pretty much everyone was giving me a weird look and I felt a little conscious now.

"Is that not allowed?" I asked.

"That is… Certainly not a problem… Ermm… This way please."

Huh….

I turned to Amber and raised an eyebrow as we followed behind him.

She leaned over and whispered, "You know how to tell which ones are good from the bad?"

Ah… I guess since people don't usually eat organic food, they've grown unaccustomed to picking out these products themselves?

I shrugged, "I can manage… Although I realise that this is actually cheaper than I thought? Why would eating all this in a restaurant be so much more expensive than the produce themselves?"

Amber giggled, "You forgot, Tera, most people don't know how to cook anymore. And when I say cook, I mean really preparing these produce from their raw state and making them edible. Heck, after the automated cookers became a thing, people just stopped doing it entirely."

"There's automated cookers?!"

"Oh, I know what you're thinking but it's not the same. They also use synthfood but of a different variety that comes in these pre packed boxes that you can insert into the machines and they basically just 'print' out the food with a press of a button."

"It… Prints out food?"

"That['s the most accurate description of it I would say."

"Then what about my ship's kitchen?"

Samson turned to me, "Your ship has a kitchen?!"

Amber grinned, "Yep! Wait till you see it for yourself! It's so awesome! Not as awesome as Tera herself of course~"

I coughed before nodding at Amber again to remind her about my question.

"Ah, right. Yeah, your kitchen is one of the old school ones which was why I was really surprised to see it. If you want to find appliances like that now, you'll really have to look for the specialised stores that sell them."

"Are they expensive then?" I asked.

She shook her head, "They're not expensive but just no one really buys them aside from restaurants that specialise in serving organic food. So I would say that they're just harder to find."

I nodded in understanding and we soon reached the back where the products were stored and hell… They were even individually sectioned in their boxes like they were some premium grade products or something…

Then again, I suppose in this universe, they really are…

I had to wear a glove to sort through the products but that wasn't really a big deal so I set myself on the task, picking up and inspecting each of the vegetables and fruits I bought to make sure I picked the good ones.

The others were just staring at me silently from behind but I just ignored them.

Hey, you need good ingredients to cook good food alright?!

Just let me work!

            

    
        First Organic Cooking

    
    
    
    
                Well… Not gonna lie, I was quite excited to try cooking with organic ingredients instead of synthfood so I might have gotten a little carried away with it…

I ended up making steak with mashed potato and fries as the sides, strawberry salad, boiled vegetable stew and some fried chicken wings.

This might be the first time I’m cooking with organic ingredients in this universe but my experience in my original universe carried over here so I could even say that this was easier than that time I first tried cooking with synthfood.

The only sad thing was that I don't exactly have a dining table so we were seated on the floor of my bedroom, which wasn't as bad as it sounds because I do clean it regularly.

I mean… What else could I do when the ship is on autopilot travelling through space?

I guess one of the things I should buy alongside some entertainment is a table and some chairs.

Samson and Amber were just staring at the food I placed in front of them and I was a little worried that it didn't look appetising or something.

I mean… I'm not a five star chef by any means but I think they look ok?

Just as I was thinking of asking what was wrong, Samson lifted his head slowly to look at me.

“You… Really can cook…”

“Err… I guess? This is my first time making this with organic food though so I don't know how it'll taste though.”

He looked down again, “I'm… I'm actually afraid to eat this…”

I grimaced, “Is it that bad?”

“No, no… I'm afraid that once I do… I won't be able to go back to eating synthfood again… Heck, I'm even afraid that normal organic food might not satisfy me anymore.”

I chuckled, “Now you're just exaggerating.”

Amber gulped audibly, “I would have also agreed with him if it wasn’t for the fact that we’re together… Just by the smell… No! Even just the look of it… It’s definitely way better than the food that we ate at that restaurant!! Oh gods… If I send a picture of this to Mara, she’s going to be so jealous!!”

She did just that and started snapping pictures with her personal terminal from every possible angle around the food in front of her.

I rolled my eyes at them, “Ok, ok. Better eat up before the food gets cold.”

I picked up my utensils and prepared to dig in, until I realised that both of them were still just staring at the food in front of them and not moving an inch.

“Really, what is it now?” I asked.

“I… Don’t know which one to start with…” Samson muttered, his face looking like he was trying to decide something that involved his life and death.

“How about just start with the stew first?” I suggested, picking up my own bowl of the vegetable stew to bring it up to my lips.

Hmm… The taste isn’t bad… Although I would have preferred if there was a little more salt I guess? One good thing I found out was that salt was actually quite cheap here. Apparently it’s something quite easy to get around here.

Both of them saw me drink the stew and raised their own bowls to their lips as well, taking a tentative sip from it.

They then lowered it back down without saying a word, though they also made no other movements as well.

Hmm… That was a rather lacklustre response… Perhaps I really should have added more salt after all? Well that can actually be fixed right now so I’ll just go and get it for us.

Before I could move however, I heard what sounded like soft sobbing coming from the side.

Turning around, I realised that the two of them were literally sobbing right now.

“This… How… How can this even be possible?” Samson teared up.

“Such bliss… Am I even allowed to taste something like this?” Amber cried.

Ok, you guys are seriously exaggerating this right now. It’s only a normal vegetable stew for crying out loud.

I picked up a piece of the fries on my plate and tasted them as well, finding them to be perfectly fried and seasoned. The only thing that I felt was a shame was the fact that I didn’t have any sauces to go with it.

I then took a piece of fry in each of my hands and stuffed them into Samson’s and Amber’s mouths, both of them letting out a gasp of surprise before realising what I was doing and started munching on it.

“Calm down and eat your food ok? You two are acting really melodramatic right-- What are you doing?”

“This is… This is heaven…”

“Tera… I love you… I want your babies.”

Ok, no, bad Amber! Down! Stop trying to strip me! No!

I flicked her on the forehead and she finally returned back to her senses.

Seriously, just eat your food normally, will you?

Amber pouted at me, “It really is delicious, Tera… I don’t even know how you are able to make all this… The food we ate back at the restaurant with Mara can’t even compare to this!”

I don’t even know how to tell her that it’s most likely because whoever made the food there isn’t even a first rate chef…

I’m pretty sure if we were to head to the planets or even just the systems that are growing organic foods, we’ll probably find chefs much better than I am and could cook feasts that are levels beyond what I am capable of.

Now I’m a little worried how she would react if she were to taste food that came from such places?

Then again, considering the fact that Samson was also sobbing while he ate the food in front of him over there… I’d like to think that this wasn’t limited to just her.

I guess when you’re already used to eating tasteless crap like those synthfood… Such a reaction might be expected?

Ugh… Just remembering that sad excuse of a ‘ramen’ I had to eat back then was enough to send shivers down my spine…

Amber went back to eating her food and joined Samson in sobbing over her own portion while savouring every bite of it.

I decided to just let them eat however they want and concentrated on my own food instead, using this opportunity to also gauge how I should improve myself.

Despite what everyone else who has eaten my food has said so far, I still believe I have a lot of room for improvement.

Like this steak for example… I was aiming to make it medium rare but it seemed like I misjudged the timing and cooked it to medium doneness instead.

And the chicken wings I fried felt a little bit lacking in seasoning as well while the mashed potatoes were just a little bit too mushy.

Yep… I still have a lot of areas I need to improve on.

Speaking of which… I’ve kept aside a few of the plants for me to try and see if I could get them to grow on my ship.

Getting soil was out of the question and I did try to do a search around the station to see if there was any being sold but came up empty.

It seems like if I really want to get myself on some soil, I either have to buy it off the Trader Union network for a really exorbitant price or find a colonised planet where I can either dig up some myself or buy them there.

That means I’ll most likely have to search up how to make a hydroponics garden in my ship itself.

I know Amber did tell me that the tech  for it was being monopolised by the Alvs but I’m hoping that maybe some records of it might be around that I can use.

Oh well, I guess I’ll see later then…

Just as I was finishing up the last of my food, my Codex let out a beep that caught my attention. Almost at the same time, the same beep resounded on Samson’s and Amber’s personal terminals but the two of them were still too distracted by the food they were eating to even notice that.

Tapping on it to display the notification I received, my eyes widened when I saw what was displayed on it.

‘Emergency request to all available Mercenaries with a combat ship. Request for participation in pirate fleet subjugation by the military. High priority.’

Huh… If this was sent out, that means they have already confirmed that the pirates are actually here huh? Well that didn’t take long I guess?

I tapped on it and it showed more information about the request.

It seems like they intend to attack the pirates head on at… Tonight?! In five hours?! That’s barely any time for most of us to even prepare for it though?!

Are we going to be ok?

            

    
        Mercenaries And Military

    
    
    
    
                It was close to midnight in Standard Hours as Amber, Samson and I were gathered in some kind of meeting hall where there were other mercenaries gathered around us.

Around the edges of the room were military personnel so all of us knew exactly what we were here for.

We have been waiting here for at least half an hour now and we’re all just wondering where the person who had gathered us here was.

Amber was tapping her foot impatiently, “Typical of military types to rush us here only to make us wait like this...”

Sounds like she’s speaking from experience.

Samson also made a face, “Well… That’s just normal for them I suppose. Oh look, that must be the commander.”

A gruff looking middle aged man with short, greying hair and a robotic left arm stepped up onto the stage. The fact that he was being saluted by the soldiers told me that he must be someone important.

He stood on the podium and took a moment to look at the room before starting to speak.

“Good evening everyone. I am Captain Raymond, commander of the UTSN Watcher that most of you might know is the battleship stationed in this system to protect this place from being overrun by pirates. I have issued an emergency request to all of you today because we are now facing a very real threat targeted at this station.”

He then tapped his finger on the podium and the wall behind him lit up to display a screen that showed a map of the system with the station being in the centre.

“This morning, we have received news that there may be a pirate fleet forming up to attack this station in force under the command of a Pirate Lord. I had sent several scouts to check on this news and found this to be true.”

He tapped on the podium again and several red icons appeared at the edge of the map.

“Our scouts have confirmed that the pirate fleet consists of one D Class battlecruiser, four D Class Destroyers, twenty C Class Corvettes and at least a hundred or so supporting B Class and A Class ships. All of them are targeting this station and will arrive as early as tomorrow morning.”

The Mercenaries around us started murmuring amongst themselves, a few of them wondering why they would even attack this station while others were questioning if we could even stand against such odds.

The number of Mercenaries in this room barely reached seventy and we only have one military battleship as our main firepower.

A battlecruiser would be able to outrun the battleship and though it might have trouble taking out the battleship in a one on one fight, it wouldn’t be a problem if it had backup. And the pirates have a ton of that.

The Captain continued, “We know that the pirates are definitely aware that we know about their presence, especially since the brave Mercenaries who risked their lives to warn us about this threat had to fight through their fleet and are seated in this very room right now.”

The fact that he looked in our direction when he said that meant that he knew that it was us that brought back the news.

Amber did not react to his gaze while Samson inclined his head slightly.

As for me, I just raised an eyebrow, wondering if there was any reason for him to bring it up here?

Perhaps he wanted to show that he supports us Mercenaries or something? I know from Amber that there’s probably some animosity between the two groups for some reason.

He continued, “Even if we were to request for aid outside of the system, they will not reach us in time to deal with the pirates. Unfortunately, we are on our own in this fight.”

Now the murmurs amongst the Mercenaries got even louder.

He raised his hand to calm everyone down, “We are not without a plan of course.”

The screen then changed to show the battleship on the map as well as an arrow pointing from the battleship towards the pirates.

“As I said, the pirates know that we are aware of their presence and instead of calling off the attack, they are going ahead with it. That means they are quite confident that their attack will succeed despite us being prepared. Because of that, we will not be sitting around and waiting here for them to come to us!”

The picture of the battleship then moved in a flanking manoeuvre to appear beside the pirate fleet.

“Instead, we will be giving them a preemptive strike and hitting them before they even get to the station. With surprise on our side, we would at least be able to deliver a big blow to them before falling back to the station in case we cannot wipe them out with that single battle. That would at least buy us some time for reinforcements to arrive while they take the time to reorganise.”

One of the Mercs raised his hand and the Captain nodded at him, “Yes, go ahead.”

The Merc made a face at him, “You say to attack them first but they would see us coming from a mile away, won’t they? They are equipped to ambush ships in the nebulae while most of us are only just here for a stopover, our ships aren’t built to fight in this system effectively.”

“That will not be a problem, we will be sending drones that will scramble their sensors before we engage them. We will also be engaging them from below their fleet so those fitted with the implants to see through the nebula will not see our approach.”

A few of the Mercs nodded, probably satisfied by his assurance.

Amber raised her hand and the Captain turned to her to nod at her to go ahead.

“And what if your plan doesn’t go like you said it would? Are you going to use us as meatshields while you run away?”

The place became silent as everyone stared at Amber, probably wondering why she would say something so controversial yet so brave.

The Captain gave her a look and the silence stretched for at least a half a minute before he opened his mouth, “You have my word that that will definitely not happen. Right now we are all in the same metaphorical boat where the pirates are targeting us and if we don’t work together, all of us will perish.”

Another Mercenary raised his hand, “Actually… We aren’t. The only one obligated to defend this station are you guys, we don’t need to defend this place and we could in fact, just leave.”

Several Mercs near him also nodded their heads in agreement and, emboldened by their words, also stood up to voice out against the Captain.

“Yeah! You military people always treat us like crap anyway! Why should we help you now?!”

“Now you guys are in trouble, you're all buddy with us? What hypocrites!”

“If we choose to leave now, are you guys going to force us to stay, huh?!”

One of the soldiers standing nearest to us muttered under his breath, “That’s why you guys are just guns for hire… No honour at all…”

The Captain raised his hand again, “I am well aware of the animosity between my men and the Mercenaries in this station and I share the blame for allowing things to get to this stage. If any of you feels that it is better for you to leave, I will not stop you and you are free to leave. For those who will fight alongside us, I can promise you that you will be paid your rates fairly.”

“Yeah, what’s the use of all that money if we’re going to die in a fight like that? We’re literally your meatshields in this battle!”

One of the soldiers standing at the side seemed to have lost his patience and shouted back, “Is money all you ever care about?! If the pirates paid you enough Credits you would turn on us just as quickly wouldn’t you?!”

“Better than you idiots with sticks stuck up their butts thinking you’re so much better when you just shoot whoever your superiors tell you to shoot without question! At least I do it for myself!”

“Honourless cowards!”

“Brainless idiots!”

I tuned out the shouting happening in the room and leaned over to my companions, “So what do you guys think?”

Amber was quick to answer, “I don’t trust the military types. I’m betting he’s going to use us as some kind of bait to draw the pirates’ attention while he approaches from below. Who knows how long we have to keep their attention before he fires the first shot?”

Samson sighed, “Although I agree with them about the fact that we don’t have to stay and help… Reese isn’t going to be able to get off this station before the pirates arrive and I don’t exactly want to leave her behind at the mercy of those pirates either…”

I looked around the room again and it had already dissolved into a shouting match between the mercenaries and the soldiers.

The Captain already looked like he had given up.

Well… I definitely didn’t think something like this would happen… Maybe that’s why the pirates are still attacking the station despite the early warning?

            

    
        I'm Not A Hero

    
    
    
    
                The shouting was still going inside the hall and it was getting more and more heated by the minute.

Truth be told, I don't have any attachments to this place either and it's not like I know Reese personally since she's just a client that we were escorting.

So it's not like I have much reason to stay and help them aside from being paid to do so.

I just want to say… I'm not a hero and I don't intend to be one… But…

I stood up and raised my voice, "ENOUGH!!"

Oh shit… That actually came out louder than I thought and everyone was so surprised that it's now completely silent after my shout.

I took a moment to look around the room, not so that I could look everyone in the eye but more because I needed the extra time to calm my nerves.

"I get it, we don't like each other and we barely tolerate the other side as it is. But this doesn't matter now does it? There's a group of bastards out there who are basically saying that even if we knew that they were coming, we can't do shit to stop them!"

There were a few scattered grumbles from both sides when they heard my words but I continued.

"We may think little of each other here but isn't there someone out there right now that both of us hate? Those bloody pirates who would attack either of us if we were found wandering out there, isn't it?! Now we have a chance to even take down one of their pirate lords and we're more busy fighting amongst ourselves than the real threat outside! Why?!"

"Because this isn't our fight!" One of the Mercs shouted back.

I noticed Amber swivel her head around to glare daggers at the person who spoke, as though she wanted to wipe that guy from existence.

I nodded at the man who spoke, "That is true, we have no stakes in this fight. We are only here because the guild told us to come here, right?"

Some of the soldiers frowned at my words but they kept their thoughts to themselves. On the other hand, the Mercs were agreeing with me and nodding their heads along.

But instead of affirming their thoughts, I stamped my foot in frustration, "Why are you guys even so proud to admit something like that?! If we are nothing but guns for hire, why do we even need a big group like the Guild to represent us?! Do you even know why there's a Mercenary Guild or why Mercs exist?!"

Everyone was just kind of looking at each other, pretty much telling me that they had no idea.

"Who do the common folk go to when they need some problem solved? Who do the community look for when they have some pirate scum they need taken care of? They look to us Mercenaries! We fight for the people!"

I could hear some people agreeing with me though a number of them were still sceptical with one or two muttering that they were really just being Mercenaries for the money.

I then looked towards the soldiers, "Those people who had joined the military are no different. We, as Mercs, had the resources to head out there and fight on our own, some of them did not have that luxury and wanted to make a difference in their own way."

Of course, there were some agreements and some disagreements coming from that side too but they at least kept their thoughts to themselves.

"We are both on the same sides! The pirates are our common enemy! We fight to protect the people who cannot protect themselves! The merchants, the workers, the children all inside this station are depending on us to save them because they can't run away! This is their home!"

I'm seriously talking out of my ass over here because I have no idea if this was even remotely true. Maybe everyone here owned a ship and could run away as well but what do I know?

In fact, the main reason why I'm even speaking out right now is actually more selfish.

You see, when I played the game before, I would usually prefer that things don't have too big of a change like stations or systems being taken over by other factions and would prefer that things just proceed along and maintain the status quo.

No, I'm not resistant to change, it's just that when things like this happen, the market also gets messed up and then prices will shift around which means I have to do all that market research all over again.

Right now my market is limited so I would rather the pirates not mess things up for me before I can even get a good idea of what's what and where's where.

I stood a little straighter and gestured to everyone in the room, "Those bloody pirates are looking down on us! Are you going to just take that? Do you want to be known as the ones who failed to even defend a station from pirates or even the ones who fled from the defence of a station?!"

I could see most of their eyes changing as they started to look at me with defiance. Obviously if you start questioning their abilities, they would want to prove you wrong instead.

"Or do you want to be known as the heroes who put aside our differences and obliterated those bloody pirates and kicked them back out to where they belong?!"

"Yeah!"

"Fuck those pirates!"

"We'll show them not to fuck with us!"

"Hoorah!"

I turned back to the Captain who was giving me a grateful look and he took over from there.

He cleared his throat, "As she has said, we seem to have lost sight of what we should be fighting for and I sincerely hope that we can put aside our differences to face this threat together. We should not be making the distinction that we are military or mercenary but just people who are trying to protect the people who are unable to protect themselves."

Given that those words were spoken by a rather high ranking military captain, no one refuted it and settled back down.

The screen behind him then changed again, this time showing the battleship and a group of smaller ships that I assume represented us Mercenaries.

"For the battle ahead, we plan to engage the pirates from below and aim to take out their battlecruiser before it can even fire its guns. For that, we need to make sure that the pirates are distracted enough to not spot the UTSN Watcher approaching them or they will realise our plans."

Amber muttered beside me, "Here we go… He's going to say he wants us to be the bait."

And as if on cue, the Captain said exactly what Amber said he would.

"I need the Mercenaries to be the distraction."

The screens showed the mercenaries approaching head on towards the pirate fleet.

"They will most likely only send their escort ships to clear you out so you don't need to worry about the battlecruiser. Once the fighting starts, we will start our approach and hit them from below and cripple their battlecruiser."

Now that we know we were being used as bait, a few of the Mercs lost their enthusiasm for the fight and went back to scowling at the Captain.

"That's a very high risk mission you're giving us… How many are you expecting us to return from this?" A Merc asked.

The Captain shook his head, "I do not require you to actually engage the pirate fleet, I just need their attention to be directed somewhere so even just staying out of range of their weapons and talking smack to them would work as well."

That assured most of the Mercs again and some even seemed eager to witness the battleship in action.

Amber rolled her eyes and whispered again, "Yeah… How are they going to pay us then? To get the pay we deserve we need to shoot down pirate ships… Can't exactly get a bounty pay when we don't actively engage the pirates to hunt their bounties… Might as well just join the pirates and loot the place instead."

Oh… Wait a minute…

I raised my hand again and the Captain raised an eyebrow, "What is it, young lady?"

"I was wondering if this battle plan can't be changed at all?"

"Not at all. We are most definitely open to suggestions especially seeing that we will all be working together. If anyone has any better ideas, please come forward and suggest it. You have my word that we will seriously consider it."

I grinned at him, "In that case… I do have an idea I would like to share…"

Honestly, I don't know if it will work but hey, it's better than nothing!

And with this idea, we might even completely wipe out the pirates too!

            

    
        We Just Need To Keep Them Distracted

    
    
    
    
                "You're crazy…" Samson muttered over our comms.

"That's why I love her~" Amber shot back while giggling over her own comms.

I could see Samson rolling his eyes before looking straight at me, "I swear… This plan of yours is either going to get us killed or we're going to be heroes."

The other Mercs that were also accompanying us shared a laugh with him but said nothing more.

I shrugged, "Hey, you volunteered for this, remember?"

"Yea, that's only because I'm doing it out of the kindness of my heart, mind you."

"In that case, I thank you for your infinite compassion, Samson, for volunteering yourself on this perilous journey!"

He sighed and chose to keep his mouth shut this time.

The plan I came up with was pretty simple though I guess the risk of it was also rather high.

We all know that the pirates are pretty confident of beating us even right now so I'm guessing that they know we were outnumbered and outgunned.

Possibly they already predicted that even if the military were to seek help from Mercenaries, not everyone would be on board to help defend the station as well.

This was the specific point that I was hoping to take advantage of in this plan.

You see… If us Mercs knew that we were screwed in this situation, it would make sense for us to look for a way out of it, right? That's why a few of us would pretend to flee coincidentally in the direction of the pirate fleet and then run into them by accident.

Then we would beg for our lives and offer to either join them or even give them information about what the military's plans were in dealing with the pirates.

If they take the bait, then we would definitely be able to get their attention and give the others the time needed to get into position to ambush the pirates.

Since I was the one who suggested it, of course I volunteered myself for it. Mostly because I was confident that even if they tried to shoot at me, I could at least escape from them.

I still needed volunteers to join me since just having a single ship flying towards the pirate ship would definitely not be taken seriously. We needed at least a group small enough to appear non-threatening but also large enough to make the pirates consider if attacking us was worth their time and effort.

When asked for volunteers, Amber had stood up, called me crazy before giving me a deep kiss on the lips and saying that she was in.

Samson then volunteered himself a few seconds later though he never said why at that time, which then prompted the other Mercs to start volunteering for the role as well.

Of course… There's also the chance that they just ignore whatever we have to say and just shoot at us. That's why there's that high risk involved for this role.

But not to worry, I have a plan for that as well where it should lower the chance of us just getting shot without warning.

That plan involved all of us communicating in an open channel which was why we had other Mercs listening in on our conversations right now as well.

On an open channel like this, it's easy for others to pick up on our signal and listen in despite not being an intended recipient of the message. Usually these channels would be used to broadcast messages to other ships or when you're contacting strangers.

Assuming that these pirates aren't complete retards, they would pick up on our comms and at least listen in on what we were saying.

Of course, it can only be picked up if you were within range so we fully intend on acting out a small skit to sell the idea that we were indeed defectors or Mercs who weren't planning to go against the pirates.

Samson looked down at one of his console panels, "We're nearing the designated area."

I clapped my hands together, "Alright, places everyone! Let's get this thing rolling!"

I ignored the looks the others were giving me and settled myself into my role. We don't exactly have a script of course but we had kind of discussed how it would go on the way here so we're just going to wing it.

No one here is a professional actor so I doubt we would do a good job of acting it out with a script anyway.

I cleared my throat, "Ahem… Well I suppose it's expected of those military bastards to come up with a plan like that eh? Did they really think any Merc would happily sacrifice themselves just because they tell them to?"

There was a pause and I feared that this topic wasn't enough to get these Mercs to act normally. I specifically picked this topic since there was already animosity between the Mercs and the military before this so perhaps we could just leverage that here.

Amber was the one who responded, "What can I say, typical of those military assholes who always think they're better than us. If it wasn't for the fact that there were more of them there, I might have just gone to punch that captain in the face."

Somehow I have a feeling that her words carried a little bit of truth in them.

The other Mercs then quickly jumped in on the conversation.

"Yeah! What's with those bastards calling us honourless huh?! Are they the ones who have to take a job to help retrieve some poor guy's family from a derelict ship?! Of course not!"

"And then we have to be the ones to escort ships in and out of systems like these! If you are so great, we wouldn't even have to do this because they would do a better job at keeping space lanes safe!"

"Yeah! Fuck them! They think we only work for money?! We'll show them how we work for money! Make them even regret showing us that shitty attitude!"

Looks like it's working well, they're really letting all those repressed frustrations out right now and they don't even need to act for that.

I checked the map on my screen and we should be well within range for the pirates to pick up our comms by now.

I decided to take a little risk, "That Captain seemed to be so confident of this plan too. He even claimed that it was our honour to be there and be part of that 'historical moment' where we get to see a pirate lord get blasted before they could even do anything. What an ass."

Before anyone could respond to me however, a gruff voice that belonged to none of our group came over the speakers.

"Oh really now? Tell me all about it you little piggies."

The battlecruiser came out of the nebula like it had just materialised out of thin air, the rest of the pirate fleet surrounding it and making a quite intimidating display.

All of us stopped our ships and maintained a distance away from them, some of the Mercs goggling at the sheer number of pirates in front of us.

The same gruff voice spoke again, "So… What's it going to be? I heard you little piggies chatting about those military bastards having a plan to blast my fleet to bits right?"

I'm guessing this voice belonged to the pirate lord. He's only joining the comm using his voice channel so we can only hear him but he must be able to see us since we opened our video channels as well.

I gulped, "Ye… Yeah… The… The Captain gathered all the Mercs he could find… And tried to force us to help them fight you…"

The pirate lord sneered, "Oh really? What's this plan of theirs? Tell me."

I acted a little bit scared, "If… If we tell you… Could we--"

"Oh you want to be let go right? Sure, we can do that."

Even I know that he was lying and we would definitely be shot out of space the moment I told him.

I shook my head, "No, no… We wanted to join your fleet!"

There was a pause and I was a little afraid that my lie may be too unbelievable even for him.

"You… Want to join us?" He asked.

I nodded, "Yes! We got sick of how Mercs were being treated and we felt that it was more profitable and we'd get more respect if we just joined your pirate fleet! We're already being treated like trash over there anyway so we might as well just throw our lot in with you!"

"Hahahaha! You hear that boys?! These little Mercs who have been hunting us for a living now want to join us! What do you guys say to that?!"

A chorus of expletives came from over the comms, all of them cursing us and demanding our deaths.

Ok… I was not expecting them to be that against that idea…

Oh… Now I'm getting warnings about weapons being locked onto my ship…

Err… Where's the battleship?

            

    
        He Got Blasted

    
    
    
    
                The other Mercs were looking at me with worry as it was clear the pirates weren't interested in letting us join their ranks at all.

I quickly raised my hands, "Wait, wait! Alright, alright! We'll just tell you what they're planning and we'll leave, ok?"

I could hear the smirk from the pirate lord over the comms.

"Of course, of course. We're all reasonable people here so I promise I won't shoot you as long as you tell us what they are planning to do."

Suuuure… I'm going to bet he's later going to say he promised not to shoot me but he said nothing about his crew shooting us. Or maybe he'll say something like he promised not to shoot me but said nothing about shooting everyone else.

Please, I've seen this so many times already.

Good thing for us is that we are also tricking him I suppose.

But well… If the rest don't show up soon, we're going to have a problem…

Unfortunately, I had no way of contacting the others since that might tip the pirates off to the real plan so I could only just keep distracting them until they were ready.

The actual signal to start the battle would be the pirate battlecruiser being hit by the battleship, in whichever way they were planning to do that.

I guess I should just use my bullshitting skills to try and buy as much time as possible for the others to get ready.

I cleared my throat, "Alright… They are planning to--"

A sudden explosion from below the battlecruiser interrupted me, causing the giant ship to list to the side as its shields collapsed.

"Oh damn, that was a shield breaker torpedo… When did they even launch that?" One of the Mercs muttered through our comms.

Obviously it took time for the torpedo to travel from the battleship to the battlecruiser so they must have already predicted where the battlecruiser was going to be and launched it even before they stopped here.

That's some high level prediction from whoever was in charge over there.

Right after the shield shattered, two giant laser beams came from below and pierced through the hull of the battle cruiser, one of it going through the thrusters while the other went through the middle of the ship.

There was a secondary explosion from the battlecruiser and the ship started to spin to the side as the entire ship began to fall apart.

I was only kidding when I said that the military planned to blast the pirate lord before he could do anything…

That was the cue for several dozens of Mercenary ships to appear out of the nebula from above the pirate fleet, their guns firing at the ships below them.

I grinned, "Let's get to work guys!!"

My hands pushed forward on the throttle and my ship accelerated straight into the firefight, joining the fray.

Without hesitation, I started firing at the pirate ships, taking out three of them before they could even realise that they were actually under attack.

It dissolved into a chaotic battle as Mercenaries clashed against the pirates.

At the start of the fight, we had the clear advantage as we crashed through the pirate fleet that were still trying to recover from the initial shock of losing their pirate lord so quickly.

They then started to splinter off into their own groups and rallied behind the four Destroyers, most likely being captained by the former pirate lord's lieutenants or something.

The pirates then turned around and started shooting back at us, forcing us to keep our distance as our ships consisted mainly of A and B Class ships with only a scattering of C Class Light Corvettes. We would already be hard pressed trying to deal with one Destroyer.

Samson, Amber and I worked together to take out the pirates that strayed too far from the protection of their destroyers.

Both Samson and I would be using our long range weapons to fire at their ships, forcing them to either withdraw or attempt to get close to shoot back at us.

Three Fighters fell for our bait and rushed towards us, thinking that they could take us out on their own.

We engaged our reverse thrusters to back away from them, as though we were trying to run away which only made them increase their speed to chase after us.

When they were out of the Destroyer's range, both of us immediately switched our thrusters back on again and started firing at the pirates that were chasing us.

They then realised that we had baited them into a trap but were too late as Samson and I destroyed a ship each, leaving one to turn in an attempt to run away.

Amber then appeared and flew past the pirate ship, her ballistic cannons completely eviscerating the fighter into pieces.

Several more pirates broke away as they wanted to get revenge for their lost comrades and four of them chased after me.

"Break off!" I ordered, spinning my ship away to avoid several lasers that were shot my way.

I angled my ship to fly through the debris, using them as shields as I sought a chance to engage them.

One of the fighters seemed to really want my ass since he boosted away from his group to chase after me, his ship barely a second behind mine.

I did a turn around one of the floating debris before engaging my reverse thrusters to slow down quickly.

As expected, the pirate turned around the corner and didn't even try to slow down, causing him to end up in front of me.

My first ballistic cannon shot shattered his shield before the second one blasted his entire ship apart.

A second ship turned after him and also ended up in the same position, this one falling prey to my energy chainguns that completely shredded the ship into pieces.

My ship then jerked forward as the last two pirates fired at me from behind, my shield doing its work of absorbing the hits for me.

I pushed forward on my thrusters again and sped off, dodging the next hail of energy bullets that tore through the space that I had been.

Two down, two more to go.

"Tera! I got you!" Amber's voice came from the comms.

I glanced at the map to see that she was approaching me from below so I maintained my heading to keep the pirates behind me flying in a straight line after me.

The pirates thought I had made a mistake and tried to rush at me, only for Amber to shoot at the lead ship from below and shredding it apart before she flew past the ensuing explosion.

The last pirate had to swerve away to avoid colliding with the remains of his comrade, giving me the opportunity I needed to turn back around and unleash a hail of energy projectiles that peppered the pirate with holes.

"A little help here too?!" Samson requested, flying near me with three pirates on his tail trying to avoid their shots while they also avoided his turrets.

I pushed forward on my thrusters and flew after him, approaching the pirates from behind and aiming my photon laser at the fighter at the very centre of the formation.

The pirate was so focused on chasing after Samson that he didn't even realised he was being targeted until I fired my laser.

The shot pierced through the side of his ship and completely cut it in half, causing the last ship to swerve away in a panic while the lead pirate got distracted with what was going on behind him.

Big mistake for the lead pirate as Samson's turrets locked on to the pirate and blasted him into oblivion, the ship's wreckage spiralling away to join the sea of debris.

The last pirate tried to escape but my railgun did short work of it, drilling a hole through its hull like it was made of paper.

I was wondering how we were going to deal with the destroyers when an alarm started to ring from my console, warning me about the imminent arrival of a high energy object.

Looking to the side, I saw a ship rapidly approaching the battlefield and realised that it was the battleship itself that was speeding towards us.

"Everyone, pull back!" I shouted into the comms, turning my ship around to create as much distance as I could from the pirates.

Most of the Mercenaries did as I told with a few still trying to shoot down the pirates that they were still engaged in a dogfight with before withdrawing.

Just a bit later, the Captain's voice came from the comms.

"All Mercenaries! Thank you for your hard work! Pull back and we'll clean up those Destroyers for you!"

The battleship slid right into the space beside the pirate fleet, its massive size easily dwarfing the battlecruiser that the pirates had been using as their flagship.

That's an E Class ship for you.

There was a short moment of silence as all eyes went to the battleship, watching all its broadside cannons bring to bear on the remainder of the pirates.

Two of the Destroyers tried to run while the others simply stayed where they were, either their captains had given up or they were too stunned to move.

The battleship fired.

Space was lit up in a series of explosions and it was glorious.

            

    
        Boarding The Battlecruiser

    
    
    
    
                With just one salvo from the battleship, all the Destroyers were rendered scrap without being able to fight back.

Some of the smaller ships had also been unfortunate enough to be caught in the blast which left only about a quarter of the pirate fleet left standing.

I grinned, "Let's finish them off!"

Engaging my ship's thrusters again, I boosted forward and started shooting at the remaining pirates.

With the arrival of the military and then the destruction of their Destroyers, their fate was pretty much sealed and they knew it.

Some were still stubborn and refused to give up, continuing to resist against us and shooting back.

A few had already signalled their intentions to surrender while others were trying to flee.

The ones who surrendered were left alone but the other two were shot down quickly by either us Mercs or the battleship looming behind them.

I managed to chase down and destroy twelve more pirate ships on my own including two corvettes before I ran out of ships to chase after.

The battleship moved towards the battlecruiser and a tractor beam was shot out from the side to lock the wreckage in place.

A new comms channel opened that was directed towards all the Mercs and the Captain's face appeared.

"That was a glorious battle and I am proud to bear witness to this historic moment. However, we aren't done yet. Our scans show that there are still lifesigns within the battlecruiser and I hope that we can capture this pirate lord alive to question him about the pirates located here. With what he knows, we might be able to start a sweep of this system and wipe out the remaining pirates around here. For that, we'd like to ask that any Mercenary who wishes to please join the boarding of the ship. I promise a large reward for the one who captures the pirate lord while our marines clear the rest of the ship."

Well, was I supposed to say no to that?

I looked at Amber and the woman was grinning at me, pretty much telling me that she was on board with the idea as well.

We joined a small group of other Mercs that were also heading towards the wreck, all of us choosing a different point of entry to reach the ship.

Amber went with me and we flew close to one of the docking hatches and boarded their ship from there.

Scanning the ship told me that the generators were still functional so an environmental suit wasn't needed to move around in the wreck.

I did a quick check of my equipment, grabbing my blaster, my shotgun, my shield belt and spare ammo for my weapons before moving out of the hatch.

Stepping inside the pirate battlecruiser at the same time as Amber, we both nodded before we started to advance through the ship's corridors, checking our corners for any potential ambushes.

"We need to find a map or something," I muttered, peeking around a corner.

Amber checked the other corner before nodding, "I agree… Though I doubt they have any maps posted around here. If we can find a terminal or something, we might be able to hack in and download the ship's schematics assuming this ship has any."

"Where do you think we can find one?"

"Mmm… I'm not sure since these guys might have completely changed the layout of their ship. We'll just have to keep searching until we get lucky."

"Ugh… Well we can't count on that. If I have to guess, the pirate lord must be on the bridge so let's head in that general direction first."

"Agreed… I think the bridge was in that direction?" She guessed, pointing towards the right.

Judging by the position where we entered the ship and the ship was facing in that direction as well… I would say that should be accurate.

I gave Amber a nod and we proceeded down the corridor, only to stop when we found a door to our right.

"Should we?" I asked.

She shrugged, "Better to check it in case there's some pirate inside waiting to shoot us from behind when we walk past."

I pressed my palm against the button that opens the door and peeked out from the corner with my shotgun pointing inside the room.

"Clear," I reported, since it was literally just a small room with a bed and a table with nowhere else to hide someone.

Then I noticed that there was a computer terminal on the table.

"I think we can use that," I pointed at the terminal.

Amber nodded "I'll keep watch, see what you can find. It's better than just running through the corridors aimlessly."

I went towards the terminal and connected my Codex to it, beginning the hacking process that allowed me to access the network.

Barely ten seconds passed before I was in their systems and looking through their files in the ship's servers.

"Got it. Downloading it right now."

That was when I heard a gunshot and I turned to see Amber pointing her gun down the corridor, the barrel of her pistol still smoking.

"We've got company!" She cried out, firing both her pistols in an alternating fashion.

I quickly picked up my shotgun and joined her at the door, crouching down to peek around the side and saw two dead pirates in the middle of the corridor while a hand holding another blaster was shooting in our direction in a blind fire.

The shot went wide and wasn't even close to hitting us so Amber took her time to aim and pulled the trigger, hitting the hand accurately.

The pirate hiding behind the wall let out a cry of pain as his gun was shot out of his hand and he retreated back around the corner.

Another pirate then leapt out from the corner with a ballistic rifle in his hands and aimed towards our direction.

Unfortunately for him, I was faster and pulled the trigger of my shotgun that blasted him away with a rain of pellets.

I heard the notification go off on my Codex that indicated the download was complete.

"Done, let's clear them out."

"I'm right behind you."

We moved out from the room and I kept my gun pointed at the corner where the pirate had lept out from, fully expecting there to be more behind that corner.

I stopped just before I reached it and lowered myself into a crouch, keeping my profile low before sliding out of my corner.

There was a pirate standing right there beside the wall with a rifle pointed at where my head would have been had I walked out normally.

He only had time to look down and widen his eyes before I pulled the trigger, the poor guy's chest blown open from the impact.

His comrade that had been behind him found himself being thrown back as the corpse crashed into him and pinning him down on the floor.

Amber then leapt out of the corner and started firing down the corridor, nailing another pirate in the head and another one in the chest.

Three other pirates were still standing and one of them fumbled with his rifle as he tried to lift it up to point at us.

I fired another shot that blew his head open and saw my shield materialise as it absorbed a blaster shot from another pirate that was beside that guy.

He got his head blown open as well and the last one was in the midst of running away from us, trying to reach the corner that would cover him from our shots.

Amber fired twice, both shots landing on the pirate's back and he contorted in pain before crashing onto the ground.

I then stood up and shot the pirate who had been pinned to the ground by his friend while Amber finished off the guy whom she had shot in the chest and the other pirate who had his hand blasted earlier, ending their suffering.

I was about to move on before I looked back at the group of pirates we had just obliterated.

"Hey… Err… I guess this might be a little late to ask but you don't think that one of these guys might be the pirate lord, do you?"

Amber looked at the dead pirates for a moment before chuckling, "Nah. They look like mooks. No way would a pirate lord be dressed the same as them. Plus, none of them have shields either."

True… At least I know that we didn't accidentally kill the person we're supposed to capture…

"I'm guessing the pirate might be heavily armed and armoured huh?"

She nodded, "It's not like these pirates are following the pirate lord because he's a nice guy. He'll have to be concerned about his own crew trying to kill him for his position at all times so that's a given. I wouldn't even be surprised if he has a power armour and has already equipped himself with it expecting us to arrive too."

Well… At least this time I have something that can actually deal with a threat like that I suppose.

In that case, onward!

            

    
        Pirates Aren't The Only Ones You Need To Worry About

    
    
    
    
                According to the map… We’ll have to move past one of the barracks before we get to the bridge.


The good thing was that we weren’t that far away from the bridge itself and quite a lot of the Mercs had chosen to board the ship further away than we did.


Additionally, if we were to infer from the map, the group of pirates we had encountered had been moving in the direction of the escape pods so those guys were intending to abandon their comrades still on the ship.


Amber had laughed and said that the pirate lord most likely already sabotaged the escape pods to blow themselves up since people like them despise deserters.


And as though on cue, just as we were reaching the barracks, the pirate lord’s voice came over the speakers.


“Everyone listen up! Those blasted Mercs and soldier dogs are on the ship! I know some of you fucking cowards are already thinking of running away but guess what? The escape pods are all rigged to blow when you try to escape in them! We’re standing our ground you fuckers! Make them pay for every inch of this ship and we’re not going to surrender to these bastards! Do you guys want to rot in a jail cell for the rest of your life or go out in a blaze of glory and have them fear your name?! You’re part of my crew you bastards! Make them all pay!!”


The speakers then went silent.


Amber gave me a look, “Sounds like he’s compensating for something if you ask me.”


I shrugged and was just about to enter the barracks when voices from inside stopped me.


“This is bullshit! Are you telling me we can’t even run if we wanted to?!”


“Well fuck this! We either get killed by those Mercs or we get killed by boss huh?!”


“This isn’t what I signed up for!”


“Bloody hell! I’m still a virgin you know?! I don’t want to die before I lose my V card!! Hey, do you like dicks?”


“Hey! Get the fuck away from me! Why the fuck are you taking off your pants right now?! No! No! Don’t come over here! Stop! Stop! Stooooop!!”


I then activated the door and braced myself as it slid open silently.


That was one hurdle cleared because if the door had made a lot of noise, we would have alerted them to our presence.


I placed a finger on my lips to show Amber that we should keep silent before I entered the barracks cautiously, hiding behind a bunk bed that was on our immediate right.


The pirates that were in the room were still arguing amongst themselves and two guys were trying to pull a half naked pirate away from trying to pull down the pants of another pirate.


Looking around, I found our exit diagonally opposite of us which required us to either go through the crowd of pirates that numbered at least twenty, or move around the perimeter of the room to avoid them.


The centre of the room seemed to have been thrashed by the pirates so there was just a pile of trash over there that prevented anyone from going through it, which meant that all the usable beds were pushed up against the four walls of the room.


The good news was that the pirates were concentrated in one corner of the room and the trash in the centre would provide an obstacle to their line of sight while we were in the opposite corner..


I turned to Amber and whispered, “I think we can just sneak past them.”


She raised an eyebrow, “Really? I thought we would be going in guns blazing and everything.”


“I guess we could do that too but it’s not like we have to kill every single pirate on the ship right? Our main target is the pirate lord himself.”


“Eh? Are we not looting everyone?”


I grinned, “Well you see… We can grab the pirate lord first, then make our way back to our ship and then loot them on the way. The other Mercs would have already helped us clear the other pirates so we could also loot them afterwards too! And besides, what we can loot here might be of less value than capturing the pirate lord himself because we can also get him to tell us where his treasures are being hidden!”


Amber chuckled, “Tera, you are an absolute genius~”


“Well, let’s go then. We don’t even know if we can sneak past the barracks in the first place and end up shooting them up anyway.”


She raised her two pistols, “I’m ready either way~”


I nodded at her and we began sneaking across the hallway, keeping out of sight of the pirates that were in a debate on what they should actually do.


Well, so far so good.


We don’t even need to worry about being seen over here since we have that pile of trash blocking them from seeing us anyway. It’s only at the final part where we have to reach the door that we have to worry about being seen.


In fact, we don’t even need to be worrying about being quiet because the pirates were making way more noise over there which would have drowned out any accidental noises we could make.


Just as we were turning the corner of the pile of trash however, I bumped into something which made me fall backwards and I would have hit the ground had Amber not reached out to catch me.


At the same time, her hand shot forward and pointed her pistol ahead of me, right as another pistol was shoved towards us.


Everyone froze and I looked at what I bumped into, realising that it was another Merc with his buddy behind him.


Ironically, both of us were mirroring each other right now.


The other side pulled back his weapon first before Amber pulled back hers, taking a moment to ensure I was steady before letting go of me.


The Mercenary I had bumped into jerked his thumb behind him and whispered, “If you’re thinking of finding the pirate bastard in the bridge, we’ve already searched there… He’s not there anymore.”


I raised an eyebrow and whispered back, “Thanks for telling us but… Why are you helping us though?”


“Because there’s someone else over there that’s much more--”


Before he could finish his words, I saw the door we had planned to go through slide open and a large sized man that barely fit the doorway stepped into the barracks brazenly.


He was holding what looked like an actual minigun with the bullets connected on a chain to a backpack he was wearing. And no, he was not in a power armour.


At first I thought he was a pirate until the other pirates in the room noticed him and let out a shout of alarm.


“Who the fuck is that?!”


“What the hell is even that?!”


“Is that a monster?!”


“Merc!!”


A few of the pirates picked up their weapons and started shooting at the giant guy, only to have their bullets burned away or deflected by a domed shield that covered him.


There was a loud whirring sound as the minigun in his hands revved up and he spun to face the pirates with a casual air.


Several of them had enough sense to dive for cover while the others were either still too absorbed in figuring out what the guy was or were busy shooting at him.


A high pitched whine then reverberated around the room as the large sized man fired his minigun in an arc, completely obliterating any pirates that were in his line of fire.


One of the pirates even got cut into half by the bullets at the waist, the two halves of his body dropping to the ground in two different directions.


The Merc that I had bumped into paled and shouted at me, “Run! That bastard doesn’t care if you’re a Merc or pirate! He already killed three Mercs at the bridge just for being in the way!”


He then ran towards the door that we came from with his partner hot on his heels, not even trying to be sneaky anymore.


I looked at Amber and we both nodded at the same time, prompting us to run towards the door as well while that minigun guy was mowing the pirates down like wheat before a scythe.


A few of the pirates tried to charge towards him when his line of fire passed over where they had been, thinking that he would be too slow to swing the gun back to point at them.


He then released his right hand on the minigun before pointing his fist at the pirates, the top of the arm suddenly opening up to reveal a gun barrel.


A projectile was shot out from the barrel and hit one of the pirates in the chest before it exploded, revealing that this guy had a grenade launcher installed in his arm too.


Holy shit… This guy is crazy!


Should we be more worried about the other Mercs or the pirate lord?!!

            

    
        Be Careful When Opening Doors

    
    
    
    
                We rushed out of the room just as another explosion rang out inside the barracks, finding the earlier Merc and his buddy had already run off somewhere else.


Those two sure can run fast huh?


We randomly picked a direction and started running, not wanting to face that walking tank that’s eviscerating the pirates behind us.


“What do we do now?” I asked, running beside her. “Where else could he be on the ship?”


Amber opened her mouth to answer me but then an explosion behind us interrupted her.


When we turned to look behind while slowing down our pace slightly, we found the door to the barracks had been blown open and a pirate skidded out through the door in a hurry before sprinting towards us.


He even caught up to us and ran past us before turning his head back to frown at us as though he was thinking about something.


That was when he let out a gasp, “You’re fucking Mercs!”


His hand reached for his holster and Amber simply pointed her pistol that was already in her hand and blew his head open.


I… Don’t even know how I should react to that…


Another explosion resounded behind us but this time we did not turn to look and simply continued running until we turned the corner to get out of sight.


Amber then finally spoke up, “Are there any locations where one might make a last stand near here that is not the bridge?”


I tapped on my Codex that brought up a holographic map in front of me, “Umm… Let me see… The rooms that are closest to the bridge are the barracks that we just came from… The Infirmary behind us… The mess hall straight ahead and… Oh.”


She raised an eyebrow at me, “What? What is it?”


“The armoury, one floor down from us. We can get to it via the stairs just up ahead.”


Amber nodded, “Sounds about right. Where else could trash like him make his final stand aside from the place where they store all their weapons? Anyway, even if he isn’t there, I wouldn’t say no to looting their weapons stash.”


That is true.


With that decided, we altered our course a little and headed for the stairs that would lead us to the level below. Once we were there, I took a moment to double check the map before leading us in the direction of the armoury.


That was when I paused and grabbed Amber by the arm, “Hold on… If they are planning a last stand there… Why are we sending ourselves there directly? We would be outgunned and outnumbered! That’s not a good idea!”


Amber tilted her head at me, “Ehhh… I’m sure we can handle them. You’ll just take care of the pirate lord while I deal with the small fries.”


“No, no, no… We don’t even know how many people are there…”


“How is this any different from us storming into the bridge earlier? We were also prepared to charge in there, weren’t we?”


“Yeah, but that was because they weren’t cooped up in a place where they would have access to all the weapons and defences they have on the ship. We can’t go in guns blazing when we’re that outnumbered, you know?”


“Mmm… So what should we do now? Run away and leave it to the other Mercs?”


I scoffed, “Oh hell no. We just need to find another way to take them out instead of charging in of course! Let’s go and see if we can figure out just how many pirates are waiting over there before we decide on what to do, ok?”


She smirked, “Heh~ That’s fine with me!”


We continued onwards until we reached the reinforced door that led to the armoury.


It was already pretty obvious they were inside because despite the reinforced door, I could hear the sounds of someone shouting and cursing inside and there were also noises of heavy objects being moved around as well.


“How do you want to check this?” Amber asked, gesturing to the door in front of us.


That was the main problem since it looked like there was only one entrance and the door was pretty big… If I were to open it, I’m pretty sure everyone inside the armoury would notice.


Hmm… Is there another way in?


If this was a game… A ventilation shaft maybe?


My gaze drifted upwards and… Bingo.


Honestly, I wasn’t even expecting there to be one but I could see the grate on the ceiling that most probably hid a ventilation shaft above.


I pointed up towards the ceiling and Amber looked up as well, only to frown when she realised what I was pointing to.


“You’ve watched too many movies…”


I shrugged, “Let’s just check it out ok? Give me a boost and I’ll remove the grate.”


She rolled her eyes but complied anyway, squatting down and patting her shoulders to indicate she wanted me to ride on them.


I positioned myself on her shoulders and she stood up easily, allowing me to reach the grate with minimal effort.


“I’m only doing this so that I can feel your thighs on my face by the way,” She admitted, her hand already reaching up to start stroking them.


I decided not to comment on it and focused on trying to pull out the vent cover only to find that it was welded shut.


Also, it’s dusty as fuck.


Ugh, gross…


“Ok, you can let me down now… No way we’re getting in through there.”


“I told you,” She laughed before setting me down.


“Well, how do you want to do this then?” I asked, picking up my shotgun that I had set aside.


Amber then brandished her pistols and grinned, “Just run and gun. Duh.”


“If I remember, the last time you charged into a place full of pirates, you got yourself shot and needed to be rescued.”


“I don’t remember that happening.”


I placed a hand on my hip and gave her a look, “Really?”


“Yeah! All I remember was that I got myself the best lover in the universe from that incident! Best decision of my life!”


I rolled my eyes, “Sure, sure… But I’m not going to just char--”


I was interrupted by an explosion near the stairs where we had just came from, followed by the sound of gunfire and someone screaming.


That was then accompanied by the sounds of footsteps and I realised they were climbing down the stairs towards us.


“Hide!” I whispered, pulling on Amber’s hand to get away from the armoury door.


“Hide? Hide where?!”


I looked for the first door closest to us and tried to open it, breathing out a sigh of relief when it wasn’t locked before I pushed Amber inside and went in after her.


The room turned out to be some kind of empty closet which I wondered what it was used for and why would a room like this be located here.


“We could have taken them…” Amber muttered behind me.


I was about to point out that we could get pincered by the pirates in the armoury as well when I heard the unmistakable sound of a minigun revving up followed by the whine of the minigun shredding through its ammo and eviscerating whoever was unfortunate enough to be the target.


Oh crap… It’s the minigun guy…


I left the door open and peeked around the corner of the doorframe, seeing the large sized man strutting down the corridor casually. There were at least three dead bodies along the way and there was one pirate currently crawling away from him with his legs that had been torn to shreds trailing behind him.


The man caught up to the pirate and stepped on him with a foot, stopping the pirate from crawling any further.


“Wait… Please… I already said… I surrender… No… Wait… Wait! Wait!! Ahhhhhh!!!”


His scream got louder and louder until I realised the minigun guy was pressing his weight on the pirate’s back slowly until a loud snap could be heard as the pirate’s spine was broken into two.


Ugh… I get it now… This guy gets off on seeing other people suffer…


The pirate flopped onto the floor and the minigun guy continued leaning in until another snap could be heard and the pirate’s body was curved into the shape of the letter ‘C’.


I blanched, holding my shotgun tightly and switching the next round to a shield buster round in case that guy decided to check this closet.


Thankfully, another shout came from the armoury and the minigun guy turned his attention to the door.


He then walked up to the door and looked around it before spotting the door controls.


With a casual gait, he tapped on the button, prompting the door to open up with a loud groan.


Then an explosion went off right in front of him and I got to watch him get flung back by the force to crash into the wall behind him.


Oh wow… Now I’m really glad I didn’t open the door…

            

    
        Into The Armoury

    
    
    
    
                “Man… That guy just ate shit…” Amber muttered, peeking out from the closet from above me.


I had to agree with her on that.


Well… At least he opened the way for us… So maybe we can just go and peek inside and see how many pirates there are.


Just as I was about to step out of the closet, the sound of metal screeching coming from the side prompted me to duck back into the closet again.


Looking to the side, I saw the minigun guy pushing away parts of the wall that had been destroyed by the blast before he stood back up. He even dusted his shoulder casually before hefting his minigun and started revving it up.


There was a shout coming from inside the armoury before the minigun started shooting a rain of bullets at the pirates inside.


The Merc even started walking into the armoury without an ounce of fear despite the pirates shooting back at him. I’m guessing that shield of his must be pretty strong since it’s tanking everything that was being shot at him right now.


Something flew towards him again and I noticed that his shield seemed to solidify for a moment before the projectile hit him, exploding against the shield without tossing him back this time.


He then pointed his arm at the pirates and launched an explosive at them as well, blasting whoever he was aiming at to bits.


That was all I saw before he strutted into the armoury, though the sounds of gunshots still continued.


“Hey, that guy’s taking all our kills!” Amber huffed.


Err… I wouldn’t say he was taking all our kills since it wasn’t like we could have dealt with those pirates inside easily anyway…


“Should we follow him?” I asked.


“Of course! We should snatch the pirate lord while he’s busy with the small fries! Let’s go!”


I don’t know if I want to piss that guy off though… I think it’ll be quite terrifying to see someone like him chasing after me…


As though my thoughts had showed itself on my face, Amber quickly wrapped her arm around my shoulder.


“Don’t worry, Tera! If that fucker gets any ideas, I’ll deal with him!”


… What was I supposed to do but nod my head?


We both got out of the closet before sneaking our way towards the armoury that was now missing a door because of the first explosion.


Peeking inside, I saw the minigun Merc still mowing down pirates that were shooting at him relentlessly from behind cover.


It seems like they really tried to fortify this place by using shelves, boxes and other furniture to form a barricade facing towards the door to shoot from.


There were already a number of the pirates that were either dead or dying left around the armoury but there were still a large number of pirates remaining inside.


Yeah… I’m quite sure that Amber and I would have quite a bit of trouble clearing this armoury on our own had we chosen to rush in there…


I looked at the golden haired Merc behind me, “Still think it was a good idea to charge in?”


“Well yeah? We could have taken them.”


Really? I don’t even know if she was actually confident of it or she was just being hard headed about it…


But truthfully, I think she could have done it on her own… It’s myself who wasn’t confident of actually clearing the room.


I turned my attention back to the armoury just in time to see a pirate lift up what looked like a rocket launcher to point at the Merc.


I didn’t even get the chance to shout out a warning before the rocket was shot directly towards the minigun guy.


But before it could hit him, his shield once again solidified and the rocket exploded against it, throwing up a small dust cloud but barely affecting the Merc at all.


In response, he released one of his hands from the weapon and pointed his fist at the pirate, his arm opening once more to shoot his own explosive projectile that blasted the pirate and his surroundings to bits.


Ugh… His entire body actually exploded so his blood and body parts were scattered all around now…


Speaking of which… Where’s the pirate lord? None of these guys here look like they could be--


There was a loud roar and the minigun Merc swivelled his head to the side before something crashed into him and sent him skidding back.


Standing at where the Merc had been was a red coloured power armour holding a massive sledgehammer.


“You motherfucker!! You think you can take me?!! Come and die you bastard!!!”


Guess we found the pirate lord.


The Merc immediately started firing his minigun at him but the bullets bounced off its shield without leaving a mark.


The pirate lord then laughed and charged towards the Merc, swinging his hammer down at the Merc.


He realised he didn’t have time to avoid it and raised his gun in an attempt to block the hammer.


While the minigun did redirect the blow away from the Merc, the barrels of the gun ended up being crushed by the blow, rendering the weapon useless.


The Merc immediately reached behind him and pulled at a cord, causing the minigun to detach itself from him and crash onto the ground noisily.


The pirate lord let out a roar again and tried to swing his hammer at the Merc from the side, only to have the Merc stop the swing by catching it with both hands.


I then realised almost his entire body was cybernetic when the joints began to glow all around his limbs and even his chest had several parts that lit up.


The two of them started to wrestle as they pushed against each other in an attempt to get leverage over their opponent and, surprisingly, the Merc was winning.


The pirate lord found himself being pushed back and the joints of his power armour started to creak as the Merc pushed back. That Merc doesn’t need a power armour because he modded himself into a power armour I see...


I thought the Merc would throw the pirate lord to the ground when his shield started to flare up again as it shielded him from several bullets.


Seems like the other pirates are helping their boss to take down the Merc.


The Merc growled but he could not back down from his position as the pirate lord started pushing back, forcing him in that position where the other pirates could freely shoot at him to wear down his shields.


As strong as his shield was, I don’t think it can last under sustained fire forever.


“Should we help him?” I asked.


Amber stirred, “Hmm? What? Oh. I dunno.”


I then realised she had pulled out some food out of nowhere and started munching on them.


“Is that… The snack I made for us before we came here?”


“Yeah~ I couldn’t bear the thought of eating it all at once so I kept some to munch on later~ Who knew I would find the perfect reason to do it right here?”


I pulled out my shotgun, “Come on, let’s go help him before that guy dies and then we have to deal with all of those pirates ourselves!”


She dusted her hands before pulling out her pistols, “Right behind you~”


I rushed in through the doors and started shooting at the pirates that were behind the pirate lord, nailing three in the head quickly before they even registered my presence.


Amber leapt towards the pirate lord and used him as a springboard to jump over the pirates hiding behind their cover, spinning around in the air and shooting her pistols at the same time.


Six pirates went down even before she landed and she dove to the side to avoid a pirate shooting back at her.


I slid past the barricade and pointed my shotgun at the guy who tried to shoot Amber, pulling the trigger and blowing him back to slam against the barricade.


The other pirates then switched their target from the minigun Merc to us but I used their own barricades against them to avoid their shots.


Amber wasn’t even that concerned as she flitted around the armoury, popping out to take a shot that would kill a pirate before ducking back again to reposition herself.


Whenever she got their attention, I would pop out and fire my shotgun to blow several pirates away before ducking back down again to load in more shells.


Slowly, we managed to clear the rest of the pirates in the room until the pirate lord was the only one left.


I was just about to let out a sigh of relief when the pirate lord shouted out a curse at us.


“You fuckers!! You’ll pay for this!!”


A bust of electricity came from his power armour which blew the Merc stumbling back.


He then raised his hammer and brought it down on the Merc, who had his arms raised in an attempt to block it.


That didn’t go well for him as the sledgehammer completely crushed through his arms and tore off his limbs.


The pirate lord then spun around and smashed the sledgehammer into the side of the Merc’s face, decapitating the guy.


Oh fuck…

            

    
        Dealing With The Pirate Lord

    
    
    
    
                The pirate lord turned to us and though his face was covered by the power armour, I could tell he was glaring at us.


“I’m gonna smash the both of you up and fucking rape your dead bodies, you hear me?!”


What the fuck? Ewww.


Then again, considering the fact that all the pirates I’ve seen so far are males, they might be completely starved for pussy so I guess he’s just trying to take whatever he could get.


He raised his sledgehammer and I immediately pulled the trigger on my shotgun from the hip, blasting his shield with a normal buckshot round.


Obviously that did nothing to him as his shield tanked the round without a scratch.


But that was not what I was aiming for as I brought my shotgun up to aim down the sights and fired the shield buster round that was loaded in next.


His shield crackled and visibly pulsed from the impact but it still remained. Seems like just one shot of it was not enough to take it down.


He swung his sledgehammer back in preparation to swing it at me but I dove out of the way before he could hit me with it, the weapon swinging through where my torso had been moments ago.


I took the chance to fire off another shield buster shot but the shield still held, though it was clear that it was definitely struggling right now.


Amber then fired her pistols at the pirate, her bullets doing nothing to his shields of course but it took his attention away from me for the moment.


That gave me enough time to shoot my third shield buster shot at him, this time completely shattering it.


He was obviously pissed at that as he raised his sledgehammer into the air before smashing it down on the ground, creating an electrical shockwave that blew away everything around him.


Unfortunately, that included me as I found myself tumbling away from the force and crashing into the wall.


“Tera!!” Amber shouted out in concern before turning to the pirate lord. “You bastard!! You’ll pay for that!!”


The pirate lord turned and growled at her, “Come make me, you bitch!”


My ears were still ringing as I climbed back up to my feet, only to see Amber jumping around the pirate and shooting at him with her pistols.


One might think her pistols weren’t doing much to him but either she was specifically targeting the power armour’s weak spots or she had upgraded her guns because I could see scratches and even dents appearing on the armour itself.


I took the chance to start loading in armour piercing slug rounds into my shotgun, ready to rejoin the fight.


“You bitch!! Stay still and let me smash you!!” The pirate lord roared, swinging his sledgehammer wildly and barely even touching her.


Amber said nothing as she leapt several feet into the air and reloaded her pistols with a flourish before continuing to rain down shots on the pirate lord.


He tried to charge towards her as she landed and swung his sledgehammer horizontally at her side.


Amber merely bent her waist ninety degrees and let the weapon sail past her, the sledgehammer’s pole barely brushing past her chest.


She even took another shot at him from that angle, the ballistic projectile bouncing off the pirate lord’s head and causing him to stumble back a step.


Even though the armour was protecting him from the rounds, he was still affected by the impact.


Amber then flipped over and used her hands to push herself off the ground, creating distance between her and the pirate lord and emptying her magazine on him.


“Amber!!” I warned her, right as I pointed the barrel of my gun at the pirate lord’s right knee.


She got the message and dove for cover, which also gave her the opportunity to reload while I fired my slug round directly at my target.


The round ricocheted off the armour, failing to pierce through it. Fortunately, the impact forced his knee to the side which caused him to fall onto the ground on his knee, his right hand releasing his grip on the sledgehammer to steady himself.


I rushed up to him and directed my aim to his other leg, firing the slug round at a closer range than the first one.


This time, there was a loud metallic ‘ping’ sound as the slug penetrated the armour plating and blew through his knee.


He let out a wail of pain as the leg gave way and he collapsed onto his side, losing his grip on the sledgehammer in the process.


I did not hesitate and leapt onto his chest, firing another round into his shoulder and blasting a hole there as well.


“Ahhhhh!! You fucking bitch!! You mother fucking biiiiiitch!!”


I shifted my shotgun to point at his head, “Stand down. Power down your armour right now.”


“Fuck you!!”


I felt something hit me in the side and I was flung away, barely holding on to my weapon as I crashed into the wall and my world spinning around me.


I heard a scream, then some kind of metallic groan before it was followed by a loud crash.


Then after that was an inhumanly loud roar of pain followed by another metallic crash.


When I finally pushed myself off the ground, I found Amber dragging the pirate lord out of a half destroyed power armour that had its bottom half crushed by a few of the barricades.


The top half of it looked like it had been forced open and parts of it was still spewing out electrical sparks, almost like some kind of monster had ripped it open.


Then my eyes landed on the pirate lord, only to find his legs and arms completely crushed and the pirate himself in a state of shock as my lover pulled him free from the destroyed armour.


Holy crap… Did she actually manage to lift up those heavy looking barricades and smash it down on him? Just how strong is Amber?


Oh wait… I forgot that people can get gene and cybernetic mods done to their bodies so Amber could have a mod that increased her strength by several folds.


I pushed myself up to my feet and let out a groan as I felt pain in my side.


The pirate lord must have used his other hand to punch me flying away from him, but at least it didn’t feel like I had broken anything.


When Amber saw me stand up, she immediately dropped the pirate lord and rushed towards me, “Teraaaaa! Are you alright?! Are you hurt?! Should I get you to the medical bay?! The military must have medics, we can get them to take a look at you!”


I waved at her, “I’m fine. I think it’s just bruises, nothing that won’t heal by itself.”


“Are you sure? Maybe you should lie down for a bit? No… How about going for a checkup anyway?”


“Seriously Amber, I’m fine. Don’t worry.”


Despite me reassuring her, she was patting me all over and fussing all over me like a mother hen. It was actually really cute.


So I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her in to give her a kiss on the lips.


She was surprised at first but her eyes slowly closed and she leaned into the kiss, even adding her tongue in after a moment.


We kissed for at least a minute before we pulled back, Amber looking quite flushed just from that.


“I am fine, Amber. Really. Relax.”


“Nggh… Ok.”


So cute.


I turned my attention to the pirate lord who could barely move but was still alive.


“A little excessive, don’t you think?” I asked.


She looked back at the pirate lord and her face scrunched up like she was looking at a piece of trash, “Not at all. Pieces of shit like him deserve everything he gets. In fact, I was going to beat him up a little more just for being such a pain in the ass.”


“Err… Let’s not… I’m already afraid that he might not make it with all those wounds… We need him alive, remember? I think he’s going to bleed out at this rate…”


“Hmm? That’s easy. Give me a moment.”


She looked around before picking up what looked like a light machine gun and pointed it at the wall before pulling the trigger, burning through the ammo quickly which made me wonder what she was trying to do.


When the entire mag was empty, she brought over the weapon and pressed the barrel of the gun to his wounds, the head from the barrel burning his skin.


The pirate lord cried out in pain and tried to twist away but Amber placed a knee on his chest to stop him from moving and continued to use the red hot barrel to cauterise the wounds.


Ouch… I guess normally you would be afraid of the wounds getting infected but… Neither of us care about this pirate lord and would rather he just die so it doesn’t really matter to us if he gets to live longer as long as we get to hand him over to the military alive.


Welp… I’ll just wait here until she’s done and we’ll take him to the military then…

            

    
        Is It Looting Time Yet?

    
    
    
    
                Of course, we looted the entire room clean first before we dealt with the pirate lord who had been reduced to a sobbing mess after what Amber had done to him.

We couldn't take everything of course so we were planning on just taking anything that we found were either the most valuable or the most interesting to me.

I checked on the minigun guy first and he was definitely dead… It seems like his head was the only part of him that wasn't cybernetically modified and a pool of blood had spewed out from his decapitated head.

I realised that he literally converted his entire body into a power armour and he even had some kind of energy core embedded in his chest which was what powered his shields.

The only thing I managed to find worthwhile on him was a Credit Chip that had a few hundred Credits on it and that was it.

His minigun was completely destroyed and unless we had a power saw or some laser cutters, there was no way we were getting the energy core out from his chest.

The fact that I even thought about taking that worried me a little.

As for the rest of the armoury… We took as much ammo as we could and bundled up the weapons that we knew would sell for a higher price on the market.

Unfortunately, there weren't any weapons that particularly stood out to me, although I did decide to set aside some of the weapons for our own use like a few of the pistols and rifles.

Of course, can't forget some of the anti-armour weapons like one of the rocket launchers which came in both a projectile variant and a pure energy variant, the latter basically shooting out a high powered laser that would burn through most armour.

Pretty cool if you ask me, which was why I just had to have one of it set aside for our own use.

As for how to get all of this out of here… They had those crates that were meant to store and transport weapons, so I packed all of them into one and used some kind of hover cart that I used to push the crate out of the armoury while Amber dealt with the pirate lord.

I also loaded in an extra empty crate just to throw in any other stuff that we might come across on our way back.

Hey! It's free loot! You expect me to leave them behind?!

Amber obviously had no love for that pirate lord as she dragged him along with us by his hair, the broken man screaming into the cloth that we had stuffed into his mouth to keep him quiet

The hover cart proved to be an absolute treasure as it even allowed me to push the crate up the stairs without much trouble. I am so keeping this as well.

Meanwhile, I got to see the pirate lord get dragged up the stairs, Amber not even caring that the guy was bouncing off the steps behind her.

She turned to me when we reached the top of the stairs, "Those military stuckups should be at the back of the ship. Let's head there."

I nodded, "Might also want to keep an eye out, we don't know if there's more pirates still hiding around here."

She then raised her free hand that she was not using to drag the pirate, showing me she was holding one of her pistols the entire time.

I nodded in understanding and started leading us towards the back of the battlecruiser using the map that I had projected on my Codex.

On the way there, we heard some footsteps coming from around the corner and we both stopped.

I immediately pulled out my shotgun while Amber dropped the pirate lord unceremoniously to equip her other pistol to point at the corner.

"Wait… What if they aren't pirates?" I whispered.

Amber paused for a moment before nodding at me to stay where I was before she went to the corner and pressing her back against it.

I held my gun steady as the footsteps got louder and louder until a man appeared from the corner.

Amber reacted immediately by grabbing the guy and spinning him around with her arm wrapped around his neck and her pistol pointed at his head.

"Don't move! Freeze!" She ordered.

Several others appeared from the corner, all of them raising their guns to point at us.

All of us stared at each other for a second or two before breathing out and relaxing when we realised that neither side were pirates.

Amber quickly let go of the person she was holding and one of the other female Mercs immediately berated him.

"What did I tell you Josh? Check your corners right?"

The Merc named Josh rolled his eyes, "Yeah, yeah. My bad, ok? But if that was a pirate I could have dealt with it."

He then turned to us and noticed the hover cart I was pushing, "What? You girls just here to loot the place?"

Amber holstered one of her guns and jerked her chin at him, "Yeah, we are. So what?"

"The biggest reward is capturing the pirate lord though. Are you girls giving that up?"

The person who had berated Josh nudged her elbow against his side before nodding at the pirate lord that was tied up and gagged near my feet.

Josh frowned, "What? You girls kidnapping someone now?"

A few of his team mates facepalmed.

The girl smacked him on the back of his head, "They already got him, idiot."

"Huh? That's the pirate lord? I don't even know what he looks like so how are you so sure?"

"Why else would anyone be dragging around a pirate, idiot?"

"Ugh… Fair… Ah fuck, that means we're too late huh?"

Josh turned to us and noticed that neither Amber nor myself had relaxed and were still watching his party warily while holding our guns.

He raised his hands in a placating gesture, "Woah, woah, relax. We're not those kinds of bastards who would try and steal him from you. On my honour, you don't need to worry about that from us."

Amber narrowed her eyes at him, "You'll have to forgive me for being sceptical even with your assurance."

He shrugged, "Fair enough. Anyway! Since we already know the pirate lord got clapped, that means we better go and start looting the rest of the ship before the other Mercs do! Good thing we found out about this, eh?"

The rest of his party made some noncommittal noises.

"The armoury is just down the stairs behind us," I told him, nodding in the direction of said stairs. "We didn't take everything so if you're looking for weapons to loot, you can look there."

Josh nodded, "Much appreciated pretty lady. I'm assuming you girls are looking for the military to hand over that guy right? They're just down the corridor and to the right. You should see a few guys in uniform there."

I nodded a thanks to him but said nothing else.

He shrugged at my non-response before turning to his team, "Come on guys, let's grab everything that isn't bolted down!"

They walked past us and Amber only returned to my side after they were out of sight.

"You seem to be quite tense," I noted as Amber bent down to pick up the pirate lord by the hair again.

"You can never know whether they would shoot you from the front or the back just to get some extra Credits. You can never be too careful about this."

I'm going to guess that she's speaking from experience for this as well.

I didn't question her about it and merely continued on our way and followed Josh's directions, turning a left after we reached an intersection.

Sure enough, there were a few people dressed in what appeared to be military fatigues watching over another intersection.

Two of them saw us approaching and immediately pointed their weapons at us.

"Halt! Identify yourselves!"

I didn't get to say anything before the second guy relaxed and put his hand on his buddy's gun to push it down.

"Wait, they're Mercs. Did you forget? She's the one who gave the speech back at the meeting."

The other guy relaxed, "Ah, you're right. Sorry about that."

The second soldier nodded at the pirate lord that Amber was still dragging along, "I'm assuming the guy you got there is the pirate lord?"

Amber nodded, tossing him onto the floor in between us.

The two of them moved to secure the pirate lord, the first soldier chuckling when he saw the state he was in.

"Damn, seems like he did something to piss you girls off huh? This guy's an absolute mess!"

The second soldier nodded at us, "We'll bring him to the Captain. Could you follow us to verify his identity with us and to also confirm that you are the ones who captured him?"

Aww… I wanted to loot more of the ship… Then again, I still haven't gotten the pirate lord to spill where he kept his treasures yet.

Oh well… Lead the way I guess.

            

    
        Everyone Else Is Also Looting The Pirates

    
    
    
    
                I thought that they would lead us back to the battleship but they brought me to some kind of forward base that they had set up and we were directed to a large screen at the side.


I’m guessing that they would be using that to call the Captain who should still be on the battleship.


Sure enough, the screen lit up and an image of the Captain appeared, prompting the two soldiers who led us there to salute him.


“Captain! The pirate lord has been captured!”


The Captain nodded before his gaze shifted to Amber and I, “I take it that you are the ones who managed to capture the bastard?”


I nodded, “He was hiding out in the armoury so we busted in and dragged him out of there.”


“Must have been quite a fight then… I will make sure to properly compensate you and the family of any team mates that you have lost in the fight.”


Eh? Lost team mates?


Amber answered for me, “We’re a two person team.”


Not only the Captain was surprised by my words but even the soldiers around us were surprised too.


The soldier who recognised me during the briefing frowned, “Wait… I remember you had another guy beside you back then. Was he not with you?”


“Ah… He’s just another Merc that we are working with on another job. He’s not actually part of our team,” I explained.


Also, I did ask if Samson was going to join the boarding back then but he declined, saying that he wasn’t particularly adept at close quarters combat.


The Captain was looking at us with an inscrutable expression and I wasn’t sure what he was thinking about until he took a deep breath.


“Is that so? I must say you must be very capable Mercs to be able to take down all these pirates not only in a dogfight in space but also clear them out in close quarters. Although…”


The Captain then looked to the side and a window appeared on the screen that showed my Mercenary Guild status. A split second later, Amber’s Guild status also appeared and I noticed that Amber tensed up slightly but relaxed just as quickly for some reason.


His brows furrowed slightly, “How is a capable Merc like you only at Copper Rank level two? I see your companion is at least Gold Rank so I can understand her skills.”


“Oh, that’s because I only joined the Mercenary Guild like… A few weeks ago? But I have been hunting pirates on my own for a while.”


His face lit up, “You’re ex-military then?”


I shook my head, “Oh no, no. I was just a freelancer you could say.”


“I see… In that case, I will be sure to let the guild know about your contributions to this operation. You have been quite an invaluable asset in contributing to the success and I doubt we would have been able to wipe their entire fleet out had it not been for your plan. Just to ask, might you be interested in signing up with the UTSN?”


I grimaced, “Sorry, but I never really saw myself as a military guy.”


He raised an eyebrow but nodded, “That is a shame. Very well. We shall take it from here. Take the pirate to the brig and prepare him for interrogation.”


The screen that switched off and the soldier moved to secure the pirate lord but I raised my hand to stop them.


“Wait a minute, could I ask him some questions first?”


The two soldiers gave me a questioning look but nodded nevertheless.


I went to the pirate and slapped him conscious, seeing that he had fainted some time during our transport of him.


“Hey, wake up. Tell us where you store your treasures.”


He blinked a few times before he managed to comprehend what I just asked him.


“Fuck you, you bitch! Do you think I’ll actually tell you after what you did to me?! You can go fuck yourself!”


I was going to start threatening him when Amber stepped forward and smashed her elbow into his face, knocking him down onto the ground.


I then watched as she picked him up by the scruff of his neck before smashing his face onto the ground once, twice and three times before lifting him up again.


“Talk,” She demanded.


The pirate lord sputtered, “Ugh… Fu… Fuck… Yo--”


She punched him in the gut and let him fall onto the ground before she stomped her foot on his stomach, pressing her heel down on him.


“Talk.”


“Blugh… Sto… Stop…”


Amber pressed her weight further on his stomach.


“Talk.”


“Cap… Captain’s quarters… False wall… Behind the bed…” He gasped out through the pain.


Amber released him and he curled up into a ball while retching painfully.


The two soldiers were now giving her a wide berth as Amber came up to me with a face full of smiles and wrapping her arm around mine.


“Alright~ Time to go get more loot, Tera~”


Right… I never thought that she could be this cold blooded… That’s pretty hot.


I waved to the soldiers and left the checkpoint before consulting the map that I had downloaded from the terminal, using it to lead us to the room in question.


Along the way, we found several other pirates but all of them were either dead or had surrendered and were being apprehended by the soldiers.


I’m guessing that the captain’s quarters was located in the part of the ship that had already been secured by the soldiers so we didn’t need to keep our guard up.


When we reached the room however, we found a group of four Mercs already there ransacking the place. First thing I noticed that all of these guys looked like your average middle aged men that have drinking problems as evident from their pot bellies.


They immediately went on alert when they saw us enter the room, two of them placing their hands on their weapons while one of them stood in the way to block us from going further.


“Hey, hey. We got here first. Go find your loot somewhere else.”


I peeked at the loot they had gathered and found that there were a few Credit Chips, some bottles of alcohol and some kind of rifle that they had placed in a pile in the middle of the room.


The man in front of us immediately stepped to the side to block my sight of the loot, “I said scram, are you deaf?”


Amber stepped forward and I quickly placed my hand in front of her to prevent her from beating the guy in front of us.


“It’s ok. We can just look at the other rooms to see if there’s anything else worthwhile.”


He eyed the hover cart I was pushing and sneered, “That’s right. Fucking loot goblins already took so much stuff and you still want more. Get lost.”


Hey! I’ll have you know that I am not a loot goblin! I have at least a standard for the loot I pick up so I don’t pick up anything I see, ok?!


Amber looked like she was about to deck the guy and I quickly escorted her away from there.


“Why are we letting them have it?” Amber asked after we left the room.


“Huh? We’re not though? They don’t seem to have found the false wall yet so we can just go loot the rooms around here first and go back once they leave. More loot for us too and they could help us keep any other Mercs out of there as well.”


“Ohhh~ You’re a genius, Tera!”


I chuckled, “Oh hardly. I’m pretty sure that--”


A shout from behind interrupted me.


“Hey! Get out of here, we got here first!”


I turned back to see another four Mercs were standing at the doorway and the same guy from earlier was blocking said doorway with his body.


The new group were wearing masks on their faces and hooded cloaks so none of their features could be seen.


Amber let out a groan when she saw them, “Ugh… The Reapers are here…”


“The reapers?” I asked.


“Yeah… A rather infamous Mercenary Company… Those guys are bad news.”


“Why?”


“You’ll see.”


The moment those words left her lips, the leader of the hooded group suddenly took out a knife and stabbed the pot bellied man in the neck before stepping back, letting his body drop on the floor.


The two members beside him then stepped forward with their pistols drawn and the left guy shot twice while the right guy shot once.


Then there was silence.


My eyes widened at the sight, “Wait… Did they just…”


“Yep,” Amber answered, intentionally popping her lips pronouncing the ‘p’.


The last member of the group turned to look at us and I thought they would also start shooting at us, only to completely ignore us to enter the room.


Did that really just happen? Is this normal around here?!

            

    
        Be Careful Of Trapped Loot

    
    
    
    
                Obviously I wasn’t going to try my luck and enter the room that those guys just entered and pretended to be busy outside.


They didn’t even take that long inside as they simply picked up the stuff that those four had gathered, looked around for a bit more and then left the place.


None of them even spared Amber or myself a glance as they walked past.


Honestly, that suited me just fine since I didn’t want to get their attention anyway.


We waited until they were out of sight before we went in there, having needed to step over the dead bodies of those Mercs as we did so.


Seems like those Reaper guys also stripped these dead Mercs of anything valuable as well so I didn’t even bother searching them.


Truth be told, I wasn’t really expecting to find anything here.


Sure, Amber got the pirate lord to tell us the supposed location of where his treasures were supposed to be, but there’s every possibility that it was all just bullshithe made up just to stop my lover from beating the shit out of him.


So I wouldn’t be surprised if there wasn’t actually any false wall behind the bed and the pirate lord lied to us.


Both of us went to the bed and I started knocking on the wall, pausing when I realised that it sounded hollow.


I gave Amber a look and found that she was grinning at me.


“Not gonna lie, I thought he might have been lying to us about this one,” I admitted.


Amber frowned, “If that bastard dared to, I would have gone back and beat him even more.”


I chuckled before turning back to the wall, “Alright… So how do we open it? I’m assuming he has to get in there to store more of his stuff so there must be a way for him to open this wall without breaking it down.”


“Or it might just be his secret stash that he chose to hide here in case he has to make a run for it. Perhaps it might also be a trapped stash that has a bomb behind it aimed to blow up anyone who tries to get him to cough up the location of his treasures.” Amber suggested.


I shrugged, “Well… Either way, we probably need to figure out a way to open this wall before even knowing which one it is.”


Amber grinned and pointed at my gun, “Isn’t the answer right there?”


I shook my head, “What if I end up blasting everything behind the wall to shreds? Definitely not an option. Let’s just see if there’s a way to open it up first.”


“In this mess?” Amber asked, gesturing to the room that had been ransacked and was pretty much destroyed by the previous group of Mercs.


I winced as I looked around the room, “I suppose that’s a little difficult huh… Then what do you--”


When I turned back to look at Amber, I found her standing in front of the wall with her fist pulled back.


Right as I saw that, she punched her fist forward, breaking through the wall like it was made of paper. She then grabbed a part of the wall through the hole she made and tore it open, revealing a hollow interior inside that held a small chest.


“Oh look! I got it, Tera! Come--”


I smacked her on her butt, “You!! You’re the one that told me that there could be a bomb behind it!! Why did you just punch it like that?!!”


She pouted, “Psh, even if there was, I would have been fine. I have a personal shield, remember?”


“And what if the bomb is a big one?!”


“As crazy as pirates are, I doubt even that pirate lord would be stupid enough to sleep here with a bomb over his head.”


Ugh… Touche…


She turned back to the hole she made, “Anyway, look! Look! We got it!”


“Ok, calm down… It seems like it’s just one chest. I doubt there’s anything good inside anyway.”


Amber shrugged and reached into the hole to pull out the chest, setting it on the destroyed bed in front of us.


The chest did not really look that special. It was just basically a metal container with a latch in the middle and devoid of any features around its sides.


Amber then went ahead to unlatch the box and pushed the lid open to reveal the chest’s contents.


I honestly did not know what to expect from a box like this but… The contents of the chest were a mish mash of several data chips of different sizes stuffed inside it.


I recognised some of them as Credit Chips which meant that we found a chest full of money, but I had no idea what the other chips were.


Amber raised an eyebrow at the chest’s contents, “Hmm… Seems like we’ll need to take some time to sort through them.”


I nodded, “Let’s just bring everything back to our ship first. I kind of want to get out of here now in case we run into any other Mercenary group like those Reaper guys.”


“True. Let’s go then.”


We went back outside and placed the chest on top of the hover cart, prepared to move it out of here.


I was half expecting those Reaper guys to return and demand the chest from us but luckily for us, they were nowhere to be seen.


But just as I was about to push the cart towards the exit, the light inside the captain’s quarters suddenly changed into a bright red colour. A split second after that, a robotic voice started broadcasting itself around the corridor.


“Self-destruct sequence initiated. Destruction in T-minus ten minutes.”


Amber and I looked at each other.


Fuck! I bet the pirate lord made that trap where the ship will be set to blow if the chest was moved out from its hiding space!


Actually… Thinking about it… I think Amber’s hypothesis about this chest being the pirate lord’s emergency stash where he would take this out if he has to abandon the ship for whatever reason. Then he would take the time to run away while the ship blew itself up.


Too bad he wasn’t able to do it for this scenario because the military started boarding the ship from this side which forced him to hunker down in the armoury instead.


He must have sent us here hoping that we would trigger the self-destruct sequence and have some of us die in the explosion.


Ok, fuck everything, let’s get out of here!


Amber and I started running at the same time with me pushing the hover cart towards the area where our ship was docked.


Along the way, we also spotted soldiers and other Mercs also running in the direction of their ships, some of them still carrying the loot they nabbed while others completely abandoned what they picked up to run away.


Good thing our ships weren’t that far away so we managed to reach the docking hatches with time to spare, both Amber and I separated to enter our own ships.


I shoved the hover cart into my ship’s storage room before sprinting towards the cockpit, tapping on the controls to start up my ship’s engines even before I sat down on the seat.


Outside, I could already see several Merc ships detaching themselves from the battlecruiser, speeding away to get clear of the blast radius.


I initiated the undocking sequence and my ship broke free from the battlecruiser, my inertia thrusters pushing the ship off into space before my main thrusters came online to boost my ship away.


Amber’s ship joined me soon after and I was a little concerned about the military battleship that was still beside the battlecruiser. No doubt it was still there because there were still soldiers who had yet to evacuate from the pirate ship and it was waiting for everyone to board.


We sped off to a safe distance and watched as the battleship began to move, its thrusters coming online as the giant ship started lumbering away from the doomed pirate vessel.


I looked at the time and realised that more than ten minutes had passed, yet the ship had not blown up yet.


Was the self-destruct sequence a ruse? Or maybe it failed to initiate because the ship was already half destroyed?


Just as that thought crossed my mind, a section of the pirate ship exploded which set off a chain reaction along the length of the ship, blowing it into pieces.


The military battleship shifted slightly from the shockwave of the explosion but was otherwise unscathed.


“Oh~ Seems like someone managed to delay the self-destruct sequence. They must have a capable hacker there,” Amber mused over our comms channel.


I suppose that explains it…


Amber then gave me a look, “I think that’s enough excitement for one day. Shall we go back and eat some delicious food?”


“I’m guessing I’m the one cooking said food?”


“Of course~ I’ll suck your dick afterwards as payment, how about it?”


“... Fine.”


What else was I supposed to say to such an offer?


Both of us then angled our ship towards the Cietai Trading Hub and engaged our travel drives to speed away.


Not bad for a day’s work I would say.

            

    
        Credit Chips

    
    
    
    
                Returning to the station, I let Amber sort through our loot while I made us some food.


She intentionally took the box with her into the room just so that she could sort through it while I was cooking at the same time.


“Oh nice, there’s quite a lot of Credit Chips here. We got quite a nice sum of extra Credits from this stash. Seems like this really was his emergency stash after all,” Amber whistled.


I paused in my food preparation to see Amber laying all the chips out on the floor, categorising them into three distinct sections.


The largest section were the Credit Chips with roughly twenty or so of them gathered in a neat pile.


The next pile had slightly fewer at around ten chips and the last pile only had two chips.


Amber gestured to the Credit Chip pile, “There’s about two million worth of Credits here on these chips. Probably for him to equip himself with a new ship should he need to run away and start anew.”


“I’ve always wondered… Why would people use Credit Chips if you can just store the money in your personal terminal?”


Amber gave me a look, “Wait… Don’t tell me you have been storing all your money in your personal terminal all this while?”


I blinked at her, “Umm… Yes? Is that a problem?”


“How much did you even store there?!”


I tapped on my Codex to bring up the screen, “About… Seven million now.”


“Oh my gods!! Hurry up and transfer them up into Credit Chips!! It’s a miracle that you haven’t lost any money yet!”


I raised an eyebrow, “How would I lose money if it’s stored inside my Co-- I mean, my personal terminal?”


“Because personal terminals are designed to be easily accessible by external machines, hackers can easily break into your personal terminal remotely to steal the Credits you have stored inside there!”


“Eh?! Then what about the Credit Chips?”


“These can only be accessed if you plug them into a terminal of sorts so unless someone physically steals them from you, they won’t be able to take your Credits remotely. That’s why we usually store some of our Credits on Credit Chips and then transfer them to our personal terminal before making any transactions.”


“That sounds… Quite inconvenient… Storing several millions Credits on a Credit Chip also sounds rather risky…”


“Ugh… I should have known that you’re not familiar with Credit Chips too… Come here, I’ll show you something.”


I put down the knife in my hands and went to her side, watching Amber pick up two Credit Chips from the pile.


“Here, see this? Notice anything different?”


I was about to say that they look the same when I noticed that the part that connects to the personal terminal was different in colour.


One of them was a copper brown while the other was silver in colour.


“The colour of that?” I pointed.


She nodded, “Each one has a different capacity for how much Credits it can store. Incidentally, they have the same ranking system as our Merc Ranks as well. This bronze one can store up to a thousand Credits, this silver one can store up to a million. There’s gold ones that can store up to a billion Credits and so on, each rank increasing by a thousand.”


“Right… And where do you get these Credit Chips?”


“Pretty much anywhere that sells electronics or miscellaneous goods really. It’s just a basic Credit storage device. Although I would say you need to be careful when purchasing them from more shady places as those shops might sell spiked Credit Chips that are open to being hacked.”


“Isn’t there like a galactic bank or something?”


She nodded, “There used to be one giant one actually… People could store their Credits with the bank and used them as an intermediary to do Credit transactions.”


I noted the past tense in her words, “Used to? What happened then?”


“Well… Rather long story… But the summarised version is that the AI rebellion happened and they crashed the entire market. A lot of people lost their Credits since the AI literally deleted their Credits from the bank records which ended up dissolving the bank. Now, there’s smaller banks but none have been able to rise up to replace that one till this date, since people have learned that these places aren’t fully safe to store their money.”


“Interesting… So people normally store their Credits in these chips and keep them somewhere else. And when they go out, they bring along one or two Credit Chips that they will use to transfer into their personal terminal to make Credit transactions?”


“Yep. I have a few spare Credit Chips back in my ship if you want to start transferring your Credits out of your terminal, Tera. Want one?”


I was about to say yes when a thought came to me.


“Could anyone be able to hack into my personal terminal and steal my Credits? Or is it limited to people with specific hacking knowledge?” I asked.


I mean… Considering the fact that the Codex basically simplified any hacking attempts for me into some trivial minigame, I was wondering if this was universal or special to me.


Additionally, this stealing thing was not possible in the game and the players’ Codex could not be stolen from even in a PvP setting, so I’m wondering if this applies to my Codex in this universe as well.


Amber pulled out her own personal terminal, “It’s actually pretty easy if you know who your target is, have the right program and what to look out for. I’ll even do it right now. Here…”


She started tapping on her personal terminal and I went to look over her shoulder to see the process.


She first established a link with my personal terminal and seemed to request a transfer of funds from it before inputting in a random number as the amount to be transferred.


She then tapped on another program that booted up at the side of the screen which caused the transaction window to glitch out for a moment before returning back to normal.


“That’s the program?” I asked.


“Yep. Could get one pretty easily off the black market too.”


“And you have one because…?”


“My mentor. Long story. Actually, not really. I just stole money for them, that’s all. And well, I was in a pretty bad place after that and I needed a way to earn money without sponging off Mara, so I went to use this again. Err… You don’t hate thieves, do you? I don’t actually use this anymore and I just kept it around from those days…”


“Amber, we just stole from some pirates and looted their dead bodies. No, I can’t care less, really. And I think you’re hot as a thief.”


Amber giggled, “Hehe~ But I think you’re sexier though~ Oh look, here we go.”


A progress bar appeared on her screen with the words “Transferring Funds” on it. Was it really that easy?


As soon as that thought crossed my mind, the progress bar disappeared and the words were replaced with “Error, Unable to Connect”.


Amber blinked at her screen before tapping it to try again.


I watched silently as she did the same thing and inputted a different number this time, only to get the same result as before.


“Wait… Does this mean… Tera? Where did you get your personal terminal?” She asked.


I shrugged, “Memory loss remember? I had it on me when I woke up so I don’t know.”


“Huh… This is interesting… Your personal terminal actually can’t be hacked… Yet you are able to transfer funds with it too… You don’t need to use Credit Chips at all.”


Well… Considering that the Codex was something that I seemed to have brought over from the game World, I would say that that was the main reason why.


Amber was looking at my Codex with interest, “I wonder… This is really something though… I’ve never heard of a personal terminal like this… I wonder if I could get one for myself?”


I shrugged, “Maybe… But I wouldn’t know how to get one for you either… Speaking of which… What about the other chips?”


“Oh, you’re going to like this. This pile over here is going to get us even more money, but this depends on how you want to deal with it~” She grinned, gesturing to the second pile.


I raised an eyebrow at her, “What do you mean?”


“These chips contain blackmail material. Stuff that the pirate lord was definitely using to get leverage against some people in the government sectors, probably how he got his hands on a battlecruiser too. There’s some pretty nasty stuff in there from just a couple that I’ve screened through just now, so we can either use them to blackmail those people ourselves or just turn them in to the authorities for them to get rid of and get some Credits in return for that.”


“And what about the last two?”


“That… That one I have no idea actually… I tried to plug them into my personal terminal but I realised that they weren’t even designed to be connected to personal terminals… The connector is an entirely different shape altogether.”


Huh…


Could my Codex connect to them then? Worth a shot I guess…

            

    
        Pre-AI Tech

    
    
    
    
                I picked up the two chips that Amber said she claimed to be unable to connect with her personal terminal.


Looking at it closely, I realised that the chip kind of resembled those memory cards you might find in a smartphone from my old World.


I turned to Amber, “Have you seen a chip like this before?”


Amber chuckled, “If I knew, I wouldn’t be wondering what they are over here. I’ve never even seen a connecting port like this one before.”


Hmm… I wonder…


“Could we just scan this and try to search what it is on the GalNet or something?”


Amber shrugged, “You can try I guess? Though I wouldn’t bet on it giving any results.”


Alright then, let’s see here… There should be a ‘search by image’ function on the Codex…


Wait… How do I initiate that again?


I know the Codex has a picture mode that players would use to take in game screenshots… So… Ah, there it is.


First open up the camera function… Then I focus on the two chips here and then do a search on the GalNet.


…


No results?


Wait, are you serious?


I mean, I wasn’t expecting it to tell me what they are supposed to be but I was expecting it to at least show the memory cards as something that resembles the image. Yet there’s absolutely no results?


Wait…


I turned back to Amber, “Amber? That AI rebellion thing… Did they wipe out the internet at some point?”


She tapped her chin with a finger, “Hmm… I think so? It was quite bad for a time I think? It happened quite a while ago and I’m not someone who studies history anyway.”


“Hmm… Don’t you know the saying about people who don’t study history though?”


“What saying is that?”


“That people who don’t study history are doomed to repeat it?”


“Really now?”


I chuckled, “Yeah, though there’s a second line after that. Those who study history are doomed to watch those that don’t, repeat it.”


She rolled her eyes, “So either way, you’re screwed anyway.”


“Yes, but it is quite interesting to learn about history. Putting that aside… Umm… I don’t know why but it feels like these two chips might come from a time before the AI rebellion, so it can’t be read by current gen tech.”


“Eh? Wait, wait… That’s a pre-AI tech?! Are you really sure?” She cried out, suddenly pouncing towards me.


I was a little surprised by her outburst so I waved my hands to calm her down.


“I’m not too sure if it even is that… I just had a feeling like I’ve seen this before on some older devices.”


“Oh wow… Just how far back are those memories of yours?”


“I wish I knew,” I half lied.


I picked up one of the memory cards in between my thumb and index finger, “Anyway… Let me see if my personal terminal has a slot for this…”


I started inspecting my Codex, looking for a possible slot that might be able to accept the memory cards to be slotted inside it.


Hmm… The only hole I see is the slot that is used to slot in the Credit Chips which is obviously too small to accept this memory card.


I guess we’ll just need to look for an adaptor or something… But where can we even find such a thing if this was supposed to be some old tech that existed before the AI rebellion?


“Do you know of any place where you might be able to find old tech from before the AI rebellion?”


“Hmm… I’m not too sure… Anything from before that time period would be regarded as an artefact by now and most certainly would not be tossed in a scrapyard somewhere unless the person doesn’t know its value. Perhaps if we were to visit some of the old battlegrounds during the war with them, we might find some remnants of it.”


“Hmm… And how close is one such location?”


“They’re all within the inner colonies, Tera. The outer colonies here were only established after the conclusion of the war. And honestly, I don’t even know if you would be able to find anything since treasure hunters have scoured these places for such artefacts and picked them clean for years.”


That’s unfortunate…


“Hmm… Maybe we can just go back and ask the pirate lord where he got this from? Do you think the military will let us talk to him?” I asked.


Amber made a face at me, “I highly doubt it… And I would actually strongly suggest that you don’t try to ask them either.”


“Eh? Why not? They seem like reasonable people at least.”


She shook her head, “They’ll definitely ask why you need to speak with him and once you reveal that you have pre-AI rebellion tech, they’re gonna want to take it off of you for themselves, saying something like it could contain some rogue AI or other bullshit like that.”


“Eh? Why would they even want something like this?”


Amber gave me a serious look, “Tera… This is pre-AI Rebellion tech. There are people out there who would happily pay more than a hundred million Credits just for something like this.”


“Eh? Then I’m surprised that this wasn’t your first suggestion from the start…”


“I was going to suggest selling it next, actually. But you seem to be quite interested in it so I didn’t.”


I looked down at the memory cards, “I mean… I am interested in what data these two might store inside. Who knows? It might be some secret that might lead us to an awesome artefact or something. Oh hey! Maybe it’s some kind of treasure map! Why else would that pirate lord keep this here, right?”


“I doubt it… I’m pretty sure that stupid pirate only kept this so that he could find someone to sell it off to in order to make a quick Credit. People like him wouldn’t care about something like this after all.”


Hmm… I guess that’s true…


I placed the memory card back down, “I think we’ll just keep them somewhere for now and see if we can find something that can read these cards. It wouldn’t be too late to sell them later if we can’t find one anyway.”


“Mmhmm~ But what about all this blackmail material that we got? Any plans on how to make use of them?”


“What do you recommend?”


Amber crossed her arms and thought for a moment, “If you want to make a lot of Credits… Then you can find the people that these are meant to blackmail and sell it back to them. Although the risk might be a bit high because they might bear a grudge against us and make trouble for us later on…”


“Hmm… Because they want to silence us for knowing about their weakness huh?”


“That’s right. Although we could also just keep them and make use of them for ourselves but that means we won’t be able to sell them, of course. The other possibility is to hand them over to someone from the UTG and have them deal with it. We’ll most likely be paid rather little but this would get rid of these problematic people from their position.”


“So this is a question of whether we want to make a lot of money very quickly with high risk… Get benefits that might help us later on… Or make society better for little reward?”


“Pretty much.”


I gestured to the data chips, “What kind of blackmail material are we talking about?”


Amber picked one up and slotted it into her personal terminal, letting it project a holographic screen in the air for me to see.


It looks like the data chip contained a video recording of some sort…


In the video, some girl was tied up to a chair and was in the process of being punched in the face by some other guy in an empty room.


It continued for a few seconds before the girl went limp and someone walked in from outside the frame.


“That’s enough. You can leave now.”


The guy who had been punching the girl nodded, “As you wish, senator.”


“I told you not to call me that here.”


“My apologies.”


The guy who had been beating up the girl then left the room without another word.


The new guy then held the girl by her chin and grinned at her, “Now… This is perfect. Alright, smile for the camera, why don’t you? At least look good for your last recording.”


He then started to pull down his pants before proceeding to strip the girl that was still tied up to the chair, his intentions clear.


“Ok, ok. Stop it,” I pleaded.


Amber immediately stopped the video as though she already expected me to request that of her.


“Is that the worst of it?”


“No… That’s the most tame one actually. And I did not even go through all of them yet.”


Fucking hell… How fucked up are these people? No wonder that pirate lord kept all this on him because this would certainly raise an uproar if it was shown to the public…


The people here are so fucked up…

            

    
        It's Normal To Celebrate After A Successful Raid

    
    
    
    
                Right now we’re in a bar where most of the Mercs that had participated in the pirate raid had gathered for a celebratory drink. Apparently this was arranged by some Mercenary team who invited all of us to gather to celebrate.


Since Samson told us he was going, we saw no reason to decline the invitation and went to the location as well.


I’ve already received several cheers and claps on the back from several Mercs that passed by and at least six of them had offered to buy me drinks.


There were more of them who wanted to approach me but Amber slammed the table angrily and told them to stop disturbing us and sent them away.


Then she went right back to drinking her beer except she now had her arm wrapped around mine while she was drinking.


Samson took care not to comment on it and just continued on like nothing unusual was going on.


“I’ll admit… You really are crazy, Tera. I’m surprised you even survived this long,” Samson sighed, knocking back his beer and taking several swigs from it.


I shrugged, “I dunno, just luck I guess.”


“Hell, lady… Your luck must be incredible then, to be able to pull all this shit off with all your limbs intact.”


I was about to say something when another Merc came to our table with a bottle of beer in his hands.


Amber reacted immediately and started hissing at him, literally.


The Merc raised his hands in a placating gesture, “Woah, woah… Relax. I’m not getting her anything, just wanted to express my thanks. You might not have done it specifically for me but I just want to make a toast to you.”


I was a little confused but I raised my own bottle to him which he clinked his against before taking a swig out of it.


The Merc then left after thanking me again and walking off without even introducing himself.


Amber finally calmed down after he left and I’m pretty sure she’s drunk right now because she’s usually not this clingy.


I suppose I should see it as a blessing that she wasn’t chasing Samson away at least.


Speaking of him, the Merc in question was looking at me with amusement while he sipped his beer.


I gave him a look, “I don’t get it, why are they treating me like I did them a favour?”


Samson raised an eyebrow, “Really? Wait, you don’t know?”


“Know what?”


“Just how much impact you made of course.”


I gave him a look that told him I most certainly do not know what he was talking about.


He set his beer down, “Tera… Do you have any idea what would have happened if you had not suggested that plan?”


“Err… I guess we wouldn’t have been able to defeat all the pirates in one go?”


He shook his head, “That’s one but not the main reason I’m looking for. One thing you need to know, Tera, is that as Mercs--”


“The only people you can really count on is yourself and maybe your crew,” Amber cut in.


She sat up but still left her arm on mine and turned to face me, her face suddenly serious.


Samson gave her a look and said nothing about her interruption but continued, “That’s right. As Mercs, we may enjoy the freedom that soldiers don’t get, but you are pretty much alone out there and death can come to you without any warning.”


I raised an eyebrow, “What does that have to do with this?”


He took another sip of his beer and placed it down slowly, “Tera… It is not an exaggeration to say that a lot of the people in this room are here today and not floating out in space is because of you.”


“Me? But all I did was suggest some stupid plan though? The real MVPs are the military who completely wrecked the pirate battlecruiser, isn’t it?”


Samson rolled his eyes, “Yeah, sure. And who was the one who made it even possible in the first place? You of course. If you hadn’t come up with a plan like this, we would have been sent straight towards the pirates and engaged with them to get their attention before the battleship could get into position. I’m going to guess that half of us would be shot down before that even happened. These guys know that too, that’s why they are grateful to you.”


Amber hugged me to her, “Hmph… They can be grateful from a distance. No need to come all the way here and disturb us.”


I patted her head, “Ok, I think you drank enough for one day. I’m taking this away now.”


“Noooo… Come on, Tera… Just a little bit… I worked hard during the fight!”


“Mmhmm… If you’re going back to sleep with me tonight, I don’t want you in a drunken mess and throwing up on my ship’s floor. If you’re going to do that, I’m not letting you sleep with me tonight.”


She quickly sobered up and gave me a mock salute, “I’ll stop drinking right now!”


Well, that was easy.


I turned back to Samson and ignored the blonde haired Merc who had busied herself rubbing her face on my cheek.


“How’s Reese? Any news from her? Speaking of which, it’s been a while since I’ve seen Maurice and Clandice too.”


He leaned back on his chair, “Yeah, her ship’s repairs are coming along fine. We should be ready to head out in just two or three more days according to her. As for the other two, they’re doing another hustle in the meantime but they’ll be back before then.”


That explains why I did not see them in our raid against the pirates.


“And what are your plans for these few days?”


He half turned to gesture at the bar to send him another beer before turning back to me, “Well… I think I’ve had enough excitement to last me a few weeks so I’m just going to take it easy for the rest of the time. I’ll probably just collect the rewards from the Guild tomorrow and just kick back and relax somewhere until it’s time to go. Probably do some reading while I’m at it.”


That reminds me… Samson was reading a printed book which is regarded as something that isn’t common around here.


Maybe he has seen those memory cards before?


I think he’s trustworthy enough for us to share the fact that we found those memory cards that he wouldn’t stab us in the back to get them.


I then leaned a little closer towards the table which got his attention.


“Samson… Could I ask if you’ve seen this before?”


I tapped on my Codex to display a picture of the memory card that I had taken in order to search it online.


He narrowed his eyes at the picture and inspected it for a minute before finally turning to me, “What the fuck is that thing?”


“I guess you don’t know what that is either?”


“Yeah, first time I’m seeing it. What is it?”


“That’s what I want to know actually. We found this in the pirate lord’s ship and we have no idea what this actually is.”


He took another look at it, “Hmm… If I had to guess… Seems like some kind of storage device? But I don’t see how something that wide could be connected to any personal terminals so it would need a special reader to connect to it… Did you pull it out from some machine?”


“No, we just found them sitting in a box with some data chips.”


“Maybe it’s some special device that the pirates are using amongst themselves? I wouldn’t be surprised if they made some kind of encrypted key or something that is only known amongst themselves and can only be decrypted by other pirates. Maybe this is something used amongst pirate lords?”


I raised an eyebrow, “Like what? Some kind of proof of their title or something? How does one even become a pirate lord anyway?”


Samson shrugged, “I had always just assumed that once a pirate leader gathers a big enough group, people would just start recognising them as one. I don’t really pay attention to pirate politics, assuming they even have any, that is.”


Amber  then spoke up from my side, “Don’t suppose you know anyone who might give a crack at trying to read this thing?”


He shook his head, “Sorry, techies aren’t really in my group of contacts I’m afraid. Never really was that big of a tech person myself. You could try to bring it to a mechanic or a tech specialist though I wouldn’t trust any of them around here to keep quiet about this. If they have connections to pirates, they might know what it is and you could get marked for having something like this, assuming this is something special to the pirates of course.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” I assured him.


Oh well, I wasn’t really expecting him to know anyway… Guess I’ll just have to hold on to it for a while longer.


Wait a minute… Maybe Mara might know something about it?


Guess I should call her later.

            

    
        We Got A Lead

    
    
    
    
                "What are you doing over there?" Amber asked while looking over my shoulder.

I looked up from my screen where I had just typed in my latest entry into my Captain's Log, "Oh, nothing much. I just thought that it might be a good idea to keep some notes for myself."

"Notes? What kind of notes?"

I tapped on my Codex to show the logs that I had been writing to her, "Nothing serious, just small snippets about things that happened that day so that I can remember them for memory's sake."

She took a look at what I had written and a smile appeared on her face, "This is actually a good idea~ I think I'll do it too on my side~"

I chuckled, "Sure~ Maybe we can even compare notes at the end of the day or something. It'll be interesting."

"Anyway, I see you intend to call Mara about those weird chips?" She asked, referencing my last log where I wondered how she was doing and my desire to call her.

I nodded, "I thought that maybe she might have seen something like this before. Even if she hadn't, perhaps she might point us to someone who might help us with it since she's an information broker after all."

"Mmm… I have to warn you though, she's not going to give out information for free."

Oh yeah… She's been giving us all the previous information for free because of the favours we had done for her… It would be quite presumptuous of me to get more information for free again when everyone else is being charged for it.

Well, I do have Credits that I can spend now so I guess it should be fine.

"No problem, as long as the price is reasonable, I'll pay for it."

I then tapped on my Codex and started the call, ringing the information broker cum doctor.

Amber leaned on me as the call rang for a few moments and I had a feeling she intentionally positioned herself so that her boobs were pressing against the back of my head. Not that I mind of course.

It took a few more rings before the call connected and the screen in front of me changed to show Mara seated in her clinic.

"Tera, Amber. It's been awhile," She greeted us.

"Not that long really, how you doing?" Amber greeted back with a casual wave.

"I've been well. As well as I can be after you sent me those pictures. Hope you know that I'm doubling your fees from now on."

Amber gasped, "What?! You can't do this to me! That's not fair!! Come on! You're overreacting from this!! Take that back!"

I raised an eyebrow, "What pictures did she send?"

Mara shifted her gaze to me and her features visibly softened, "Tera, my dear. What else could the little minx send me that would piss me off?"

I thought back on the past few days and wondered what we could have done that Amber could have sent.

Oh.

"She sent you my cooking, didn't she?" I asked.

"And she was so proud of it too like she was the one who made them. What did you type in the message again? Something along the lines of 'stupid doc who gave up all this delicacy to stay behind instead of following us'?"

Amber pointed at the screen, "Hey! You know I speak truth! So don't you dare deny it!"

Mara ignored her and turned to me, "Anyway, it is so good to see you, Tera. Leaving aside the little bitch's attempt at pissing me off, I must say that your cooking certainly is top class and would put even professional chefs to shame. Although I suspect that there's another reason that you've called me today?"

I nodded and reached for the memory card and picked it up to show it to her.

"I was wondering if you've seen something like this before or even know what it is?"

She narrowed her eyes at the screen, "That is… Could you slowly rotate it around for me, please?"

I did as she asked and turned the memory card in my hands slowly a few times.

Mara watched it silently and only spoke up after I turned it five times for her.

"That is interesting… I can't really say for sure through the call but it looks like some kind of data chip to me. But of what kind, I'm not too sure. I'm guessing that it's either really old tech dating back before the AI Rebellion period or someone created a new type of data chip that can only be used or read using specific machines."

Woah, she got all that just by looking at it through the screen?

She then shifted her gaze from the chip to me, "I assume you wish to find out what exactly it contains? Where did you get this?"

"Well… It's more out of curiosity than anything, really. And this was found in a pirate lord's stash."

Mara frowned, "You two went up against a pirate lord? No, hold on… You two barely left the Theeve system for a week and you already got involved with a pirate lord? What the hell did you do, Amber?"

Amber raised her hands, "Hey! I did nothing! We came here and the pirate lord was going to attack the station so we joined the defence force!"

"Please tell me you did not rush head in and fought a pirate fleet on your own…"

"Nah, Tera came up with a badass plan and we helped the military stationed here wipe out the pirate fleet. Then we went ahead to loot the pirate lord's flagship and we found those in his personal stash."

"I see… At least Tera is there to keep you in one piece I suppose."

"Hey!! I can take care of myself, ok?!"

Mara went back to ignoring her and addressed me instead, "Since this came from the pirate lord's stash, I'll assume that it has some value to it. Although I can't say for sure if it's the contents that are valuable or it is the object itself that is valuable… Hmm… The two of you are still in the Cietai System, correct?"

Both Amber and I nodded.

Mara tapped on her personal terminal which caused a small window to open at the corner of the screen, showing a picture of some balding old man that had a cybernetic left eye implanted on his face.

"Look for this person in the black market district of the station. When you find him, tell him that you are there to decrypt some locked memory chips, he should let you into a back room where there's a machine that lets you slot memory chips in. See if this one fits that machine. Be armed when you go there and have some Credits on hand to pay him for it."

Oh wow, she even knows about someone in a station that she's not even staying at?

"Who's the old fuck?" Amber asked.

"Just an old associate. He's trustworthy so no need to worry about him stabbing you in the back."

"Oh yeah? Then why do we need to bring guns?"

"Because the place he set up shop at is not a friendly place. Just be prepared for a shootout there if you really want to find him."

"That bad?"

Mara nodded solemnly.

I sucked in a breath, "Alright… I guess we can go find him tomorrow or something. Thanks for the information, Mara. How much do I owe you?"

The woman smiled at me, "For you, Tera. It's free."

Amber immediately cried out at her, "What the heck?! Why are you so nice to her and not to me?!"

Mara rolled her eyes, "Because it's Tera. Do I need to say more?"

"Grr… Fair enough."

I grimaced, "Just out of curiosity… How much would you charge for information like this?"

Amber was the one who answered in her stead, "Well, if it wasn't you, Tera, she'd be charging the poor sap at least a million to fifty million Credits for just that."

A million Credits just for the location of the old guy? Damn…

Then again, I suppose it's because she's giving you the location of one of her contacts and I already know that the thing I'm holding could be sold for a hundred million Credits if it was really pre-AI rebellion tech.

So by that logic, it's practically a steal to pay a million Credits for this.

I looked at Mara, "I can pay you for it though."

She shook her head, "It's fine. Knowing that you are there to keep that little minx safe is payment enough. Although… If you do want to pay me for the info, I will take something other than Credits."

I know exactly what she wanted so I chuckled, "Yes, yes. The next time we visit you, I'll make sure to cook up something nice using organic ingredients. Deal?"

"I could not have asked for more. Anyway, I'm still working right now, talk to you girls later. If you need anything else, don't hesitate to call, alright?"

Amber and I waved before we ended the call.

Seems like we have an unexpected gain from this call.

            

    
        Cietai's Black Market

    
    
    
    
                “So I’ll meet you at the Guild later, alright?”


Amber pouted at me, “I still think we should go together.”


“We don’t have that much time and I don’t want to be carrying around all those stuff that we looted so we should split up for this.”


“Ugh… Fine… I’ll head down to the Trader Union and sell all the loot we got from the pirates while you find that old guy. Are you sure you’ll be fine on your own, Tera?”


I rolled my eyes, “Come on, Amber, I’m not a baby. If anything happens, I’ll give you a call, ok? Mara already gave us the location of the black market and what to look out for so I don’t think there'll be any problems.”


“Hmm… I still think I should come with you.”


I rolled my eyes, “Fine, how about you sell off the loot and give me a call once you’re done? If I haven’t finished up with the memory cards, you’ll meet me there?”


She grinned, “Sounds good, let’s do that.”


We then parted ways from my ship. Amber would be heading to the Trader Union to sell off the loot we got from the pirates while I head over to find the old guy that Mara had told us about.


The good thing was that it’s located in the black market so I could take the time to check out the prices there too. Maybe I could even find something that I could buy and sell between Theeve and here.


I made my way to where the black market was located, patting on my waist to double check that I had my gun holstered as I walked.


As Mara had warned, I made sure to bring along my pistol just in case things went sour when I’m there. Although I saw no need to bring my shotgun since I doubt it would get that serious even if a shootout happened.


Walking through the streets of the station, I reached the part of the station where things were less well maintained than the section I came from but it still looked better than the black market district of Theeve station.


I suppose it made sense since the black market here was bigger than the one at the Theeve system and I suppose there’s less restrictions here as compared to the one at Theeve.


The market itself was an entire street with multiple shophouse lookalike buildings stretching along said street which the vendors were using as their stalls. They were even trading the illegal stuff openly without trying to hide their wares.


I would have wondered if the military here even knew about this place but I saw several men in uniform walking through the street as well, telling me all I needed to know about their stance on this place.


I’m guessing because of how remote this place was and the threat of pirates looming over any ship that chooses to come here, it’s not easy to get a lot of goods transported here.


Thus, daily necessities might be found in the black market instead, where the goods being sold are obtained through illicit means.


There were several terminals also littered around the street which would allow access to the black market listing here which I intend to check out later.


Also… I see why Mara told us to come here armed already…


Even at the entrance of the street, I could already hear a few gunshots ringing from within and no one here was even paying much attention to it.


I decided not to make a fuss out of it as well and concentrated on trying to find the old man the Mara told us about instead.


Unfortunately, Mara did not know where his shop was exactly and could only point me to the rough area of where he might be at, meaning I would have to search for him myself.


It’s times like these that I wish I had a quest marker to follow…


Let’s see… She said to look for the part of the street that looks like it specialises in selling electronic parts… Now where would that be? Maybe I should just ask someone.


I went up to one of the stores where a bored looking young man was leaning against the counter. He barely even reacted to me entering his store and maintained his pose even as I walked up to him.


“Hey there, sorry to bother you but--”


“If you’re not buying anything, fuck off.”


I paused before turning around to walk out of the store.


Bastard.


I went to the store beside him, this one being manned by some middle-aged dude with a metal jaw and cybernetic arms.


He was busy tapping away on his personal terminal and raised an eyebrow at me when I entered.


“Looking for something? Got some nice pieces at the back if you’re interested, military grade too. Just don’t ask me where I got them.”


I was about to say no when I stopped myself and looked to the back of the store where several guns were laid on a table.


Well… I guess it doesn’t hurt to look.


I went over to the table and took a look at the weapons that were on display over there.


The store owner got up from his seat and came over to me, watching me inspect the weapons from the side. I’m not sure if he was there to make sure I did not try to steal his weapons or if he was there to assist me should I need help.


I’m going to guess that it was probably a mix of both.


There were a few pistols, rifles and shotguns but none of them really stood out to me.


I was about to turn away when I noticed the other end of the table had a selection of knives displayed on it.


I went over to it and inspected them, picking up one of them that had a blade that was half the length of my arm.


The reason why I noticed it was the fact that the edges of the knife looked blunt and I tried to run my finger across it to realise that it was indeed blunt.


“That’s a vibration knife. There’s a switch near the hilt that will activate it,” The guy explained.


I turned to him, “What’s a vibration knife?”


He perked up, “First time seeing one I take it? These knives cut through objects by vibrating at high speeds and are deadly sharp when activated. Could cut through the bone of someone if you wanted to. But when deactivated, you don’t need to worry about it cutting yourself as it would return back to being blunt.”


“How does a blunt knife turn into a sharp one just by vibrating quickly?”


He shrugged, “I’m not sure myself but I think it was something about it being at the right frequency or something.”


“I see… Well this is perfect for me actually, how much is this?”


“For you, thirty thousand Credits.”


“Pretty pricey, don’t you think?”


“It’s military grade and doesn’t even need to be charged since it operates on a dynamo energy charge. This weapon can slice through skin, muscle, bone and even light armour with ease. You’d have to pay about twice the amount if you were trying to buy this anywhere else.”


“Then why is it so cheap here?”


“Well… Let’s just say that my overhead cost for the knife is zero which is why I can sell it cheaper. Don’t ask me how.”


“Hmm… This thing has a sheathe?”


“I’ll throw it in for free if you want.”


I shrugged, “Fair enough, I need one anyway so I’ll take it. The sheathe too.”


I tapped on my Codex and transferred the money to him.


When he received the notification of the funds being transferred, he took the knife from me and brought it to the counter to put it in a sheath for me.


Yep, this was the perfect knife I needed… To cut the meats in the kitchen! Wouldn’t even need to worry about the knives getting dull anymore!


Speaking of which… Since he’s here anyway…


“By the way, I’m looking for this old guy who supposedly has a shop around here, do you recognise him?” I asked, displaying a picture of the old guy on my Codex.


He narrowed his eyes at the screen before nodding, “Oh yeah, Old Man Steri. Just go down the street to the right, make a right turn and he’ll be in the first store on your left.”


Look at this, such a nice guy. Way better than the other one who told me to fuck off.


He then handed over my new purchase to me and I strapped it to the outer side of my thigh.


“Thanks.”


“Don’t mention it. Hope the knife serves you well, lady. Oh, word of advice, if you don’t mind me being nosy.”


I paused and nodded at him to go ahead.


He pointed outside, “I’d recommend you to keep your gun ready at all times. There’s some gang war happening right now and they don’t care about involving others in their little fight as well. So yeah, watch your back.”


I thanked him for the heads up before leaving the store.


Well, I shouldn’t be here long anyway so the gang war shouldn’t affect me much.


Now let’s find this Old Man Steri.

            

    
        Decoding The Memory Cards

    
    
    
    
                I found the place easily enough, since the old man himself was seated on a chair outside the store and smoking out of some weird looking pipe.

One of his eyebrows perked up when I approached him, taking a long drag from his pipe before blowing out a puff of smoke to the side.

"Old Man Steri?" I asked.

He gave me a look before nodding at me, "That's me. What do you need?"

"I'm here to decrypt some locked memory chips," I told him, repeating the words that Mara had instructed me to tell him.

"Hmm… How many memory chips?"

"Two."

"One hundred Credits."

Straight to business I see.

I tapped on my Codex and transferred him the Credits without question.

The personal terminal beside him immediately let out a notification ping and he quickly pulled out a Credit Chip and stuck it into his personal terminal, presumably to transfer the Credits he just received into it.

He then jerked his thumb inside his shop, "Go down the corridor, third door on your right. Machine's right inside. If you have problems with it, just give me a holler."

I nodded at him before walking into the store and looking for the door in question.

Counting two doors on my right, I stopped at the third one before opening it and stepping inside the room.

The room itself was featureless and the only thing inside was this large machine that reminded me of those server farms from my old world except with less flashing lights and wires.

Obviously I didn't know what this thing was but I figured that it shouldn't be too difficult to find out.

I stepped into the room and the door slid shut behind me, a console at the side allowing me to lock the door for added security.

I went up to the machine and found a screen in the centre which I tapped my finger on to activate it.

The machine hummed and the screen flickered to display a single line of words.

[Insert memory chip to begin]

I looked around the machine, trying to find a slot of some kind that would fit this chip.

But there were no recesses on the machine itself and neither were there any slots around the screen where I could insert anything into it either.

Yeah… I don't think I can work this on my own after all…

I went to unlock the door and popped my head out into the corridor.

"Hey… Old Man Steri?"

He pulled out the pipe from his mouth, "What is it, miss?"

"I need some help with the machine please…"

He huffed before getting out of his seat to stroll towards me casually, taking his time to walk here.

I didn't complain and simply waited until he reached me and nodded at me as a silent gesture of asking me what the issue was.

I pointed at the machine, "Where are the slots to insert the memory chips?"

He huffed before moving to the machine and pushing against one of the panels, causing the panel to slide open to reveal several slots there where you could plug in any kind of device.

Ok, how was I supposed to know that?

He then turned around and left the room without another word, waving away my thanks casually.

Damn… I feel like those old folks who can't keep up with modern technology and have to ask the grandchild for help with something simple… Except this time the roles are reversed…

I went over to the newly opened panel and looked for a slot that the memory chip might fit into.

There were multiple different kinds of slots so I just started pushing the memory cards against the holes hoping that one of them might fit.

I went through about eight different holes but none of them fit.

I was just about to decide that this was a bust when I felt the memory card slide into the ninth hole without any resistance.

It was so unexpected that I scrambled to try and catch it, thinking I had accidentally lost my grip on it.

I then watched in wonder as the memory card slipped into the machine and it took me a moment before I recovered to hop over to the screen itself.

A loading bar popped up and it started to read the card I had just inserted, taking only a few seconds before the loading bar was filled.

The screen then changed to show a window and I realised that this was displaying the contents of the memory card.

I honestly had no idea what to expect to see but when I looked at the screen, my face fell as all I saw there were files inside a folder with gibberish names in an unreadable format.

Could the memory card be corrupted or something?

I decided to just download the file onto my Codex first before ejecting the memory card out of the machine.

Once I retrieved the first memory card, I plugged in the second one, hoping that this would at least have something readable on it.

Once more, the loading screen booted up before showing me a window with all the files that the card contained.

My lips curled downwards when I found that it was the same as the first memory card where all the files inside were unreadable and the names of the files were just a bunch of gibberish symbols and letters.

Damnit… Perhaps the memory cards really did get corrupted…

Similarly, I went ahead to download the files into my Codex more because I wanted to keep them to be able to access them if I need to and also because I paid money to read these memory cards anyway.

With both the contents of the memory cards stored in my Codex, I switched the machine off, retrieved the second memory card and turned to leave the room.

That was when the door suddenly opened and the old man rushed inside and shut the door behind him tapping on the console to lock the door quickly.

I blinked at him, completely caught off guard by his sudden appearance and the fact that I forgot to lock the door after he came in just now.

I opened my mouth to ask him what was going on before he placed a finger on his lips and ran towards me to grab me by the arm and pulled me towards the machine.

At first I thought that maybe the two memory cards had somehow broke his machine and he was pulling me with him to show just how I fucked up when I heard the sound of gunshots coming from outside the door.

"Old man!! Get your ass out here right now! I know you're in here!!" Someone shouted from outside the door.

I turned to raise an eyebrow at him but he was busy tapping away on the machine's screen and paid no attention to me.

"What's going on?" I asked.

"Just some fucking thugs… Should have known not to get myself involved in that stupid war of theirs…"

"Is this about the gang war or something that's going on?"

He glanced at me with a raised eyebrow, "You're a tourist huh? Then I'm surprised you even know that I have a decoder here."

"I was introduced by someone," I explained reflexively.

"Hmph… Then you have really bad luck to be involved in this with me on your first time here."

"What do they even want?"

He gestured to the machine in front of him, "The decoder of course. Bastards want to take this for themselves and charge shit tons of money for people to use it as a way to fund their operations. No way in hell am I letting these fuckers take my work from me like that."

Oh shit… He made this machine himself? That's cool as hell.

"How many guys are outside?"

He narrowed his eyes at me, "Why? Don't tell me that you plan on fighting them?"

I pulled out my pistol from my holster, "Why not?"

He raised an eyebrow, "You're a Merc?"

"Yeah. So how many thugs are we dealing with? Do you need me to take care of them?"

He paused for a moment before turning to me, "Four guys, two of them armed with metal pipes, two of them with pistols. Think you can take them?"

Four huh? I think I should be able to handle that… Assuming that they do not have shields but even so… If I can get the drop on them…

I nodded, "I can."

He hesitated for a moment before nodding, "I'll hire you then. Get rid of those four thugs and I'll pay you for the trouble."

Huh… I wasn't really expecting him to offer a reward for this to be honest…

I mean… I only decided to help him because he was apparently Mara's acquaintance and I wasn't sure if I still needed this machine of his in the future so I'd rather he keep it instead of having it land in someone else's hands.

Oh well, time to get to work then.

            

    
        The Two Gangs Here

    
    
    
    
                I pointed my gun at the door at where I guessed the thug's head would be when the door opened.

Already, we could hear someone banging against the door trying to break it down from the other side. Guess they must have figured that the old man was hiding here.

The old man pressed his back against the wall beside the door, his finger hovering over the control panel that would unlock the door and open it.

I timed the sound of the bangs and grasped my gun firmly.

The moment I heard another bang on the door, I nodded at Old Man Steri and he immediately tapped on the control panel which prompted the door to slide open.

The thug behind the door had just swung forward at the door, only for his pipe to meet empty air and for the thug to fall over into the room.

His comrade behind him was just as surprised as he was but got even more surprised when he realised that there was someone inside the room pointing a gun at him.

Before he could even react, I had squeezed the trigger and shot him in the head, killing him instantly.

I then immediately shifted my gun downwards and shot the first guy who was still on the floor in the head, killing him as well.

I then rushed out of the door, ramming my shoulder into one of the thugs who tried to peek inside the room to see what was going on and levelled my gun to point at the opposite side of the corridor, finding the last thug with his mouth open in shock.

He was so surprised that his gun was still held at his side and he couldn't react in time before I shot him in the chest twice.

I then crashed onto the ground with the thug I rammed into, both of us rolling to our knees at the same time.

He tried to point his gun at me so I slapped his hand away with the back of my wrist, the gun going off and the bullet flying wide.

I then pointed my gun at him from my hip and fired two shots, the first penetrating his side and the second one puncturing his chest, the plasma burning a hole at where they struck.

The thug looked at me with wide eyes before toppling over, joining his other companions on the ground.

I let out the breath that I didn't realise I was holding and stood up, sucking in another breath before breathing out.

The old man poked his head out from the room, "Wow… I didn't think you could actually do it. You're a Gold Merc or something?"

I raised an eyebrow, "If you didn't think I could do it, why did you accept my help?"

He pulled out a gun from under his jacket to show me, "I figured that you could at least take one or two of them down and I would be able to deal with the remaining ones myself. Or just shoot them while they were distracted by you."

So he was basically using me as bait… Well whatever. Can't say I don't understand where he's coming from.

"Anyway, you a Gold Merc? I'll pay your usual rates."

"No, I'm a Copper actually."

He blinked at me for a short moment before pointing a finger at the dead thugs, "You expect me to believe that a Copper Merc could take out all four thugs like they were no big deal?"

What's so hard about it? Just point your gun and shoot. Did that plenty of times in the game already where I had to blow through hordes of enemies by myself so four guys aren't even that many.

Instead of telling him that though, I just shrugged at him, "I had experience before becoming a Merc. Only just signed up as one like less than a month ago."

"Hmm… In that case let me add some bonus on top of your rates then."

He took out a Credit Chip and plugged it into his personal terminal before I received a notification on my Codex that a sum of five thousand Credits had been transferred into my Codex.

That much just for killing four guys? Neat.

"So what's up with these guys? Why are they even after you?" I asked.

He raised an eyebrow, "Why do you care?"

I gave him a look, "I dunno, maybe because I almost got involved in it as well and now that I killed them, I may find myself involved in it?"

He clucked his tongue, "Tch… Fair enough… You're really unlucky to be involved in this by the way. Though I guess I could say the same for myself. Now why don't you go outside and grab a seat? I need to disable the self-destruct sequence on the decoder."

I blinked, "You… Have a self-destruct sequence on that machine… And you set it up to blow?"

"Of course. I wasn't going to leave anything to chance around here. In case both of us end up dying to them, I at least have to make sure those fuckheads can't use my machine."

"Why is it that important anyway?"

He sighed, "Just go outside, I'll be with you in a minute."

I shrugged and did as he asked, stepping outside the store to wait for him.

Unfortunately, there was only one chair outside and it was the one the old man had been sitting on just now so I just leaned myself against the wall to wait for him.

That was when my Codex started beeping, indicating I was receiving a call from someone.

I tapped on it to see it was Amber that was calling me and quickly tapped on the answer button to take the call.

The screen changed to show her face and she grinned upon seeing me, "Hey beautiful~ Just finished up my stuff here. What about you?"

"Err… Finishing up I would say. Though I guess I met with some unexpected problems."

She stared at me through the screen and her face shifted to a serious one, "What problems?"

"Well… There's apparently some gangs having a war here and one of them came over to attack the old man. He hired me to get rid of them and well… I'm waiting for him to explain the situation to me I guess?"

"Sit tight, I will be right there. Send me your location."

"Eh? Oh, you don't have to, Amber. I already dealt with them. I just want to know what's going on with the two gangs."

"Let me come as well, Tera. Send me your location."

She sounded really desperate for some reason so I just shrugged and did as she asked. She then promised that she would be right there and hung up quickly.

Right as I closed the window of the call, the old man appeared at the entrance, puffing on his pipe and looking more tired than he did when I first met him.

"Sigh… I'm getting too old for this shit… Sit down, girl."

I looked at the only chair that was around pointedly.

He noticed and waved his hand, "I'll stand, need to give my legs a stretch anyway. Go on."

I sat down.

He took another puff from his pipe before nodding at the dead bodies inside his store, "Know who they are?"

"Nope, like you said, I'm a tourist."

"Hmph… There's two main gangs on this station. Many other small ones but they aren't significant enough or related to this. Anyway, those guys over there belong to a group that call themselves the Freedom Elites. Opposing them are a group that's simply known as the Militant Faction. Wanna make a guess why they're at each other's throats?"

I shrugged, "I dunno. Something about law and order maybe?"

He huffed, "Pretty close. Freedom Elites want the military to have less influence on the station. Specifically on deciding the market because they still keep an eye out for the really illegal stuff like drugs and shit and would come down quite heavily on anyone found with them. Then there's the Militant Faction who want the military to stay and even enforce more order here but in reality, they're just the military's guard dogs in the station since they have their hands full with taking care of pirates."

"And this war started because…"

"Because of the pirate raid, the military had to mobilise everyone to take part in it and the Freedom Elites fuckers thought that this was the best chance for them to start a coup and take over the station. Obviously that resulted in a war between the two sides."

Ah… Is it my fault? No, definitely not. Since the pirates would have attacked anyway..

"How are you involved in this then?" I asked.

"Miss, for people like us, the best outcome is to maintain the status quo. So to help the Militant Faction regain some control and push back against these bastards, I helped them decode a locked military stash of weapons. I'm guessing you can piece the rest together yourself."

Oof… Yeah, I see now… The Freedom Elites then want to look for the old man for payback and also take the machine for themselves as well.

Geez, here I thought all I had to worry about was what I was going to make for dinner tonight…

            

    
        I Think She's Being Overprotective

    
    
    
    
                I was just about to ask what the situation between the two gangs were when someone suddenly dropped down in front of me.

I was already reaching for my gun when I realised that it was Amber who had appeared, the blonde haired Merc rushing towards me to grab my shoulders.

"Tera!! Are you alright?! Did you get hurt anywhere?! Did the old fuck do anything to you?!"

I saw old man Steri's eyes twitch at her words but he said nothing and went back to puff on his pipe.

I gave her my best reassuring smile, "I'm fine, Amber. It's not my first day as a Merc, you know?"

"Nngghhh… But this place is worse than all the other places we've been so far! What would I do if you got hurt by some random bastard or worse… Get accosted by some random old man?!"

Why do I feel like you're specifically targeting the old man on my right?

I pointed at the store's interior, "It's fine. See? I handled all of them, no problem."

She turned to look at where I was pointing and saw the bunch of dead bodies in the hallway.

Amber immediately turned back to me, "You were attacked?!"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Didn't I tell you that when you called me just now?"

"No! You said they attacked the old man, not you!"

"I mean… They weren't really attacking me specifically, their target was old man Steri and I intervened, that's all."

Amber grumbled something unintelligible before suddenly hugging me to her chest while turning to face the old man, "You… What did you involve her in?"

The old man puffed on his pipe, "Calm down lady. I merely hired your girlfriend to protect me from those four thugs. I did not hire her to wage war on the two gangs."

"Hmph… Did you pay her already?"

"Yes I did."

"Good. Then business is done here, correct?"

"Yes it is."

Amber then turned to me, "Did you get what you came here for?"

I peeked out from in between her boobs, "Umm… Yes?"

Her lips curled up into a grin, "Perfect! Then let's get out of here!"

She released me from her bosoms to start draggin me away, though I pulled back on her just to ask one more question.

"Will you be alright?" I asked the old man.

He shooed me away, "I'll be fine. It just means I have to change locations, that's all. Nothing I've not done before. Now hurry along before your girlfriend decides to kill me."

I chuckled at his joke before I let myself get dragged away by Amber.

Only after we reached the main street did Amber let go of my arm and allowed me to walk at my own pace.

"So… What was that all about?" I asked.

She gave me a look, "What was what about?"

"You know what I'm talking about. Do you have something against the old man or something?"

"Of course I do, he got you involved in something so problematic!"

"What, the four thugs? Those weren't even a problem. I didn't even need to change mags to get rid of them. Besides, that's what Mercs do, right?"

"Mnngghh… I just don't like you being in danger…"

I didn't know she was that protective of me… So cute.

I reached up and patted her head, "It's ok Amber, I'm a big girl now. I can take care of myself."

She giggled, presumably at my joke.

I decided to change the topic, "So how did the sale go?"

"Hmmm? Oh, that. I met some scummy bastard who couldn't stop staring at my tits. Got him to list our loot for a sale period of two days so we should be getting the money before we leave. He estimates we'll get at least fifty to a hundred thousand Credits for everything. We're lucky because the other Mercs who went to loot have not listed their stuff for sale yet so we can get a higher price for them."

Well, that's good I suppose. Probably because we didn't really loot that much anyway and most of our loot are just weapons we pilfered from their armoury.

Amber then jerked her thumb over her shoulder, "What about your deal with the old fuck?"

I sighed, "Seems like it's a bust. The machine could read the cards but the files inside seem to be corrupted or something. Look."

I tapped on my Codex and showed her the folder with the weird files.

She frowned at the sight of the files, "Hmm… That's unfortunate… Are they really pre-AI Rebellion tech though?"

"I have no idea. We'll need to find someone else who knows about these types of memory chips to be sure."

"Hmmm… We can always just claim it might be and sell it off though. Unless we have a way to use it somehow?"

"I doubt it… I would need to ask the old man what he used to be able to read this memory card and that would mean we have to go back to the shop."

"Forget it then," Amber decided immediately.

Guess she really doesn't like the old man because of that huh…

Oh well, I'll probably take a closer look at those files back on the ship later and see if there's anything I can get from them. Maybe some of the files can still be accessed or something.

Then I'll find the old man at a later time when Amber is busy or something.

I turned to Amber, "So what now? We're heading to the guild right?"

"Yep. Have to get our rewards from them and stuff. I have a good feeling about this actually."

"Why?"

"Ehehe~ I believe they are going to promote you by several levels, maybe even bump you straight to gold. This would be the fastest rank up of a Merc in history!"

She looks so proud of it that you would have thought she was the one that was getting promoted.

As we neared the exit of the black market street however, I realised that there were a bunch of guys blocking the way out, all of them armed.

The first thing I noticed was the fact they were dressed rather similarly to the four thugs I killed back in the old man's store, which already told me that these guys must be the same gang as them.

There wasn't anyone around that could have told the gang about the fate of those four thugs so I suspect that they have been waiting here for a while. Most likely they were here as their backup or they were here to block the old man's escape route.

 I looked at Amber but she did not seem that concerned about them and continued walking towards them.

Well… Since it's unlikely they knew I killed their buddies, there shouldn't be any problems right?

Amber managed to reach me anyway so she must have passed them earlier as well right?

As we neared them however, they made it clear that they were most definitely not intending to let us pass when they spread themselves out in a line while brandishing their weapons.

"Hold up, no one's leaving this place right now. Turn around right now," alone of them ordered.

I frowned, "Why? what's going on?"

"None of your business. Now get lost."

"Err… Sure, I can get lost in that direction," I told him, pointing to the exit of the street.

He narrowed his eyes at me, "You think you're fucking funny huh? Fucking bitch. You asking to get fucked or something?"

"Well how long are you going to block the path then? We have places to be."

"I already said none of you damned fucking business bitch! Are you deaf?!"

Tch… Fucking thugs… I guess we might need to find another way out of here then…

Just as I was about to tell Amber that we should leave, my lover pulled out her pistol without warning and shot the guy in the gut.

It took me a second to react to what was going on which was already several seconds faster than those thugs as I pulled out my own gun to start shooting at them as well.

Amber went down the line and shot the guys on the right so I started shooting the ones on the left, dropping two of them before the third and fourth guy recovered enough to dive away to avoid my shots.

It was kind of a pointless move since there was no cover around so all I had to do was swing my aim towards the side and pull the trigger again, double tapping both of them and dropping them quickly.

I turned to the other side to see all the thugs on Amber's side were also shot dead, leaving the two of us the only ones standing.

Amber holstered her gun and glared at the dead guy, "Call her a bitch again, bastard. Oh wait, you can't because you're dead. Fucking trash."

…

Did she really decide to shoot all of them just because of that?

            

    
        Rank Up Hustle

    
    
    
    
                We were in the guild again and the place was packed with people today.

Several of them called out to me when they saw me and I realised most of them were the Mercs that were involved in the raid and are here to collect their rewards.

Guess we somehow all decided to come here at the same time? What a coincidence.

We went up to one of the open counters and the receptionist nodded at us in greeting.

“Hello, I assume you are also here for your rewards for the pirate raid?”

Both Amber and I nodded.

“Perfect, let me just scan you for a moment… Ah, Miss Amber and Miss Tera, correct?”

We nodded again.

“Alright, I have your rewards here. Miss Amber took down fifteen A Class ships, four B Class ships and one C Class ship. That brings your total to two hundred and thirty five thousand for the bounty and an additional hundred thousand for the raid completion. You are also promoted to Gold rank level four. Congratulations.”

Hmm… I can’t actually tell if that’s a lot of money or not… Probably because my sense of value has been screwed after earning so many Credits so quickly and making all these high value purchases…

But judging by the lack of response from Amber’s face, I would say that that amount was probably something she had already expected.

She then tapped on her screen and I assume she was going to tell me my rewards next.

“As for Miss Tera… Oh. Hmm? That’s odd… Please wait here for a moment.”

The receptionist stood up from her seat and went to another room at the back.

Somehow I have a feeling of deja vu from that.

Amber turned to grin at me, “Wanna bet that some big shot is going to come and invite you for a talk?”

I raised an eyebrow, “Why would you say that?”

“Well, I’m already guessing that they are going to promote you at least to Gold rank, which means you’ll be jumping above silver rank entirely. Plus, most of the jobs we’ve taken so far are combat related hustles and our only escort hustle isn’t even completed yet. Even if that Captain is vouching for you, I don’t think they would let you jump so many ranks so easily without asking you some things.”

“Hmm… Well, truth be told, I was already expecting something like this anyway, so no need to bet.”

“Awww… And here I thought I could win something from you today…”

What were you even trying to win from me…

Before I could ask her, the receptionist returned with another guild staff, this one being a middle aged man with some kind of tattoo on the left half of his face while an eyepiece rested over his right eye.

“This is Miss Tera, sir.”

The man reached out his hand to me, “Miss Tera, I am Peter, the manager of this guild branch. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

I touched his hand, “Nice to meet you too. Is there something wrong?”

He shook his head, “Not exactly, I just need to speak with you for a moment. Could you follow me for a moment?”

Amber gave me a smug look as if I didn’t guess the same thing as well.

I nodded at him and he gestured towards the side indicating where he wanted me to go.

I followed him down the hall to a sitting room at the side and he ushered both Amber and myself into the room before he entered after us.

There were two couches and a single coffee table in the middle, a pretty basic setup so I assume this room was used purely to hold meetings like this.

We sat on one of the couches while he took the other one, the man waiting for us to get comfortable before he tapped on the table.

A screen appeared in front of us and it showed my results of the raid.

“Miss Tera, first things first, you’ve taken down eight Class A ships, nine Class B ships and four Class C ships. The bounty for that totals to five hundred and seventy five thousand Credits. The military also threw in a bonus five hundred thousand Credits for your contribution to the raid which brings your total to a million and seventy five thousand Credits.”

Oh damn, that’s definitely a lot of money.

He then tapped on the screen, “You’ve also obtained more than enough points to promote you to silver rank but Captain Raymond has requested to us that you be granted the Gold Rank as soon as possible as a reward for your contribution to the raid.”

I gave him a look, “I assume you guys can’t do that? Otherwise there wouldn’t be a reason for you to take me to this room.”

He nodded slightly, “Unfortunately, yes. We can definitely streamline your promotion to Silver rank level five even, but to let you jump to Gold rank level one would be a little too much.”

I mean… It’s not like I’m in a rush to rank up anyway so I’m fine with that. Amber’s already Gold rank so we could already take missions from that rank which means there’s literally no difference to our current situation if I was Gold or Silver ranked.

I was about to tell him that I was fine with it when Amber cut in, “Alright, cut the bullshit. What do you need for her to do before you can promote her to Gold rank? You wouldn’t bring us all the way here just to tell us that, did you?”

Eh?

Peter nodded, “Yes, as I said, we cannot let you rank up all the way to Gold without at least going through a test first. If you pass the test, we would be able to convince our higher ups that you are definitely worthy of the rank up.”

I pursed my lips, “What kind of test?”

I would be so fucked if it’s some kind of written test where they expect me to answer Mercenary knowledge or some other stuff like that…

The worry must have shown on my face because Peter smiled reassuringly at me, “Don’t worry Miss Tera, we simply need you to showcase some of your skills. There just so happens to be a hustle that we need a Mercenary of Gold rank to complete and once you finish it, we will go ahead with the promotion immediately.”

Oh, if it’s something like that, I think I can do it.

He then pointedly looked in Amber’s direction, “I am also aware that Miss Amber is your companion, but for this mission you would be required to complete it alone without external help. You are free to reject it of course, and we would still promote you to Silver rank level five.”

“What is the job?” I asked.

“Nothing too big. Do you know about the Freedom Elites? They’re a gang that’s active on this station.”

I grimaced, “Yeah… I already ran into them actually… What about it?”

He then tapped on the table again and it showed a picture of some kind of warehouse and a map of where the warehouse was located within the station.

“There’s a group of these people that have set up base in this warehouse in particular and there’s a hustle related to them. Specifically, they managed to steal a crate that belongs to the UTSN that contains several weapons that they are planning to use against another gang. The good news is that the crate is locked and they are unable to open it, the bad news is that they are trying to break it open and the UTSN would like to retrieve the crate before it’s broken into.”

I frowned, “Am I supposed to sneak inside and get this box out or something?”

He gave me a look, “There’s no specifics as to how you secure the package. The group has already been given the ‘eliminate on sight’ status so if you were to go in and kill all of them to secure the package, there would be no problems as well. But if you would rather sneak in there and bring it out, that would also be acceptable too.”

Oh, that’s good. I was worried that this would be a stealth mission and that would be quite bothersome.

I mean… My main weapon is a shotgun and the only ‘silenced’ weapon I have is the knife I got earlier which I intend to use for cooking purposes…

“How many thugs are there?” I asked.

“Initial reports show that there should be no less than five and no more than ten inside.”

That’s… A number I can deal with I suppose.

Peter then steepled his hand in front of him, “What do you think, Miss Tera? Would you accept this job?”

I thought about it for a moment before nodding at him, “I’ll take it.”

I mean, I’ve already gone this far right? Might as well just get this done and over with.

            

    
        Getting Into The Warehouse

    
    
    
    
                “Are you sure you’ll be fine, Tera? I can just help out from the side without anyone knowing too,” Amber asked.

“Geez, I’ll be fine, Amber. Remember who was the one who pulled you out of that pirate ambush, ok? I know how to handle myself,” I assured her.

Really, I feel that she suddenly got really overprotective all of a sudden, almost like I was dealing with a mother hen constantly clucking over me.

I can’t deny that she looks really cute all flustered like that so I just gave her a kiss on her lips which quickly shut her up.

“I’ll be fine, really. Trust me.”

“Mnnggh… I suppose… Please be careful, Tera.”

I giggled, “Yes, yes. I’ll make sure to come back home for dinner, mommy~”

“Oh just for that… We are so doing it tonight!”

I raised an eyebrow at her, “Has there been a night where we’ve not done it?”

“Ehehehe~ I just can’t help it when I see you looking so sexy~”

I doubt I even did anything remotely ‘sexy’ every night as she claims but ok…

I reassured her that I would be fine for the tenth time before I finally managed to separate myself from her.

Checking the map that the guild gave me, I found my way to the warehouse easily enough.

I was expecting it to be located in some kind of abandoned warehouse again but surprisingly, this one was located in a rather well maintained district.

There were other warehouses here as well and a number of freight carrying trucks were still running along the roads.

The warehouse I’m looking for was also quite easy to find considering the fact that it was the only one with armed guards standing at the entrance.

Hmm… The building itself had no windows and from the map I received of the building, there were only two entrances, one being the front door and one being the back door. I was not counting the loading bays as entrances since they were right beside the front entrance and they were all shut anyway.

Walking around the building, I found two people watching the main entrance while one guy was watching the back door.

I guess it was obvious which side I should be entering from… But how should I approach this?

Oh, I know! Let me just stash my weapons somewhere…

First thing I did was to go to the guy guarding the back door, the thug furrowing his brows when he saw me.

He quickly raised his palm to stop me, “Hold it right there, woman. What the fuck are you trying to do?”

I acted confused, “What am I doing? Isn’t this the entrance to the party? Your boss invited me to have a party with him there.”

“A party? What the fuck are you on about? Do you even know where you are now?”

I looked around and shrugged, “Well… I guess not the hottest spot in the station but I’m not picky as long as there’s music and booze.”

His eyes narrowed, “Hold up… Wait a minute… You’re a prostitute?”

I huffed at him, “My, seems like someone decided to leave their tact at home today. What? Did I get the wrong place or something?”

His eyes changed and now he was leering at me, “Huh… Bastard seems to be enjoying himself despite making the rest of us work like idiots… Hey, how much?”

I wagged my finger at him, “Uh-uh, I’m on the clock here. I can’t make any detours.”

“Tch… Fucking hell… Whatever, hope Joe slips and falls on his head. Bloody fucker just sitting his ass in the manager’s office thinking he’s the actual manager of this place… Go in then.”

I smiled at him as he reached for the door handle.

The moment his hand touched it, I went behind him and held my hand over his mouth before pulling out my knife and stabbing it into his back.

He tried to scream but I held strong, pulling out the knife to stab him a few more times and only stopping when his body went limp.

I then pulled away from him before manoeuvring the corpse to lean against the door.

To any passers-by, it would look like the guy was having a nap while leaning against the door. To the people inside, this door is now blocked and no one’s getting out from this entrance.

I went back to retrieve my weapons that I had hid behind some crates before making my way to the front door.

I made sure to look as casual as possible while walking up towards the front entrance and the two men immediately pointed their weapons at me when they saw me.

“Stop right there! Who the fuck are you?!”

I raised my hand in surrender, “Woah, what the fuck? I get called over by Joe to help you guys with that locked box and this is the reception I get?”

Now both of them looked confused.

“Wait… Joe called you here?”

I huffed at him, “Yeah. Said you fuckers would sooner blow the box up and break whatever that’s inside. So I’m here to hack it open for you guys.”

The thug on the right frowned and levelled his gun at me, “Oh yeah? Where’s your tools?! How are you going to hack it open?!”

I pointed at my wrist, “This is all I need.”

Their gaze shifted to the Codex on my wrist and it was quite obvious they did not believe me.

I rolled my eyes, “Fine, call Joe or whatever. Ask him. He’s the one who said, and I quote, ‘the guys here are all just incompetent trash who can’t even open a goddamn box’.”

Both men blinked before turning furious at the exact same time.

“What the fuck?! Who the fuck does he think he is?!”

“He really thinks he’s the boss now huh?!”

I shrugged, “I dunno what’s going on with you guys, but he told me to go see him in the manager’s office as soon as I arrived. Certainly wasn’t expecting to be met with guns pointing at my face though.”

The thug on the left stomped his foot on the ground, not even pointing his gun at me anymore, “Argh!! That motherfucker! I swear I’ll get him back today! Fuck this shit, I don’t care anymore! I’m going to go find him right now!”

He then stormed into the warehouse, ignoring me entirely.

The last guy looked at his friend leave before turning to me, a conflicted look on his face.

“Maybe we should just go see Joe?” I suggested.

He let out a curse under his breath and turned around to storm into the warehouse as well.

Wow, alright, that went better than I thought it would.

If they had tried to call him from here, I would have needed to shoot my way in. Seems like I don’t need to do that and I’ll be taken right to their boss instead. That would save me the trouble of searching through the warehouse.

We went through the door and the place was relatively empty inside.

I could already see the military crate that I was here for sitting in the centre of the room with various tools sitting around it and a pair of guys currently hammering away on the crate.

One guy was watching them from the side and another three sat at a table playing cards nearby.

There was a floor above supported by some rafters that had only one room and one set of stairs going up to a gangway that connected to said room. The first guy that stormed in was currently storming up the stairs and wasn’t even hiding his displeasure at all as he thumped his way up the stairs.

Assuming Joe was the only one upstairs, that brings the total number of hostiles here to ten. Nine if we weren’t counting the dead guy outside.

Right… I need a plan now… I can walk freely in here because they think I’m supposed to be here… I have the advantage of surprise right now.

First, let’s see the level of threat…

The two guys at the box only have the hammers with them and the guy watching them is completely unarmed.

The three guys sitting at the table have their guns resting against the wall nearby but were also otherwise unarmed.

That means the two most dangerous people to me are the guy in front of me and the one who is currently ascending to the second floor.

I guess I should also count Joe as well in case he has a weapon up there too.

The thugs at the table and the one watching the crate noticed me enter but aside from a short glance, they paid me no attention.

I continued following the second guy up the stairs and the first guy had just thrown open the door before storming inside to shout something at the person inside.

Two of the people downstairs looked up but then quickly lost interest and went back to doing what they were doing.

Alright… Now I have the place properly scouted out, I guess it’s time to work.

            

    
        Clearing The Warehouse

    
    
    
    
                I followed the guy just a little bit further and the voices inside the room became audible.

"Who the fuck do you think you are, Joe?! You think you're some big shit now, is that it?!"

"What the hell are you talking about?!"

"I'm talking about you calling us incompetent trash behind our backs you motherfucker!"

"How did you kno-- I mean… That's nonsense!"

Oh wow, he actually called them that? I literally pulled that out of my ass. At least I can say that I wasn't a complete liar now.

I say complete liar because I obviously wasn't here to help them hack open the crate of course. Teehee.

"Don't lie to us you motherfucker! We already know from the woman you hired!"

"Woman I hired? What the fuck are you talking about?"

The thug then pointed in my direction and Joe turned just in time to see me wrap my arm around the second thug's neck and pointing my pistol at him.

I pulled the trigger and the bullet shot through Joe's head, the supposed boss of this operation falling back in his chair.

I moved my hand and shot the first thug in the head as well, both of them hitting the floor at roughly the same time.

A few of the thugs downstairs looked up at the unexpected sound, only to see me move my gun to the side of the thug I was holding and fired two times into him.

They watched with open mouthed shock as I shoved the guy off the railing while switching to my shotgun before he even hit the ground.

First target was the group of three men at the table.

I took aim at the one that was seated closest to the guns and fired, which ended up killing the thug to his left as well when the pellets penetrated both of their heads.

I shifted the gun slightly up to point at the third guy but he reacted fast enough to flip over the table and the shotgun pellets were hindered by his impromptu shield.

I redirected my aim to the thug leaning against the wall and fired my third shot, nailing the thug in the chest even before he could comprehend what was going on.

The last two thugs split up with one taking cover behind the military crate and the other one running underneath the rafters, presumably to hide from me.

I saw the guy behind the table reach out to grab his rifle, prompting me to dive into the room just in time to avoid the hail of bullets that pierced through the space that I had been seconds ago.

Then, as suddenly as the firefight had started, everything went silent.

There were no windows in this room so I had no safe way of peeking out aside from relying on my shield. But I would like to keep the fact that I have a shield secret for now in case I need to surprise them with it.

I picked up one of the thugs that I killed and dragged him towards the door, positioning him in such a way that I could push him out and make it look like someone was peeking from the corner of the door.

Once he was in position, I slowly edged him out until his head was visible outside the door.

That was when a gunshot rang through the warehouse and the body jerked back, a new wound appearing on his forehead.

"Got that bitch!" Someone shouted from below. "Hurry up and go check!"

Someone started running up the stairs and I switched my first shell to a buckshot while the second and third shells were slug rounds.

Just as they reached the top of the stairs, the thug turned around to see me crouching on a knee and aiming down the sights straight at him.

He only had time to open his mouth before I shot him in the chest, the force of the blow enough to send him flying back and flipping over the railing to fall to the floor below.

I leapt out through the door and immediately pointed it at the guy hiding behind the overturned table, who had ducked back into cover the moment he saw me.

I aimed directly at the table and fired the slug round, watching with great satisfaction as the table was split into two and the slug round pierced through both wood and his skull easily.

I then switched my sights to the thug who had been hiding behind the military crate, only to see that there was no one there.

"Fuck this shit, I'm out!!" A voice came from below, followed by hurried footsteps.

I watched as the last thug ran for the back door, trying to escape the warehouse and abandoning his dead comrades.

I wasn't that worried and walked towards the stairs casually while holding my shotgun with both hands.

As I descended the stairs, the sounds of someone banging against a door could be heard and I found the guy desperately trying to push against the back door, only to find that it would not budge.

He had just decided to let go of the door and turned, freezing when he saw me standing a short distance away and pointing the gun at him.

I originally thought about saying some sick one liner before shooting him but… Fuck it.

I pulled the trigger, sending the slug round straight through his chest and blowing a literal hole in it.

The rest of him got blown back as well and he crashed into the wall behind him, splattering it with his blood.

Oof.

Well… That was easy.

I went back to the centre of the room where the military crate was and inspected it.

Aside from a few scratches on its surface where I assumed the thugs had tried to pry it open, it was relatively unscathed.

Whatever this box contained, it must be pretty important to be contained in something like this.

There was a digital lock with a numpad on one side which I assumed was the locking mechanism of the box.

Looking around the rest of the room, everything had gone quiet since I was the only one left.

Guess that means I completed the hustle huh? Pretty easy for a Gold ranked job.

I tapped on my Codex and searched for the contact I was supposed to call upon job completion. It took two rings before the other person picked up, my screen showing someone wearing a military uniform on the other side.

He nodded at me, "Merc. I assume the package is secured?"

I angled my Codex to show the box on the screen, "Right here. How do you want me to deal with it?"

"We'll be sending some people to pick it up. They will be dressed as normal workers and you need to challenge them with a password. Ask them if they are here to collect the food samples and they will answer with 'I hope there's bananas in there'."

"Seems overly complicated but fine. Although I'm wondering why couldn't you guys just storm in here by yourselves? They stole your stuff right? You should have just cause to hit them for it."

"That might spark off an all out war within the station between the two gangs as one side or the other might think the military was throwing in their weight in this small conflict of theirs."

I mean… At this point, I could say the two sides are already at war but what do I know? I'm just an ordinary, soon to be Gold ranked Merc.

Then again, couldn't they just dress their soldiers up in mufti and have them attack this place using that disguise?

Meh, whatever, this just means more Credits for me for an easy job so I'm not going to complain.

I shrugged, "As long as I get paid for this. I guess you need me to wait here for your guys to show up and watch over the box in the meantime?"

"That would be preferred. They are already on their way, ETA five minutes out."

"Sure, I'll wait for them. Don't suppose you'll tell me what's actually inside the box?"

"No."

He didn't even wait for my response before he shut off the call.

Hmph, fine. I didn't need to know anyway.

Well, now I have five minutes to spare before those soldiers get here… And you know what that means.

It's looting time!

Let's see what do these guys have?

Simple weapons… Some Credit Chips… More weapons stored in the office… Oh? What's this?

I found another chip on the boss guy that didn't look like a Credit Chip.

No, it wasn't a memory card but a data chip instead, something that my Codex could read.

I inserted the chip into my Codex and I realised it was some sort of journal or something.

'Material P-105-N1C is scheduled for a stop at Cietai System before being transferred to [REDACTED]. Ensure maximum security during the transfer and the container must be kept at [REDACTED] at all times. In the event of package being compromised with no hope of recovery, engage [REDACTED] protocols."

…

This is referring to the box right? Just what the hell is in it?

            

    
        I'm A Gold Rank Now

    
    
    
    
                Naturally, I had more sense than to try and pry open the box to see what was inside. I doubt the military would appreciate it much if they found out that I tried to finish what this group of thugs started.

Not to mention the fact that I feel I would be involved in some troublesome stuff if I did.

That's why I just finished looting the thugs, placed the data chip on top of the box, gathered all the dead thugs in a pile, then sat down beside the box to wait.

As my Codex showed that five minutes had passed, I heard a vehicle brake outside the warehouse and I stood up in preparation to receive the newcomers.

I kept my hand on my weapon in case those weren't the people I was waiting for and merely more thugs who had arrived to check on things here.

I got to the main entrance and found a group of three men dressed in what looked like delivery clothes standing outside.

They were all staring at me, as though expecting something to happen.

Why are they looking at me like that?

Oh! Oh! Oh! The password!

Err… What was it a gain?

I cleared my throat, "Are you here to collect the food samples?"

The lead guy nodded, "I hope there's bananas in there."

I gestured into the warehouse and they followed me in. I could tell that they were definitely soldiers with how they immediately started checking their corners and looking around for threats as they entered the building.

It was then a short walk to the crate that was left in the centre of the warehouse and I stepped aside to allow them to approach it.

Two of them immediately went to it and started inspecting the box while the last one tapped on his personal terminal which called up his superior.

"Package secured."

The officer on the other side of the call nodded, "Is everything there?"

"Yes sir."

"And the Merc?"

"Right here, sir."

The soldier half turned his body to show me on his screen, revealing the same officer that I had reported the success of the job.

Geez, couldn't you have just been on call with this particular soldier the whole time and make him show me on his screen and we can skip the stupid password thing?

Whatever, I already know that the military is inefficient no matter which world we live in.

He nodded at me, "Good work Merc. I will mark this job as officially completed. You will receive payment within the next few days. The rest of you, secure the package and bring it to the rendezvous point. We're short on time."

One of the soldiers lifted up the data chip I had left on the crate, "What about this, sir?"

The officer narrowed his eyes at it, "What is that?"

"It was left on top of the box, sir."

The officer paused for a moment before nodding, "Soldier, slot it in."

The one that was communicating with the officer took the data chip from his comrade and slotted it into his personal terminal.

There was a soft beep and a new window opened up on his screen, prompting both the soldier and the officer to look at it.

Both of them then turned to me with the officer speaking first.

"Merc, did you see what was in the data chip?"

Something tells me that I should not be honest here.

I shrugged, "No? Should I have? What's in it?"

"Nothing. You can leave now. My men will take care of the rest. Thank you for your assistance in recovering it."

I waved at him, "No problem. I take it you will be sending the mission completion to the guild and I can be promoted to Gold rank, right?"

"Yes, I will personally send the details to them."

"Perfect. Alright then, thanks."

I waved at him and left the building, trying my best to appear casual about it so that they wouldn't think I actually read the data chip.

I don't really think it's that big of a deal if I saw it though? Is the name of that material something that is really scary or something? Or maybe it's just highly classified information that no one should know about?

Obviously, I wasn't surprised to know that the military might be doing some shady shit behind the scenes but… Well… The galaxy is big right? Hopefully it won't affect me or Amber…

I made my way back to the Guild and found Amber waiting for me outside, the blonde haired Merc immediately rushing towards me and hugging me when she saw me.

"Tera! You're back!! I missed you!!"

I rolled my eyes, "I've only been gone for a few hours at most, Amber…"

"Mmm~ But I still miss you all the same~ So I take it you already finished the hustle?"

"That's right. Shouldn't be a problem with the promotion thing now. Were you really waiting here the entire time for me?"

"Hmm? Oh, of course not. I went out for a walk before this, don't worry about it~"

Must have been a relatively short walk then… But I kept my mouth shut of course.

The both of us entered the Guild and I tried to look for Peter to report the job completion. Only for him to find me almost as soon as I stepped inside the guild.

"Miss Tera, I have just received the news about your successful work. If you would follow me to the counter?"

I nodded at him to show me the way and he guided me towards one of the empty counters and stepped behind it himself.

He tapped on the desk and a window was projected in front of me that showed my Merc details.

"As for right now, you are hereby promoted to Gold rank level one, congratulations. You might also like to know that you are currently the first Merc to be promoted to this rank so quickly, it is truly a feat."

"Thanks. Is there anything else you need from me?"

"Not specifically. Though I suppose since I have you here, we might as well take this chance to ask if you have anything you want to say to be marked down for this historical moment?"

I thought about it for a while, wondering what I could say for this…

I've barely been here for more than a few months and I feel that I've experienced enough to last a few years. And all of this just started from me waking up in my ship not knowing left from right.

Then I got involved with some pirates, which led to going to assault a pirate base by myself, then capturing some infamous pirate before finally meeting up with Amber.

Oh, I know~

I grinned at him, "Let it be recorded here… I, Tera, would not have been able to make it here if it wasn't for the support of my love, Amber."

Peter grinned, "I shall note that down for you, Miss Tera. And congratulations, once again."

I chuckled before turning to see Amber's reaction, only to realise she was staring right at me with wide eyes and her face frozen in an expression of shock.

Well, I thought that she might be surprised or even amused at that but I certainly did not expect to to make a face like that.

"Amber? You ok there?" I asked, waving my hand in front of her face.

She blinked before her eyes focused on me, "Are you… Are you serious, Tera?"

I smirked, "Of course I am. If it wasn't for you, I might still be some nameless vigilante instead of being a proper Mercenary, so I literally owe this to you."

"But… All I did was guide you to the guild… I… I don't think I did that much?"

I scoffed, "Please. You were the one who taught me everything and even accompanied me on the jobs that we did, didn't you? If you weren't there to guide me, I'll still be fumbling around doing Copper ranked jobs right now. So yeah, it really is because of you that I got to where I am right now."

I was fully expecting her to make some jokes or even just laugh it off but surprisingly, she came up to me and pulled me into a kiss.

It wasn't a kiss filled with lust but one that was filled with gratitude and love.

She was even hugging me tightly as though she was unwilling to let me go, afraid that I would disappear the moment she let go of me.

I wasn't sure why something like this would cause her to react like that but I still kissed her back, hugging her just as tightly as she was.

I was dimly aware of some people around us whistling at the sight but neither Amber nor I paid attention to them, focusing on our kiss instead.

When we finally broke the kiss for air, she was looking at me with tears in her eyes.

"Thank you, Tera. I love you."

"And I love you too," I replied reflexively.

Now I'm wondering… Just what was that about?

            

    
        She Needs To Destroy It

    
    
    
    
                Well, I tried asking Amber after she calmed down why she reacted that way and her only answer was to tell me not to worry about it and hugged me again.

I figured that she was being embarrassed so I decided to ask her about it some other time.

Instead, I had something else I wanted to ask her.

As we were heading back to our ship, I turned to her, “Hey… Just asking… Does the term P-105-N1C mean anything to you?”

I was suddenly grabbed by the arm and pulled into an alleyway where she pushed me up against the wall before slamming her palm on said wall.

Oh my… So this is the famed wall slam I have heard about? But why is she suddenly doing that? If you wanna kiss, just say so.

She leaned towards me and I almost leaned in too when she whispered, “Where did you hear of that?”

I paused, recognising the slight quiver in her voice as one of fear, something that I have heard before back when she was hurt by that Voidshade guy.

I looked up at her and the same fear was reflected in her eyes as well, but it did not look like she was worried for herself but more like she was worried about me instead.

“Is… Is there something wrong about it?” I asked.

“No, just…” She paused and sucked in a breath. “Just… Please tell me where you heard of it, Tera… Please?”

“Ummm… The box that those thugs took from the military? It apparently contains that…”

“Wait… They have that thing? Right here in this station?”

I blinked at her, “I… I guess so? What is it?”

Instead of answering my question, she hung her head low and started shaking her head, “No… No, no… Not this… How many do they want?”

I touched her arm, “Amber? What’s wrong? What is it?”

She looked into my eyes and her lips pursed, “Tera… That thing… That thing in that box… It should not exist. I… I need to destroy it. I’m sorry.”

She pulled away and turned to leave but I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back.

“Stop right there. What do you think you’re doing?”

“I… As I said, Tera… I need to destroy that thing before they transport it away from this station…”

“Won’t you tell me what it even is at least?”

“... I… I can’t.”

“What do you mean you can’t? Do you mean you don’t trust me?”

She shook her head quickly, “No! No! That’s… I just… I just can’t, Tera! I want to tell you, but I really can’t! Please believe me!”

She sounded really desperate when she said that.

Maybe she signed some kind of NDA or something? But I guess she must have been involved in that thing somehow…

I sighed, “Fine. How are we doing this?”

She jerked back in surprise, “What… What do you mean, Tera?”

“You said you want to destroy it right? I assume you have a plan and you’re not just going to rush towards the soldiers guarding it and try to blow it up in front of them, are you?”

“I… I…”

“Oh geez, you didn’t have a plan at all huh? You didn’t think about how this would affect me at all, did you?”

She poked her fingers together, “So… Sorry…”

I feel a little bad for saying this but meek Amber is pretty cute too.

I patted her head, “It’s fine. We’re in this together now aren’t we? Did you think I would let you go off on your own while I just fly away like nothing happened?”

“N… No…”

“Good, because I won’t. So what I know is that a couple of soldiers came to take it from the warehouse in a delivery van. I found that they would be transporting it somewhere else from here. Got any idea on how to track it down?”

She thought about it for a moment, “If… They are planning to transport it off station, they would most likely head for the docking bay and use an unmarked ship to fly it out.”

“Not the battleship?”

Amber shook her head, “The battleship is stationed here and won’t leave the station’s orbit unless another one comes along to take their place. They will need to use another ship for that.”

“I’m guessing that this thing is some top secret stuff and very important to the military?”

“Umm… It’s not that important I would say but certainly top secret…”

And I wonder how Amber knows about it?

Hmmm… Maybe she's a former military personnel who quit and became a Mercenary instead? I guess that might explain why she dislikes them so much since she was one of them.

Of course, I chose not to question it and just went along.

“Alright, then I suggest we head there and look for the delivery van. But no doubt there would be more military personnel there guarding it and I suspect they would be increasing the security on it after they already had it stolen once. I’m surprised those thugs even managed to nab it off those guys in the first place.”

“The pirate raid… They needed all military personnel on board to deal with it… So I assume that decreased the security on the crate and those guys took the opportunity to strike and steal what they could.”

“And all they got was that box huh. Not worth it at all. That brings us back to the question of how we’re going to deal with the security around the box though? You’re not actually going to charge right in there and go guns blazing, are you?”

Amber hesitated and I gave her a pointed look, “Riiiiight?”

“That thought… Might have came to me…”

I scowled at her, “Then perish that thought. I do not wish for you to become a criminal. Not that whatever we’re doing isn’t criminal already but at least don’t get caught…”

“Ugh… But how else are we supposed to get our hands on it? It’s not like they’ll ever let it out of their sights for us to sneak in and grab it, right?”

“Yes, but that is still not a reason for you to jump in there like that. Let’s just find where it is first and maybe we could find an opportunity to deal with it. Alright?”

Amber opened her mouth to say something when footsteps came from around the corner.

She immediately leaned in and started kissing me passionately, catching me off guard.

My first instinct was to kiss her back and I did so for a good second or two before I peeked at the side.

Some random guy turned the corner and looked rather surprised to find us there before his face changed into a scowl.

“Fucking normies…” He muttered, walking past us quickly and trying his best not to look in our direction.

Only when he was gone did Amber pull back, her face flushed.

I grinned at her, “What are you blushing for? It’s not like this is the first time you’ve kissed me in public.”

“Ugh… Seriously Tera… If we actually pull this off… We are going to stay in bed for a day and a night.”

“Sounds more like it is a reward for you than it is for me. Joking, joking. Ahem… So shall we head to the docking bay?”

She nodded and we headed towards our destination.

Unfortunately for us, the place was huge so it was impossible for us to keep an eye on the entire platform to be on the lookout for the van.

“Any idea what ship they might use?” I asked.

Amber thought for a moment, “The ship would require decent protection to fight back against most threats that a normal ship might face but also fast and stealthy enough that it won’t be found by most scanners… I would say they might be using a B Class ship to transport it at most, assuming that there is only one of the crates…”

“Let’s just search the docking area for B Class ships first, alright? If they are using a bigger ship, it’ll be easier for--”

I stopped myself when I saw a rather familiar van drive past, giving me a glimpse of a rather familiar man seated at the driver’s seat as well.

Woah shit… Are we that lucky?

“There, Amber. The van that just drove past us.”

She immediately swivelled around to stare at the van in question, both of us watching it head towards a particular light freighter parked at one of the docking bays.

The occupants of the van then got out and I immediately recognised that they were the soldiers I had met inside the warehouse who received the locked crate from me.

Even as we watched, they opened the back doors of the van before they slowly pulled out the crate in question from the back of the vehicle and transported it to the ship itself.

There it is…

Now what?
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                "I'm just going to say this first… No killing them alright?" I warned.

"Really? Even if they start attacking us?" Amber protested.

"Only if that happens. This is a stealth mission and we're doing a pacifist run, alright?"

"I don't know what that means but ok?"

Since this was still a public place, we didn't need to be sneaky now so we joined the crowd and walked towards them as casually as possible.

I was expecting them to load the box up into the ship but surprisingly, they merely took it out of the van to set it near the loading ramp of the ship and waited there.

Odd… Are they not using that ship to fly it out of the station?

That was when another man descended from the ship's ramp with several bots floating behind him carrying three large boxes.

He set the boxes down in front of the soldiers and opened up one of them specifically to start taking out bags of what looked like white powder from inside said box.

After clearing up a space, the soldiers then moved their own crate into the larger box before they covered it up with the bags to hide it.

Once they replaced the cover back on the box, one of the soldiers took out some kind of floating trolley from the back of the van and they loaded up all three boxes on top of it.

And instead of bringing it into the ship, they left the area and headed towards one of the station's elevators instead, leaving the van behind. The pilot of the ship also turned back and boarded his own ship as well, disappearing inside it.

Interesting…

"The elevator goes to the docking bay for larger sized ships," Amber remarked while checking her personal terminal. "They must be using a ship there to transport it instead."

Since we already know the destination, we went to take another elevator that was heading to the same place as well.

It was a short ride up before we reached our stop, the both of us stepping out to the docking bay for C Class ships that also doubled as a maintenance area.

Just up ahead was the group we were following, the three of them pushing the cart along and mixing together with the crowd.

I looked at Amber and she was giving me a concerned look so I nodded at her reassuringly.

We stalked after them and followed them at a distance.

Amber was staring at them quite seriously which made it look quite suspicious so I reached out and entwined my fingers with hers.

She looked quite surprised by my action so I smiled at her, "Thanks for bringing me out on a date to look at ships, darling. I can decide what ship to buy next if I want to upgrade mine~"

Her lips quickly changed into a smile and she giggled, "Ehehe~ Leave it to me, my dear! I'll be sure to show you the right ship for you~"

We then continued following after the soldiers while acting like we were a couple out on a date.

She did point out some ships to me to add on to the ruse but none of the ships stood out to me.

About a minute of walking later, they turned and headed to a rather familiar docked ship and approached the loading ramp.

I thought it was just a ship that was the same model as another one I had seen before but that thought was thrown out the window when I saw who came down the ramp.

"Reese…" Amber muttered.

The Trader we were escorting… Was she in on this as well?

We got a little closer just as the soldiers unloaded the boxes from the trolley to put them in front of her, close enough to hear them.

"So… Three boxes of drugs bound for Denibi system right? And some guy will certainly find me for them and give me the other half of the payment? Man, you smugglers sure are complicated…"

One of the soldiers nodded at her, "We're just runners, missus. And you did take the job."

"Yeah, yeah. You guys are just lucky I had to stay here to get my ship fixed. Otherwise I would have been out of here three days ago and good luck finding another freighter going there from here. Anyway, can I check the contents of the box? Wouldn't want to be transporting some dead guy inside them."

The soldiers opened up the box to reveal the bags of what I now know were drugs in them.

But really? Transporting dead bodies is a no go but drugs are fine? What's with this standard?

Reese picked up one of the bags and I noticed a soldier reaching behind his back before slowly returning his hand to his side.

The freighter captain did not notice and merely whistled, "Oh, this is some high quality stuff. Now I know why you guys are paying so much. Alright. I'll load them up and make sure it gets there safely."

The soldier nodded at her before they covered the boxes and packed up their trolley.

Reese then tapped on her personal terminal and several bots flew out of her ship to pick up the boxes to transport into her ship.

So from what I could hear… Reese has no idea that there's something extra in one of the boxes and by a stroke of luck, the box is bound for the Denibi system as well.

I turned to Amber and she pulled me into a kiss again, moving both of us to the side and hugging me tightly against her.

I realised she was doing this to hide us from the soldiers who were returning to the lift so I kissed her back as well.

Hey, I wasn't going to complain about kissing my lover.

We continued making out for a good minute or two before we had to separate for air.

"Are they gone?" I gasped.

"Mnnn~ What? Who?" She asked, blinking at me in confusion before letting out a gasp. "Oh! Oh right! Ummm… Yeah, they're gone."

She forgot about them after starting to kiss me I see…

To be honest… I might have as well if the kiss continued for a few more minutes…

Ahem…

Anyway, I guess since Reese is the one that's transporting it, it makes things much easier than if some random person was doing it instead.

We went up to the freighter captain and she noticed us almost immediately and waved at us.

"Hey~ You're Amber and Tera right?"

I nodded at her, "Yeah. How's the ship?"

She gave me a thumbs up, "Ahahaha! Don't worry, we'll be setting off on schedule! Just need to get some supplies today and we'll be off tomorrow morning!"

Amber tugged at my sleeve and I gave her a subtle nod before turning back to the trader.

"I'm a little curious actually… What are you transporting to Denibi Trade Station?"

"Curious aren't we? I don't mind showing you, just help me move this box here to the cargo hold."

She pointed at one of the leftover boxes on the ground and Amber and I were obviously happy to help her with that.

We carried the box up the ramp before the bots returned to take over from there.

She then led us to the storage of her ship and the room looked like a warehouse with all the containers and boxes piled neatly on shelves or on top of each other.

"Here we are. I've got some interesting stuff from some clients who want me to transport stuff there but most of the things you see here are mine that I'm bringing there to sell. I've got the boring stuff like the synthfood and medicine and the really cool ones like this railgun that I got off the black market here!"

My eyes drifted off to the railgun in question and I realised it wasn't a handheld railgun but a ship mounted railgun turret that was half covered by a tarp thrown over it.

Ok, that's pretty cool, but I already have one on my ship.

Besides… I'm here for one thing only…

"Reese, is it alright for you to be smuggling drugs there?"

I thought that she might start panicking or even deny it but she just turned to me with a neutral face, "Hmm… I wouldn't even call that smuggling since there's literally no law over there that forbids it. More like just transporting it there?"

Huh… No wonder she was so nonchalant about it.

Amber must have grown impatient because she stepped forward and gave her a serious look, "Reese. I won't beat around the bush… The three crates that you accepted from those deliverymen… One of them has a box of dangerous material that I need to destroy before it gets to its destination. They are using the drugs to cover it and it's below the bags. You can open it up and see that I'm telling the truth."

Right, I guess it's better to just say it directly huh? Well, I suppose we should just search for the box that contains the--

Reese stepped in front of the boxes to block our way, "I'm sorry, but I can't let you do that."

…

Eh?

            

    
        It'll Have To Wait Until Denibi

    
    
    
    
                "I'm sorry, but I can't let you do that."

Amber's eyes narrowed, "May I ask why?"

She nodded at the box, "I was hired to make sure that these boxes get delivered as they are to the destination so I will have to protect its integrity until it reaches its destination while it's in my care."

Amber furrowed her brows, "Did you miss the part where I told you the thing in the box is dangerous?"

"My answer remains the same despite that. I'm sorry. If you want to get to it, you will need to step over me to get it."

The blonde haired Merc actually reached for her gun and I had to make a grab for her arm to stop her.

"Wait! No, don't!"

She turned to me, "Tera… You have to understand… This is actually worse than I thought it was. We have to stop that thing from reaching its destination."

"Could you explain?"

Reese crossed her arms before Lisa could say anything, "It doesn't matter what it is though. I'm still sending it to its destination, even if it means an entire station explodes or something."

Woah, really? That's just cold blooded… Are all traders like this?

Amber narrowed her eyes at her, "Even if I were to tell you it might put the rest of the galaxy at stake?"

She scoffed, "What has the galaxy really done for me anyway? But let me put it this way… I let you break whatever is in that box, the galaxy is saved but my reputation is ruined and I won't get any more jobs in the future which then ruins me. Would the rest of the galaxy come and save me from that? I didn't think so. That's why… Do forgive me if I decide to prioritise my own well-being over the galaxy's."

"You selfish little…"

I raised my hand again, "Wait, wait! Calm down, Amber! She's telling us that we can't do anything to it while she's taking care of the delivery! But once it's out of her hands, we can destroy it!"

Reese raised an eyebrow, "Wow, you really needed to say it out loud? Geez. Yeah, sure. I don't care what happens to it once I deliver it. It's going to the Denibi Trade Station which is where you're going anyway, right? Just go do what you need to do when it's there. I'll even let you tag along as my 'escorts' to witness the handover so you know who you should be targeting."

Amber's jaw tightened, "This is a really big and unnecessary risk when the thing is right within reach here now…"

Reese shrugged, "As I said, if you want it here, you'd have to kill me to get to it."

I looked at Amber, "Seriously… You can't tell us what that thing is even now?"

She shook her head, "I really want to but I can't… But just know that if they are sending this to the Denibi system via a third party trader… This makes it a million times worse than I expected the situation to be."

"Can I ask why?"

Amber hesitated for a moment, "That… Thing… Is something the UTG is working on in secret… Something quite terrible if I might say…"

Reese scoffed, "Please. Every government out there is also doing something terrible behind the scenes, that's not new. How many factions possess weapons that can glass planets from orbit?"

Amber shook her head, "This is different… But the fact that they are using a third party to transport this to Denibi can only mean one thing… These guys are actually selling it to another faction."

I blinked, "Wait… You mean to tell me that those soldiers and the officer that put up the job are traitors?"

She nodded seriously, "If this was just them transporting it from one military facility to another, they would have no reason to engage a third party to transport it unless they are unable to use the normal channels to deliver it. And if they are heading to the Denibi system where it's one of the largest hotspots of illegal activity and gathering of outlaws at the edge of civilised space… They are most likely selling it off to another faction."

Amber then pointed to the box at the side, "This thing is already bad enough in the hands of the UTG. If others get their hands on it, it will be even worse!"

Seriously Amber… You're just making me curious about what is actually inside the box…

"Could we… Open it up and see what's inside?" I asked.

"Definitely not," Reese protested even before the last word left my mouth.

Surprisingly, Amber agreed with her, "Unless you know the password to open the crate, I would also recommend against opening it, Tera. They would have various security features installed and one of them might cause an explosion if you were to try to open it."

"Those thugs seemed to have no problems trying to break it open though?"

"That's because they don't know anything, Tera. They most likely thought the box contained a cache of weapons instead of what it actually is."

I sighed, "Alright, alright. Let's just… Deliver it to Denibi Trade Station and then deal with it over there. At least this would give the least amount of trouble right? I heard that even if someone starts shooting another person there, no one would even bat an eye."

Amber bit her thumb, "As much as I hate to admit it… That is certainly true… We would certainly invite some attention if we were to just destroy it here as well."

Reese placed her hands on her hips, "Then we are in agreement! I won't speak about this to anyone else so I hope that you will continue to protect me on this trip!"

Amber raised her hand, "Hold up. We now know that that was most likely stolen by those traitors who aim to sell it to another faction for profit. What would you do if their superiors found out and they rat you out? Would we have to end up protecting you from a military assault as well? And wouldn't this stain your reputation too?"

She grinned, "Please. Do you think this is my first time picking up dubious crates that I don't know the origins of? You need not worry, I have some backup plans should that happen."

We waited for her to tell us but she just remained smiling at us, showing that she had no intentions of telling us what siad plans were.

"Actually… Wouldn't it be better that you turn this in to the military instead? Let them know that you are carrying something that is stolen from them?"

Amber immediately rejected the idea, "No way, Tera! Giving it back to them is the exact thing I do not want to happen! I would rather we destroy it right now than to give it back!"

"And that would obviously ruin my reputation so no thanks."

Ugh… You guys are so problematic…

"Fine, fine… We'll just go with the original plan of dealing with it after we reach the Denibi system… And if some military patrol comes along and starts questioning us… What do we do?" I asked.

Amber immediately glared at the trader, "If your plan for that involves handing it over and saying you didn't know about it, I will blow up your ship right there. You hear me?"

"Geez… You're making me wonder if I should take you along as my escorts now…" She sighed before jerking her thumb behind her. "I have an incinerator at the back. If that happens, I'll just toss those boxes in it. How about that? If they were already caught anyway, I would not have any loss from this aside from some wasted time."

I turned to Amber to see what her opinion about this was and she nodded.

Alright, I guess that would work. Although I wonder why she would even have an incinerator on her ship in the first place?

Maybe it's there precisely for situations like this?

Guess that's a professional for you.

In the game, when you're smuggling stuff and you are about to get caught with it, you can simply dump the stuff out of the airlock and there wouldn't be any problems for you.

But I suppose in this universe, they could see you throwing stuff out of the ship and it wouldn't take a genius to figure out that you had something to hide.

Oh well, as long as we have a plan I guess.

In the end, we just parted ways with Reese and stepped out of her ship, leaving her to organise the rest of her cargo in preparation to leave tomorrow morning.

As for Amber and I, we pretty much already had our ships stocked and prepared to fly at any time after the pirate raid so we didn't really need to prepare anything for tomorrow.

Thus I fully intended to just go back to my ship and slack there for the rest of the day.

But then Amber wrapped her arms around mine and gave me a very specific look and I knew I wasn't going to get much sleep that night…

            

    
        There Was A War At Denibi

    
    
    
    
                We were finally on our way to the Denibi system while escorting Reese's ship.

Since we had pretty much wiped most of the active pirates in the Cietai System, we did not meet any resistance while we were travelling.

It made the trip quite boring and I also realised that I forgot to get some kind of entertainment from the station before we left.

Which left me stuck with looking through the GalNet on my Codex while chatting with Amber during most of the journey, which I was actually still ok with.

At least Amber gave me the link to this universe's most popular video hosting site so I could at least entertain myself with that.

One good thing was that Amber seemed to have calmed down a little after that two hour long fuck session last night, so she's less moody about letting Reese deliver the box to Denibi Trade Station now.

I could tell because the person in question was sleeping soundly in her pilot seat right now after stuffing herself with the breakfast I made her.

She looked so cute so I didn't try to wake her and just left the screen that showed her sleeping in the corner while I surfed the net.

There was actually something specific I was looking for right now and that involves the small project I was doing in the extra room.

I had cleared out some space there and tried to make a rudimentary hydroponics garden using some pipes I found and putting the organic plants inside them.

I have no idea if what I was doing was right but fuck… I'm not a farmer, ok?

That's why I'm trying to search for anything related to that to see if I was doing it right.

But…

There was nothing.

Like, I'm not even saying that I don't know where to find it but more like there's really nothing about it.

I wasn't even searching for something specific like 'How to build your own hydroponics garden in your own ship'. But even searching the term 'hydroponics' by itself only returned the definition of the word and nothing else.

There weren't even anything like pictures showing what it looks like or how might a proper one even work. There was just pretty much nothing on the GalNet about it.

I even tried searching for videos but aside from some people talking about how the Alvs are the best at it, they gave no other information about it after that.

I guess this was what Amber meant by them monopolising the tech.

To think that we've reached the time where even information online is being regulated…

Well, this sucks… Because I was kind of hoping I could at least find something related to it so I know if I was doing it correctly or incorrectly… And it's not like I would even know if what I'm doing is right until a period of time has passed since the effects would not be immediate with plants…

Arghhh!! This is so frustrating!

Just in case, I also searched up normal farming methods and it seems like that information wasn't restricted and I found a whole ton of information about it.

Heck, there were even tutorials about how to do it on a ship as well and I've even learned enough that I think I could set one up myself.

But then the main problem is that I don't have any goddamn soil to plant in…

The tutorials even went into full details on what soil is best for which plants and searching on it a little more revealed that buying soil is really, really expensive outside of the inner colonies.

Like… If you want just a small pot's worth of soil, you could be looking to spend up to ten million Credits just for that.

What the fuck man…

You just need to grab a shovel, dig a hole, put it on your ship and fly all the way out here to make a goddamn fortune. Why isn't anyone doing that?

Then I found out that the sale of soil was actually very heavily regulated and it is only sold to approved merchants that have some kind of special permit.

Seems like it's treated as some kind of precious commodity in this universe or something.

Well fuck…

I guess if I actually want to go the soil garden route, I would need to travel to the inner colonies and then obtain a permit there.

Otherwise… I would have to search the black markets for it and fork over a shit ton of Credits for them…

I groaned inwardly as I felt my resolve for farming crumble.

Why does this have to be so difficult?

Fuck it, let's just see how the current one goes… Who knows? Maybe I might get lucky and it works. I'm especially looking forward to the potatoes growing well. I could make so many things with just the potatoes alone.

A ping came from my console to tell us that we were nearing the Warp Gate, but since we were on autopilot anyway, I didn't actually need to do anything but watch as the Warp Gate sent us hurtling through space and out of the system that we were in.

In just an instant, we were now in the Denibi system.

Looking at the map, this place consisted of a single star and what appears to be a broken planet and an asteroid field around the star. A single station orbits around that cracked planet, looking like some kind of silent watcher.

"Nggghhhh!! That was a nice nap," Amber groaned, finally waking up.

She took a moment to look around before perking up, "Oh~ Looks like we're here~ That was faster than I thought. You should have woken me up, Tera."

"Anything you can tell me about this place aside from it being a Free Trade zone?"

She tapped her cheek with a finger, "Hmm… If I recall correctly, this place was one of the battlegrounds for some old war between the old USC and The Confederation. That planet was in the midst of being colonised by the UTG and then The Confederation used some kind of weapon to shatter the entire planet into half."

"Wait, what the hell is The Confederation?"

She groaned, "Ugh… I'm really not the best person to ask this… The USC is basically everyone who the UTG are friendly with. There's other civilisations out there that formed their own little groupies and the first one the USC made contact with was The Confederation. This is all past history and I really didn't pay much attention so I only know the basics…"

"And a war happened, I assume?"

"Yeah… Some kind of disagreement. Lots of fighting, death and what not. We're at a ceasefire now. Not really at peace but both the USC and The Confederation agree that mutual destruction isn't something desirable and there's at least trade between us. But then we still get some border skirmishes now and then from time to time though the military would try not to get involved."

Sounds like it's a shit load of politics involved so I think I'd rather not know…

"And ironically, this place now becomes some kind of outlaw haven huh…" I mused.

"Yep~ Just look at that~"

She was pointing out of her ship on her screen so I looked out of my own cockpit as well, realising that ships of every design and make were moving to and from the station.

There were even a few that bore pirate markings and no one was even paying attention to them.

"Isn't this… Unsafe? What if someone just decides to start shooting?" I asked.

"Well… If I'm not wrong there's multiple gangs and organisations who have set up shop in that station. And while they are constantly at each other's throats in the station, they have an agreement to work together to stop any trouble makers outside of it. It's bad for business if people stop showing up after all, so if someone were to try and do that, all of them would band together to attack the troublemaker."

"And they don't care what happens inside the station, huh?"

"Probably not. I guess they would if it involved their own groups or it affects them but if you start blasting at pirates in there, they would probably just watch from the side. But yeah, if it goes out of hand, they would still jump in and you're more likely to get swarmed."

So in other words… Don't cause trouble outside and don't cause too much trouble inside or else you'll get clapped.

And whether or not you are causing trouble is up to the powers in the shadows to decide huh?

This is basically saying that you're treading on thin ice while you're here without even knowing that there's ice underneath a layer of snow…

Then again… Considering what kind of place this was, I suppose that was to be expected.

Oh well, we're also planning to cause a little bit of trouble ourselves so I guess we shouldn't complain.

Let's just hope that the thing with the box goes smoothly.

            

    
        Don't Sell That To Tentacle People

    
    
    
    
                After finishing our docking procedures, our escort job was officially completed.

There was a final call between all of us where Reese thanked all of us for escorting her and we were given the confirmation for job completion.

We bade Samson, Maurice and Clandice farewell before ending the call, only to receive a private call from Reese soon after.

“Alright, I’m supposed to wait for the guy on my ship, no idea how they are supposed to know I’m the one transporting it but I was assured that they would find me. So come on over here.”

She also attached the location of her ship so that we could find it easily.

I made sure to lock my ship properly before leaving it to meet up with Amber, since we're on a station full of outlaws after all.

Amber was already waiting for me outside my ship with a rather sour look on her face.

“Honestly, I think we should have just shot her back at the station and be done with it.”

I grimaced, “That would have made you a criminal  wouldn't it?”

“Meh, we'll just kill her, dump her body in that incinerator of hers, fly her ship out into space and blow it up. No evidence, no witnesses, minimal risks.”

“Uh huh… And what do we tell Samson and the others?”

“Just say that she took off on her own or something. Wouldn't be that surprising to be honest.”

“What? Do merchants just leave their escorts without paying them halfway through the journey?”

“It certainly wouldn't be the first time it happened in this part of the galaxy.”

Really? I guess I should be happy that Reese wasn't screwing us over.

“Well, we’re already here anyway… And I’d like to avoid killing someone that hasn’t exactly done anything to us.”

Amber slipped her hand into mine, “You’re too nice for this galaxy, Tera. Come on~”

With her holding my hand, we made our way towards Reese’s freighter.

Along the way, I noted that the people around us were all visibly armed or at least looked like they were ready to throw hands with anyone that pissed them off.

Yep… Definitely a place of outlaws I would say.

Reaching Reese’s ship, we found her waiting at the ramp with her arms crossed, looking less jovial than she usually would.

“What? Having second thoughts about this deal after all?” Amber asked.

Reese scoffed, “Don’t be ridiculous. In this place, you need to look tough or thugs would just take advantage of you. Now come on, help me move the boxes out from my ship.”

“Huh? Can’t you just use your bots to do that?”

“It’s to make them think you’re part of my crew in case anyone is watching.”

I raised an eyebrow, “You think they are already watching you?”

She shrugged, “I wouldn’t be surprised if they were considering where we are. So let’s go.”

The freighter captain turned back to the ship and we followed after her, letting her guide us to her storage room where the boxes were kept.

We wordlessly started carrying the boxes towards the loading ramp.

As we reached the top of the ramp, we found a group of four cloaked figures waiting at the bottom of the ramp. No doubt these were the people that were waiting for the delivery.

Their cloaks completely covered their features to the point that I couldn't even tell what gender they were.

They waited for us to bring the boxes to them and we plopped them down in a row at their feet.

“Captain Reese?” One of the cloaked figures asked, their voice sounding like it came out from some machine.

I suspect it's some kind of voice modulator that hides that person's real voice.

Reese nodded at the figure before speaking up, “I brought these from Lenny.”

I was confused about what she was talking about when the figure replied without hesitation, “Daniel sends his thanks.”

Reese then gestured to the three boxes, “They're all there. Do you want to check?”

I realised their earlier interaction was giving each other the password to identify each other while three of the cloaked figures stepped towards the boxes.

Reese, Amber and I moved away to allow them to open them up and they carefully picked up some of the bags to start inspecting them.

Even with my inexperienced eyes, I could tell they weren't exactly inspecting the bags but simply digging through them to search for the locked crate.

When one of them lifted up another bag, the surface of the crate suddenly came into view and they immediately dropped the bag they tried to pick up back down, hiding it again.

That particular person turned towards the final cloaked figure and whispered something before moving to close up the boxes.

“This is satisfactory, Captain Reese. Your payment, as promised.”

The cloaked figure reached out one of their hands to reveal a Credit Chip there.

Reese went forward to take it and I saw, just for the briefest of moments, that the hand holding the Credit Chip was not human in nature but some kind tentacle instead.

If I wasn't sure about Amber's claim that selling this away to someone on this station was a really bad sign, I certainly was sure of it now. Just what the fuck is that thing?

Reese barely even reacted so either she didn't care or she didn't even notice just what was holding on to the Credit Chip in front of her.

She simply plucked it out from that tentacle's grasp and slotted it into her personal terminal to check the Credits loaded into the chip before nodding.

“I have received the payment. Thanks.”

“Don't mention it,” The tentacle thing replied, gesturing with its ‘arm’ to indicate that its comrades should secure the containers.

We watched each of the tentacled things lifted up one of the boxes like it weighs nothing before scurrying away without a second glance back.

The moment they left, Amber sprang into action and grabbed me by the arm to pull along with her to follow after them without saying anything to Reese.

“Let's go, Tera!! We need to stop that from leaving this station!!”

I looked at her, “What are those things? Was I seeing things or did I really see a tentacle reach out to Reese?”

Amber turned to me, “That's one of the aliens that come from The Confederation! As if things can’t get any worse!!”

“What do you mean?”

“I thought that they were just selling to another group within the USC itself, not selling it to someone outside of it!! Do they even know what will happen if they manage to replicate that?! They have sold the entire USC out!!”

I’m not exactly sure what was going on but I at least know that those guys were basically betraying not only humanity but also our own allies by what they’ve done.

“So how do you want to deal with this? Are we just going to run up to them and shoot them in the face? Surely you’re not--”

“That’s a great idea, Tera! We’ll just wait until they get to one of the crowded spots and blast them in the face before running off with the box! Then it will look like we were only after the drugs inside them! Let’s do that!”

… Huh… I actually think that might work…

Before that…

“What kind of drugs are those anyway?” I asked.

“You mean the ones that are used to cover up the box? They’re widely known as White Powder, a kind of recreational drug that gives people feelings of euphoria when mixed with liquids and drunk. It’s pretty harmless on its own but people make use of it for all kinds of things so they’re sold everywhere.”

“Right… I’m not against the idea but I’d like to point out that there’s only two of us and there’s three boxes… All three of them look the same so we don’t even know which one contains the thing. How are we going to run away with all three? We’re not going to just destroy it right in the middle of the street, right?”

Amber stayed silent for a moment though she continued to follow those tentacle aliens.

“I… I can carry two. Tera, you’ll just carry one of them.”

“No, no, no… You’re forcing yourself, aren’t you? I have a better idea.”

She nodded at me to show that I should explain.

“Once we deal with those four, we’ll pretend to lose our grip on one and spill its contents. If it’s the one with the crate, we spill another one and pack up the spilled over one to take away, leaving the other one for everyone else to grab. If it’s not the one with the crate, we leave that and take the other two boxes away. How about that?”

She grinned at me, “That’s a great plan, Tera! Let’s do that! We can even sell off the drugs later for more profit too if we want to, this is perfect!”

“Just one thing… You sure the people from that Confederation or whatever they’re called won’t try and start a war over this?”

“Pffft, we’re in a Free Trade zone, Tera. No one can complain if they die here.”

Alright then… Then let’s get this show on the road.

            

    
        Securing The Package

    
    
    
    
                We followed the group of four out of the hangar and into the busier streets of the station itself, making sure to keep a distance where we were close enough not to lose them but still far enough not to draw suspicion.

We were waiting for them to get to a more open section of the street before we made our move. Right now there were too many people and a misplaced shot could kill someone we did not intend to, which might cause a big shootout if that were to happen.

We continued moving deeper into the station until we arrived at a crossroad where the crowd eased up a bit.

Amber surged forward and I knew without her saying anything that it was time to attack.

Amber gave me a nod before moving to the side, flanking them from our right while I continued my current path.

My hand went to my holster and I pulled out my pistol, readying myself to shoot at the lead tentacle alien as soon as I got a clear shot.

They reached the centre of the crossroads and I lifted my gun, pointing it at the back of where I assume the alien’s head was.

Just as I was about to pull the trigger, however, one of the tentacled aliens that was carrying a box suddenly turned back and flung its ‘arm’ at me.

The tentacle extended out from its sleeve and wrapped itself around my wrist, pulling my hand aside and messing up my aim.

Fuck! We’ve been had! They must have known we were following them from the start!

I tried to pull my hand free but the tentacle alien was stronger than I thought. It didn’t even budge even when I was pulling at it with all my strength.

The other alien beside it also turned around and reached one of its tentacles under its cloak as though trying to pull out something.

That was when two gunshots rang out from the side and both the alien holding me and its buddy got their heads splattered.

The third one that was transporting the last of the box turned to see Amber leaping towards it and blowing its head out as well before she landed.

The leader of that group spun around and tried to swing its tentacle to slam into Amber while she was still recovering from her leap.

Before that tentacle could connect with her though, I levelled my freed hand at the leader and pulled the trigger, firing a shot directly into the hood and killing it.

Amber nodded a thanks at me and rushed towards one of the boxes, ignoring the looks that everyone else around was giving us.

Even though we just shot four people dead in the middle of the street, there was no panic or even much reaction for that matter. Everyone was just watching us like they were watching some kind of tv show.

I decided to just go along with it as well and went to another box, getting ready to pick it up when Amber ‘fumbled’ with hers and dropped it on the ground.

The top of the box came loose and plopped open, revealing that it contained bags upon bags of that white powder.

Everyone around us now had their eyes on the bags while Amber and I were more concerned about whether the military crate was in it.

With how many bags spilled out from there, we could already see that the crate was distinctly missing so that was not the box that contained the crate.

Amber immediately abandoned that box and went to pick up the other one before running out of the junction.

I followed after her of course, though just pausing long enough to see several of the onlookers rush towards the overturned box to grab at the bags of white powder.

That sparked off a mad rush as the others also joined in and fought to claim as many bags of it for themselves as possible.

That was when my shield flickered to life as it blocked a gunshot fired from somewhere.

I turned to look at the direction of the shot and found some scarred face guy running after me with his gun held in his hand.

“Come back here!! Give me that powder you bitchhhhh!!” He squealed maniacally.

Oh shit… Don’t tell me that guy’s an addict…

Fucking hell, go take it from that pile instead of ours!

Just as I was trying to figure out how to shake him off, a piece of scrap metal was thrown at him and smashed against his face, sending him falling backwards onto the ground on his haunches.

I looked in front to see Amber in the midst of turning around, outing her as the one who threw that thing.

I’m more surprised that she even managed to pick up something to throw at that guy so accurately despite carrying that box in her hands.

The plan seemed to go without a hitch until someone behind us shouted, “Those two have more of it!!”

I risked turning my head back to see a mob had formed and they were now running towards us, clearly intent on seizing the boxes we were carrying to grab more of the drugs.

Fucking mobs… Go fight amongst yourselves for the ones that have fallen out instead of running after us, damnit!!

Someone in that mob fired a shot and my shield materialised once again to protect me from the bullet,

If only I knew whether the crate was in this box or not then I could decide whether I should just toss the box at them and run after Amber…

“Tera, duck!”

I didn’t even hesitate when I heard Amber’s instruction coming from the front and immediately bent myself forward awkwardly while still carrying the box.

I stumbled slightly but I managed to regain my footing right as a giant metal sheet flew over my head.

I watched with wonder as the large piece of metal crashed into the front of the mob, causing them to fall into a pile which tripped up everyone else behind them.

“This way! Over here!” Amber cried out, not even showing any fatigue despite throwing such a large object.

She turned down an alley and I followed in after her, the blonde haired Merc banging a fist against a pile of poles stacked against the wall as she passed to cause them to topple over and block the alley.

We continued running for a while more, dodging through various alleys and making several turns before Amber finally slowed down as we entered a small clearing behind some houses.

“I… I think we’re good here…” Amber sighed, looking more relieved than tired after the short sprint we had.

I dropped the box I was carrying and huffed, “Goo… Good… Ugh… I don’t want to go through that again… Can we just get this done and over with?”

Amber lifted the cover on her box and started tossing out the bags of white powder like they were trash.

Seeing them being thrown on the floor like that, I couldn’t help but ask, “How much are each of these bags worth?”

She paused and hefted one of the bags in her hands as though testing the weight.

“Hmm… Not sure about the prices here but I guess average at around fifty thousand Credits per bag?”

“That’s… Cheaper than I thought it would be…”

I mean… Considering that each of these bags weigh at least two hundred grams by my estimation.

She shrugged, “Remember, it’s not illegal here and these aren’t really that hard to get.”

“Right… So I guess we’re going to sell them later?”

“Oh. Oh yeah, we can. I forgot about that.”

She was so focused on the military crate that she forgot that these were actual commodities huh?

She stopped tossing the bags away and started placing them on the ground instead as she dug through the box, stopping when she already made a sizable hole but saw that the crate wasn’t there.

She came over to my box and removed the cover and started to do the same, this time with me joining her.

Soon enough, the crate came into view and we reached in to pull it out of the box, dropping it beside the pile of white powder we had dug out.

I looked at the box, “So… How do we deal with this?”

Amber shook her head, “I’ll deal with it, Tera… Could you… Help me pack the White Powder back in the boxes and move them aside? I’ll need space for this…”

I shrugged and did as she told, packing the drugs back into their respective boxes quickly before pushing them to the corner to give her as much space as she needed.

Just as I moved the second box to plop it down beside the first one, I noticed an orange glow coming from behind me and I turned back to see the box was engulfed in flames.

Woah, what the heck? She really just lit that thing on fire? And that fire seems a little big… Where did she even get the gasolene to burn it? I definitely did not see her pouring any over it though?

I turned to my lover, only to see her lunging towards me without warning and tackling me to the ground, right before the container exploded violently.

Ah… I guess that was the self-destruct thing for the box?

“Are you alright?!” Amber asked, still covering me with her body.

I nodded, “Yeah… Though I think it’ll be a good idea for us to get out of here before people come and investigate…”

She agreed and we quickly left the place after taking the boxes with us.

I would say things went smoothly despite that initial hiccup, eh?

            

    
        White Powder

    
    
    
    
                "So really… You can't tell me what was in that box?" I asked Amber after bringing the drugs back to my ship.

She seemed to be struggling for a moment before she turned to me, "I can't tell you what exactly it is and trust me… I mean it when I say that I would very happily tell you what it is if there was nothing stopping me…"

I nodded at her, "I'm hearing a 'but'?"

She fiddled with her fingers a little, "Umm… Let's see… What can I actually tell you? Umm… It's a… I guess you can classify that as a bioweapon of sorts? And it kind of involves a lot of people suffering."

I guess for something that was classified as a 'bioweapon', it certainly would… Maybe it's like some kind of poison gas the military created or something?

Certainly wouldn't want that being spread to an enemy faction that could potentially use it against us should a war break out again.

"Right… And err… Just out of curiosity… What would be the effects should such a thing be used?"

She seemed to hesitate for a moment but more because she was thinking about whether she wanted to tell me instead of trying to find the right words.

In the end, she sighed and looked at me seriously, "If that was used to its fullest power… An entire station like this could be made into a wreck within seconds and no one would be able to do anything about it."

Made into a wreck? So it's not just some kind of gas weapon but… Oh, maybe some kind of corrosion? Wait… Maybe I'm not thinking sci-fi enough… Nanobots that devour anything in its path perhaps? Would that count as a bioweapon though?

Or maybe it's something that transforms specific substances into another substance? Or maybe its some AI in a capsule that you can plug it into the station's console and get it to self-destruct?

Wait, that's definitely not a bioweapon… Fuck, whatever, not like I would get anything even if I guessed it correctly anyway.

Not to mention the fact that Amber probably wouldn't tell me even if I guessed right anyway.

As though reading my mind, Amber dug out one of the bags that contained the White Powder and waved it at me with a grin.

"Hey~ Since we went out of our way to get this much White Powder… Wanna give it a try?"

I narrowed my eyes at the bag, "You're asking me if I want to take drugs?"

"Yes?"

"Let me rephrase that. Are you asking me if I want to get addicted to drugs?"

She scoffed, "This doesn't have any addictive properties. That is… Unless your life sucks so much that this is the only way that you can make yourself happy I suppose?"

"Yeah, tell that to the crazy mob who tried to kill us just to get their hands on it. If that wasn't junkie behaviour, I don't know what is."

Amber giggled, "Oh Tera~ Did you forget where we are? This is the Denibi Trade Station, you know? For people that aren't here to visit and actually live on this station, their lives really suck. So it's no surprise that this White Powder isn't something they want, but something they need."

I gave her a look, "Uh huh… You said that it gives feelings of euphoria when drunk, right? Wouldn't that make you dependent on it to get the same feeling once it wears off?"

She looked at the bag and shrugged, "I guess that's how some people might get hooked on it. But the effects are pretty mild unless you dump this entire bag into a small mug and drink the entire thing. Then that's just the person being an absolute idiot, I would say."

"And there's plenty of idiots in the universe."

"Ehehehe~ That's true~ That's why this thing still sells."

She then tossed the bag away before suddenly advancing on me and pushing me against the wall.

"So~ I think I did promise you a reward for helping me with that, didn't I?" Amber purred, her tongue darting out to lick her lips.

I smirked at her, "Did you? Well, I wouldn't mind a reward like… Taking me out to dinner?"

She giggled, "Oh, I'll take you out for dinner tonight for sure~ Maybe somewhere in our bed where you might find the finest pussy in the galaxy~"

"And would that pussy be yours?"

"Oh please, Tera. Of course it's yours~ Mine's second best~"

"Well… That sounds more like you're the one getting rewarded for this instead of me, doesn't it?"

She smirked before leaning forward and kissing me on the lips, her tongue already trying to invade my mouth from the get go.

I welcomed her tongue with mine and we tasted each other for a good long moment before she pulled back, a trail of saliva still connecting between our lips.

She then turned towards one of the bags and picked it up to tear the top open.

"You know… Since we have so many of them… It'll be a shame not to try it at least."

Ugh… Ok, first of all, I'm just going to say that I don't take drugs unless it's medicine. I am completely against getting addicted to something because I don't like the thought that a substance is basically controlling my life.

But according to Amber… This wouldn't really make me addicted to it as long as I don't take too much of it.

I feel that perhaps… Just maybe… It wouldn't hurt to just try a little of it and nothing more.

I pursed my lips, "... What would you feel from taking it?"

Seeing that I wasn't saying no, she grinned at me before skipping towards the door of the store room, "Oh! You'll like this! Everything would just feel better! Just let me prepare it for you!"

I followed her out of the store room and raised an eyebrow, "You seem pretty experienced with this."

"Pfft, come on Tera. As if it already isn't obvious enough that I have done this before. Just look at me! I'm still normal, aren't I?"

"I would argue that you're not completely normal but then again… Neither am I."

"See? It'll be fine! Just let me grab a cup!"

She went into our room and picked up two cups from the counter before going over to the kitchenette to fill them with water.

She then used a teaspoon and dropped one spoonful of the White Powder into each of the cups before stirring them.

Once she was satisfied with it, she handed over one cup to me while she held onto the other one, knocking her cup with mine.

"Bottoms up, Tera!"

Without wasting time, she drank the entire thing in one go while I sniffed at the liquid.

There wasn't any smell which I felt was a bit dangerous since someone could literally slip this into your drink and you wouldn't even know. Then you would feel euphoric in their presence and think that you're happy to be with them when in actual fact you were drugged into thinking so.

If this was tasteless as well… This could be even worse than a rape drug…

Well… Here goes nothing then…

I tossed back my head and downed the drink as well, only to pause when I realised that the taste was different.

"This tastes like… Honey?" I muttered.

At least there's some taste guess. Otherwise this would really be quite bad…

"Oh~ Is that food?" Amber asked, suddenly excited.

"Ah… Yes it is."

"Can you make one? I would so love to taste this honey thing!" She giggled.

"Umm… I don't think I can with what I have on hand unfortunately."

"Awww~ Oh well! That's ok! Ehehehe~"

The fact that she seemed to be more cheerful and happy was not lost on me. Does the drug take effect so quickly?

Throwing caution to the wind, I drank the rest of the cup's contents and handed the empty cup over to Amber.

She giggled as she received it, "You have such pretty hands, Tera~ I'd like to suck on them all day if you would let me."

I was going to tell her that she was definitely getting affected by the drug when she suddenly pounced on me and pushed me on the bed, laughter ringing out from her throat.

"Ehehehe~ Tera~ I love you~ I love you so much~"

She's so cute.

A giggle left my lips before I even realised what was happening, "Ehehe~ I love you too Amber."

She then lifted my hand to her lips and brought one of my fingers to her mouth, sucking on it like what she had said she wanted to do.

I felt immense bliss overwhelm me just from that action and I didn't want her to stop.

At the back of my mind, I knew that this was all the drug's doing but at this point, I was feeling so content and happy with her that I didn't care. I just wanted the feeling to continue.

Before I knew it, I was already pulling her down on top of me and we prepared to enjoy each other's bodies.

            

    
        Sex While High (*RRR)

    
    
    
    
                When Amber told me that it would give me a sense of euphoria, I realised she wasn’t kidding.

Anything I was doing felt great and kissing Amber felt way better than normal. Touching her also made me feel especially happy even though she should be the one feeling the pleasure, not me.

Then again… Just being in her arms was already making me feel giddy with happiness.

I’d think if we were presented with the idea to just lie here and do nothing but kiss each other for the rest of time, neither of us would object to it.

She pulled back from our kiss and I tried to chase after her, not willing to lose the pleasure I was getting from the kiss.

But then she started stripping me and that made me feel even happier too, so I just laid back down and enjoyed the sensation of my clothes being taken off.

Once I was completely naked, Amber then moved to strip herself and the sight of her pulling off her top was enough to make my cock throb in anticipation.

I found myself giggling at the sight of it without even knowing why.

But what I knew was that if I were to suck on her tits, I would feel even better. Which was why the moment her pants went off, I didn’t wait for her to strip her bottoms before I pushed her down and buried my face into one of her boobs.

Oh my gods… Why does doing this make me feel so happy?

“Ahhhhnn~ I love you, Teraaaa~ I love it when you suck on my boobies~”

Ehehe~ She said boobies~

I sucked on them a little harder and her moans were mixed with a little bit of giggling as well.

“Mmm~ That’s good… Ah~ Looks like this thing here is happy too~” She moaned, her hands sliding down to stroke my penis.

I shuddered in response before raising my hips to give her easier access to it.

She responded by gripping my shaft in her hands to start jerking it off without any prompting from me.

“Ahhh~ You’re so hard, Tera~ So thick and hard~ Ehehehe~ I love it~”

Mnnn~ Even just hearing her voice is making me happy. I just want to lay here and listen to her… While sucking on her boobs…

This is bliss…

“Oh gods… Tera… I want you right now.”

I was brought back out of my revelry when Amber suddenly pulled me away from her bosoms.

I was feeling a little disoriented as my vision shifted to look up at her instead, taking a moment to realise she had once again pushed me back down on the bed.

She then stripped off her bottoms and tossed it aside before her thumbs hooked on the waistband of her panties and slowly pulled it down as well.

I thought that she would toss that aside too but then she kept a hold of it in one hand before reaching up to tie her hair up with it.

Oh… That’s hot…

She then climbed on top of me and straddled my waist, her right hand reaching down to give my cock a few more pumps before she manoeuvred her waist to hover above mine.

She rocked her hips back and forth for a moment, letting some of her juices coat the head of my cock and lubricating it.

I was content to just let her do whatever she wanted, especially when it felt so good.

When she was satisfied with how wet she had made my cock, she slowly lowered herself down on top of me, swallowing up my entire length with her pussy.

I was watching my cock disappear inside my lover with a mix of pleasure and awe.

“Ahaha~ You took everything inside you,” I laughed, finding it amusing for some reason.

“Mnnn~ That’s because feeling all of you inside me makes me happy, Tera~” She moaned, grinding her hips against mine.

I felt my heart skip a beat from her words and I sat up to hold her in a lotus position, surprising her a little.

She quickly recovered and wrapped her arms around the back of my neck before she wrapped her lips with mine, kissing me deeply even as I fucked her with slow, deep thrusts.

I felt her legs move to cross behind my back, locking her legs in place with her feet.

Both of us were content with this position and we made slow love to each other.

I vaguely realised that this was different from our usual sessions where I might pound her from above or have her ride me until both of us were screaming out our orgasms.

No, just doing this, just holding her in my arms and having her rock her hips slowly against mine while I did the same from below… This was enough. This was euphoric for us.

As soon as that thought came to my mind, I felt my pleasure peak and I moaned before cumming inside of her.

The feeling of me ejaculating inside of her must have also sent Amber over the edge because she came almost immediately after that, both of us still kissing as we did so.

A greater sense of euphoria washed over me as I bathed in the pleasure of our shared orgasm. The very act of orgasming was already doubling the euphoria I was feeling and… Oh god… I’m cumming again?

I couldn’t stop myself and I came once again, experiencing back to back climaxes for the first time.

My balls contracted and another jolt of pleasure rushed up my spine, only for me to cum once again right after it ended.

With the fact that my refractory period had been removed when I received this cock, I could theoretically cum multiple times without any downtime.

That seemed to set me on a perpetual orgasm spree as each orgasm only served to trigger the next one as I came over and over again inside Amber.

There was a very small part of me that was screaming at me that I needed to pull away right now, but the blissful feeling overpowered it until it was barely a whisper and all I could think of was how happy I felt filling my lover up with my seed.

Amber seemed to think the same as well as her grip on me only intensified, holding me in place as she accepted all of my cum deposited inside her womb without complaint.

There seemed to be someone shouting somewhere but I brushed off the sound as I focused on cumming inside Amber as much as I could, hooked on the feeling that such an action was giving me.

But then the shouting got louder and louder until all of a sudden, something snapped and I felt like I had just woken up from a trance.

I quickly realised what was going on and I stopped myself from moving my hips, which gave me one final orgasm as I pumped the newest batch of my seed into Amber’s womb.

I then pulled away from her, breaking the kiss despite Amber trying to pull me back.

“Ahhhnnn~ More~ Give me more, Tera~”

I had to hold up my hand to prevent her from kissing me as I tried to extract myself from her.

“Amber… Wait a minute… Wait…”

With a lot of effort, I managed to pull her off of me but I’m guessing I only managed to do so because that also made her happy because of the drug.

I then pulled my cock out of her pussy and a torrent of my cum immediately flowed out of her to splatter against the bed.

Oh gods… Just how much did I even cum?

If I had continued… Would I have actually fucked myself to death?

Hells, I don’t know how I managed to snap out of the drug’s effects but looking back at what happened while I was being influenced… I can see how people can get addicted to this.

Saying that the drug had no addictive properties may have been true but you will get addicted to doing whatever you did while under its effects and not having it the next time you do it would make the experience feel less intense or even just muted.

I was still in the midst of thinking about how scary the drug was when Amber lifted up her legs in the air and used her hands to spread her pussy lips to show me.

“Ehehehe~ Look, Tera~ Your cum is flowing out like a fountain~ I’m a cum fountain~ Ehehehe~ I think you need to refill some of the cum~”

My eyes were drawn to her pussy that was still leaking out my cum and I felt my cock twitch.

…

Yeah, you know what? I can think about all that later… Right now I have a very horny and happy lover that I need to fuck.

I climbed on top of her and then plunged myself back in.

…

I take back what I said… It’s not because of the drug… Her pussy just feels that good…

How is she even making it feel that good?! Hnnggg…

Ahhh… Gonna cum again…

            

    
        The Rattlers

    
    
    
    
                “Let’s not do that again…” I groaned, feeling sore in my hips.

Amber swivelled her head towards me, “What? Why? Didn’t that feel great?”

“I couldn’t stop myself because of the drug and I’d rather be in full control of my actions, thank you very much…”

“Aww… Well, I guess we shouldn’t use it too often anyway. I like it when you fuck me over, under and sideways too~ Oh yes~ I like it especially when you fuck me real deep and make me cum all over your cock.”

Someone near us coughed and I tried my best to look as neutral as possible.

Yeah… We’re outside right now and Amber basically just said all that out loud within earshot of other people.

As for what we’re doing… Well… We have to sell the White Powder somewhere, right?

We did keep a few bags of it for ourselves, more for me to experiment on trying to make food from them than for their effects. But we do intend to sell the rest.

We asked Reese if she knew where we could sell something like that. Seeing that she was a trader here and all, she should have information about it, right?

When she realised why we called her, she simply laughed, “Ahahaha! Just sell wherever you want! It’s a Free Trade zone, remember? Heck, you could just haul the boxes to the street and just start selling it to people as they passed by if you wanted!”

That would have been a good point if it wasn’t because of the fact that we literally took these off of some dead guys so I really wouldn’t want to be seen selling them directly.

She then introduced us to find a specific person named ‘M’ on the station that could help us sell it, which brought us to where we are right now.

The person we were meeting was apparently a member of one of the prominent gangs around here and they specialise in dealings like this.

That didn’t really sound safe but she assured us that if we were there for business, we would not have anything to worry about.

Instead of feeling assured, that comment actually made me feel more worried.

Amber insisted that there wouldn’t be any problems so I decided to just trust her and find this person.

Of course, we’re going there armed and I even brought along the shotgun too.

We reached the location that was supposed to be one of the ‘hideouts’ for that gang.

I say ‘hideout’ because they were doing anything but hiding considering the fact that they even have the name of the gang spray painted on the walls and even had a sign that said ‘The Rattlers’ with neon lights around it.

Also, what the hell kind of name is ‘The Rattlers’? Who the hell are they rattling?

Putting that aside, the building itself looked like those kinds of shady nightclubs you might find by the roadside. They even had two guys standing guard at the entrance watching everyone that was walking past.

Both of them were of an intimidatingly big size and were holding rifles in their hands.

Amber simply walked up to the door with me as though expecting the two guards to just let us pass.

Obviously they did not and stretched out their hands to block the way while glaring at us.

“Hey, where you think you’re going?”

Amber gave him a side eye, “Here for M. We have things we want to sell.”

“Oh yeah? Don’t think you made any appointments, did you?”

“No, it’s a spontaneous visit. We were referred here.”

The guard snorted but he tapped on his ear and a holographic screen popped out in front of him, though what was on the screen was obscured from us.

“Boss. Two girls, said they have something to sell.”

There was silence for a moment before the guard turned to us, “What are you selling?”

“White Powder,” Amber told him without hesitation.

There was a moment of silence again before the holographic screen shut itself off and one of the guards pushed the door open for us.

“Get in. Take the lift at the very end. Someone will show you the way.”

We stepped past the doors and realised that it led to another room with a single door at the other end and a counter with a bored looking guy standing there between us.

The door behind us shut, which got the attention of the guy at the counter.

He tapped the counter with a finger, “No weapons. Gonna have to leave your pieces here.”

I looked at Amber and she shrugged, pulling out her pistols to place them on the counter.

Damn… I was hoping to have a weapon when meeting this M person but I guess I should have expected them to want us to be unarmed.

I dropped my shotgun, pistol and knife on the counter, which perked Amber’s interest.

“When did you get that?” She asked, pointing to the knife.

“From the previous station actually. Forgot to tell you about it.”

“Take this and move along now,” The guy at the counter interrupted before Amber could say more, looking irritated.

He had placed some kind of wristband with a number on it while he stored our weapons in a locker behind him that had the same number as the wristband.

Amber swiped it and put it on her wrist before stepping over to the other door, prompting it to slide open.

That was when I found out that this place did not just look like a nightclub from the outside, it was an actual club.

The moment the door opened, we were bombarded with loud, rave music and the sight of a crowd dancing in the middle of a club with bottles of alcohol in hand.

There was an actual dance floor in the centre and what I assume to be a DJ booth at the far wall while the bar sat near the left wall of the room where various people crowded around it.

“Huh… I wouldn’t mind spending some time down here later,” Amber admitted while bobbing her head to the music.

“Well… We can have a look around later I guess? As long as the people here aren’t trying to kill us.”

“Pfft, if we’re customers, they won’t.”

I highly doubt that but whatever.

We found the lift in question at the very back of the club and there was a woman wearing a leather jacket wielding a bat waiting in front of it.

She jerked her chin at us when she saw us approach, “You’re the ones looking for M?”

I nodded at her.

She looked me up and down before sniffing once and turning to gesture at the lift, “Get in.”

We stepped inside and she followed after us, slamming her fist on the button for the fourth floor which happened to be the highest floor here before the door closed.

She leaned against the side and kept looking at me up and down, like she was trying to find something.

I don’t get it, does she know me or something?

Amber suddenly stepped in front of me to hide me from view before growling at the girl, “I would appreciate it if you stopped looking at her. She’s taken.”

Taken? Taken by what? What are you talking about, Amber?

The girl clucked her tongue but said nothing and turned away, pointedly avoiding looking at us for the rest of the time it took the lift to reach our floor.

When the door opened, she got out and we followed behind her.

It was a corridor with multiple doors at the sides but she ignored all of them to head over to the one all the way at the back that had a single guard standing beside it.

This guy was armed to the teeth with a shotgun held in his hand and even what looked like a light machine gun leaning against the wall by his side.

He said nothing when we approached, merely eyeing us with a stare with his hand on the trigger of his gun.

The girl guiding us also said nothing as well and went up to the door, using her bat to knock three times on the door.

There was a pause before the door slid open, revealing a plush interior that you might find in a high class hotel except everything was crimson red in colour.

The girl turned to us, “Go on in then.”

Without waiting for a reply, she turned and left for the lift, leaving us to enter the room on our own.

The guard was still staring at us creepily and stayed silent, as though whether we chose to enter the room or not did not concern him.

Amber and I shared a glance and for some reason, I felt that we were about to head inside a tiger’s den.

She gave me a reassuring nod and we stepped inside the room.

Right… Let’s remember, we’re here to do business.

            

    
        We Dealt With The Drugs

    
    
    
    
                There was plush furniture all around and at the end of it was a window that stretched from the floor to the ceiling that looked out to the outside.

In front of said window was a desk and a high backed chair that was currently turned away from us.

I already knew what would happen even before it happened.

The moment the door shut behind us, the chair turned around to reveal a rather attractive older woman dressed in furs with a pipe held in between her fingers that was still smoking at the end.

“Come in, my dears. I have been expecting you.”

Called it.

She gestured to the two chairs in front of her with a small smile, “Please, do take a seat. What kind of host would I be if my guests were made to stand?”

Amber nodded at her, “Are you M?”

The woman smiled at her, “My, my. Don’t you know that you should introduce yourself first before asking for the other’s name?

Amber stayed silent and took a seat instead, prompting me to join her.

The woman maintained her smile despite her silence, “Fufu~ Very well, I suppose you’re here for business and not to make friends. You are here to sell the White Powder that the two of you… Obtained… From those poor, murdered fellows. Yes?”

I raised an eyebrow at her as my only response since that literally happened only a few hours ago.

I mean… I wouldn’t be surprised that people like her would know but I’m surprised that the news travelled so fast and they knew it was us.

Then again, I suppose the fact that we literally just gave away an entire box of it in the middle of the street might have contributed to it.

My raised eyebrow made her smile a little bit more, “Word gets around fast here, Miss Tera~ Especially when it involves someone like the Merc that has the fastest record of reaching Gold rank by taking on a pirate lord and capturing them by herself.”

“Been keeping tabs on me?” I asked.

“Oh not at all. You’re not that important, I’m afraid. Just got a little interested since you caused such a scene on your first day here. People are wondering if you would make more trouble since you might be the hero type and whether it would be a good idea to get rid of you~”

Amber leaned forward slightly, “Was that a threat?”

The woman raised her hands, “Oh no, no~ I was just saying what some people around here are thinking. But after what you did with those poor saps, we know you're not the hero type at all~ So how about we do business now?”

Amber narrowed her eyes, “You haven’t answered my first question though?”

“Mmm… I suppose I haven’t. People around here do call me M, nice to meet the both of you, Miss Tera and Miss Amber.”

She placed her pipe in her mouth and took a drag from it before continuing, “Now… I heard you wish to sell some White Powder?”

I nodded, “We are.”

“I assume you have them stored somewhere else since I don’t see you carrying any boxes. Unless you only intend to sell one or two of the bags then I’m afraid I won’t be interested. We’re only dealing with wholesales you see.”

“We have five hundred bags for sale,” I told her.

Her smile got a little wider, “I see. Do you happen to have one bag of it with you right now?”

Amber reached into her jacket and pulled out one of the bags in question to place it on the table.

M reached out and pulled it over to her before gesturing at the top of the bag, “May I?”

Amber shrugged, “If you’re buying it, sure.”

The woman opened the bag and dipped her finger in it before pulling it out and tasting it with her tongue.

She contemplated for a moment before sealing the bag and smiled at us, “This is really good stuff. I’m more disappointed with myself that I didn’t find out about this shipment sooner. How did you know these were being transported?”

“Secret.”

“Fair enough. Very well. I’ll buy your entire stock for ten million Credits. Deal?”

Ten million?! That would more than double the money I currently have! I know black market trading is lucrative but damn, that’s a lot of money! I could easily get myself a C Class ship with that money!

Surprisingly, Amber crossed her arms and scoffed, “No deal. Don’t even try to lowball us like we’re new here. That’s less than half the market price and we’re bringing you the quality stuff. At least double your offer.”

Double?! Twenty million?! That would mean… Forty thousand Credits per bag?

Oh… Right… She did say that each bag was worth around fifty thousand Credits each so that checks out. I was just too surprised by the huge amount of money that I forgot.

Feels like I’m losing my touch… Got to get myself back in the game.

If M felt offended, she did not show it, “Twenty million Credits, Miss Amber? You can’t be serious. I have to remind you that these products are quite hot with how you obtained them and buying them off of you would mean we take on the risks for possessing them too. Twelve million.”

Amber gave me a look as a silent plea for help and I jumped in.

“Uh-huh, but there’s already one box of it that has circulated around, and no doubt some of them would be sold around within the station. You’re not taking all the risks. Eighteen million.”

M tilted her head at me, “Hmm… That also means that the value of this product would have dropped because there’s so much of it circulating around now. Fourteen million.”

I shook my head, “You can keep this and sell them off slowly to get the highest value out of them. And with that event, it also served as a form of free advertisement for you. Seventeen million.”

“That would also mean that we will need to store the products and maintain them as well. Fifteen million. That’s the highest I will go.”

I paused for a moment and did a mental calculation.

Thirty thousand Credits for a bag of it… I think that isn’t too bad.

It’s not like we’re trying to be actual drug traffickers and we technically did obtain this stuff at practically no cost so we would be profiting either way.

And it’s true that we are unloading this stuff on her and they do have quite a bit of problems with the fact that it’s tied to some traitors in the military so it’s best that we sell them off as soon as possible.

I don’t know if she even knows about that fact and I have a feeling that she did not. Otherwise, I doubt she would be willing to buy it from us so easily.

But still… This was quite a big step down from fifty thousand Credits per bag so I’m thinking if there was another way I could leverage this.

My silence must have worried her a little because she spoke up of her own accord, “If you’re interested. We have a special market for specific clientele of ours below this building. Normally we are very restrictive on who is allowed there but I am willing to grant you access to it as a bonus.”

Amber immediately added, “Does that include access to the party in the club downstairs?”

The woman blinked at her before her smile returned, “Of course. I’ll make sure you are on the members’ list from now on.”

“What is sold in this special market of yours?”

She grinned, “Why, everything~ If you’re in the market for more drugs, we have other types available there too. Or if you’re looking for information to blackmail someone, I’m sure there are some being traded there. If you want the more direct approach, we do have our stock of weapons and equipment that the USC has outlawed its production amongst other things too.”

The information part caught my attention, “Do you have information that the USC has deemed illegal?”

Yes, I was thinking about hydroponics.

M turned to me, “That would depend on what you are looking for but I would say there’s a high chance that we do. So do we have a deal?”

Hmm… I don’t exactly want to tell her about my hydroponics plan but well… Even if there wasn’t any information of that down there, I could at least take a look around and see what’s there.

If they are goods that you can’t even find in the open market of a place like this where everything is technically legal to trade, I want to see what they might have.

Plus, as I said, we’re getting the full profit from the sale since our overhead cost was practically zero anyway.

I nodded before standing up and sticking out my hand, “You have a deal.”

Deal secured. We’re now fifteen million Credits richer.

            

    
        The Black Black Market

    
    
    
    
                M had given us a gold Credit Chip that contained all fifteen million Credits inside it after we directed her to where we had kept it and her men confirmed receiving it.

We already moved the boxes nearby before we came here in case there was a sale.

Amber had insisted I keep all of the money as payment for helping her with the destruction of the military crate even though I was happy to just do it for her for free anyway.

She told me that part of the reason she wanted me to keep it was that these people can’t hack us to steal the money back or pick the Credit Chip from our pockets while we were still in the building. And since my Codex had proven to be unhackable… That was the perfect place to store the money.

The elevator dinged and we found ourselves on the first floor of the building where the club was located. Right now our destination was to check out the ‘special market’ of theirs since we were already here anyway.

The same girl that had guided us to the room was waiting in front of the lift.

She raised an eyebrow at us, “Heard you guys are going to the Rat Market?”

I’m going to assume that’s what they call that special market of theirs so I nodded.

She gestured for us to follow her and we fell in step behind her. Apparently they had another way to get to that market of theirs.

We moved through the club and no one paid any attention to us aside from some guys who openly checked us out.

At least they didn’t try anything since they must have recognised the girl in front as being one of the gang members and figured it wasn’t wise to interrupt whatever we were doing.

We went through a door that had the sign ‘staff only’ etched on it which led to the kitchens.

The place was relatively empty save for one or two people who seemed to be just tossing synthfood in the only machine in the room before placing them on a plate and they paid no attention to us anyway.

She then went through another door which led to a corridor and a group of their gang members were seated at a table playing cards near a set of stairs going down.

They took notice of us as soon as we walked through the door, though they relaxed slightly when they saw who was at the lead.

“Rat Market?” One of the guards asked.

The girl nodded, “New guests. Must have given the boss something good.”

One of them turned to us and his eyes glowed red before quickly turning green.

“They’re clear.”

The girl guiding us rolled her eyes, “Well duh, I’m here aren’t I?”

The guards ignored her and went back to playing their cards, letting her guide us down the stairs.

It was a short walk down and we found ourselves standing in the basement of the building where it looked like it was turned into some kind of bazaar.

I realised that this underground section definitely wasn’t limited to this building given the size and the fact that there were multiple staircases that lead up to different locations and each of them had some armed dude standing guard.

I’m guessing all of them led to another place controlled by this gang.

The place wasn’t exactly bustling but it certainly wasn’t empty either. Still, I could see that there were indeed various different things being sold and there were a lot of stalls that we could purchase from.

The girl then gestured towards the market, “Welp, have fun I guess. Also, you can leave through whichever staircase you want so no need to come back to this specific one. If you need something delivered, just arrange it with the seller. Got it?”

She didn’t wait for us to answer her before turning around to walk back up the stairs.

Right… Guess we’re exploring this place on our own.

“Hehe~ This feels like that time we went to the black market, doesn’t it?”

I looked around, “Except this place doesn’t seem to have a terminal where you can browse for the goods being sold.”

“Mmm… Seems like it. I guess we’ll just have to explore by ourselves.”

“Well then, let’s go take a look around!”

I let Amber pull me into the market as we inspected each stall to see what they were selling.

I realised most of them seemed to be selling drugs which seemed to be their specialty here. There were a few that seemed to be selling weapons but none of them caught my eye.

The one that I was looking for was someone selling information and I wasn’t sure what an information dealer looked like.

And yes, I did ask Mara about this before and unfortunately even she doesn’t know about this topic, which is why I’m here.

I thought about just outright asking one of them whether they knew who I could find for information but I was fine with simply looking around for now. Especially when Amber seemed to be enjoying herself.

“Oh look Tera~ They’re selling stolen ships here! They have a catalogue!”

I looked over her shoulder as she tapped on the screen in front of a stall manned by a gruff looking man that had three arms with the third one popping out right under his left arm.

The ships on the screen were all A Class and B Class ships so I wasn’t really that interested. Though I could see that their prices seemed to be quite cheap.

I looked at the guy manning the stall, “I’m assuming these ships belong to people who came to this station but never managed to get out?”

He stared at me and chose not to say anything, which kind of told me what I needed to know.

Amber turned to me, “Doesn’t seem like they have anything good though. Oh! What’s that?”

I looked in the direction of where she was pointing and found that there was a stall with various different cages there.

Perhaps they were selling animals?

Oh, I sure hope they have chickens or something, then we can get eggs!

We went over to the stall and there was a bored looking man there whom I noticed had a lizard tail swishing back and forth behind him lazily.

At first I thought he was another alien but I remembered there were gene mods as well so I couldn’t exactly tell if he was simply just a modded human or not.

He nodded at us in greeting as we approached but did not say anything.

Alright, let’s see what you have in these cages!

…

…

Ah yeah… I don’t know why I didn’t see this coming…

Probably because I got swept away by the ‘bazaar’ feeling that I forgot that this place was technically a black market within a black market…

Within the cage was, of course, a person that had a collar around his neck.

Of course this was a slave shop… What else could it be?

I peeked to the side and I found Amber looking at the man inside the cage with furrowed brows.

Oh? I was half expecting her to look neutral, like as if seeing people in cages was something normal around here. I guess even in this universe, such a thing was--

“Why are they even putting up such low quality slaves for sale here? Feels like they should have brought this guy to the other shops above instead…” She muttered.

…

I take back what I said.

The stall owner heard her and grunted, “That guy's a former Merc. Silver rank. Got contracted by one of the Corps but got drunk on the job which ended up getting one of the bosses killed. Couldn't pay the penalty so ended up getting collared.”

Amber tilted her head, “Still doesn't change my question.”

The man grumbled, “He's a good enough bodyguard if he isn't drunk.”

“How much?” I asked, more curious about the price than anything.

He held up five fingers.

I narrowed my eyes at him, “What's that supposed to mean? Five Credits? Five hundred Credits? Five potatoes?”

“Five hundred thousand Credits, girl.”

That's… Pretty cheap…

No wait, you can buy an A Class ship with that money, that's quite a lot for a normal person I would say. It's just that we have a lot of money now.

Seems like my sense of value is a little bit skewed now.

Amber scoffed, “As I said, low quality goods.”

The ex-Merc didn't even react to Amber's words and just continued to look depressed in the cage.

The stall owner shrugged, “He's not the best, I have others too if you're interested.”

He gestured to the other cages at the back.

I guess we could… It's my first time seeing this anyway.

We went towards the back where the cages weren't even big enough for the occupants to stand in.

There were people of different sizes, some obviously modded while others still looked normal but all of them were dressed in the same type of rags that barely covered their bodies.

But then one of them caught my eye.

Long ears…

Is that an elf?

            

    
        It's An Alv

    
    
    
    
                The long ears poking out of her red hair were definitely the distinctive features of an elf right?

Or… If my memory serves me… They're called Alvs here, right?

Just to be sure, I nudged Amber with my elbow.

"Is that an Alv?"

She turned to where I was looking at and nodded, "Yeah, I'm surprised they even got one so far out from the inner colonies. They don't usually travel that far."

That brought up a question, "Is slavery legal here?"

"Oh yes, of course."

"Then why are these guys being sold in this place?"

"Well… Because these are most likely captured slaves. People who were probably taken by force and blackmailed into being slaves. Those are definitely illegal."

"And what are legal slaves?"

"People who have racked up debt and sold themselves to pay off the debt or even volunteered themselves to be slaves."

I blinked at her, "I… Understand the first part but… There's people who voluntarily enslave themselves?"

"Yeah, they're more like indentured servants I would say and some people just want someone else to take care of them or have someone to follow instead of making their own decisions. I mean, for some people where their life is already shit, being a slave is actually many times better so they take that route instead."

As if to make a point, she gestured around us.

Right… So people who find themselves living in places like these and decide they don't want to do it anymore, they just sell themselves off as slaves instead.

"But who buys them? And wouldn't they be treated poorly?"

"Oh plenty of people really. There's obviously the rich people who want servants for themselves and yeah, there's laws in place that says that the owner can't do what the slave has not consented to do, but it's not hard to coerce someone to 'consent' to something when they're literally dependent on you to live. So those guys mainly buy slaves for their own entertainment or as servants."

I blinked, "Wait… You can only do what the slave consents you to do? Like how?"

"It'll be in the contract. Before the slaves are sold, they would have already made a deal with the slave trader on what they consent to do which included sexual services. Indentured slaves would mostly consent to physical labour but not sexual services and the really desperate ones or the really horny ones would consent to everything. For illegal slaves like these, they aren't given a choice to what they consent to, they just have to consent to everything."

"Right… And who else buys slaves?"

"Mercs like us for one."

I raised an eyebrow at her and she continued.

"Yeah well… Remember how I got betrayed? Not really that uncommon. So sometimes a Merc who has made plenty of money for themselves would get a slave that they know cannot and would not betray them as part of their crew instead. Or… You know… There's also the kind of Merc who just use slaves as meat shields too. Also not that uncommon."

"And people are ok with there being slavery?"

"Yeah. There's more people that want slaves than those who don't. And you might be surprised to learn that the majority of the people who want slavery are people who want to be slaves instead of wanting a slave of their own."

I gave her a look.

She shrugged, "Our galaxy is pretty fucked up."

I'll say…

"And even if someone were to get a slave… What's stopping them from murdering their new owner in their sleep?"

"The collar," She nodded at the black choker around their necks which looked more ornamental to me.

I managed to catch what seemed to be anger flashing in her eyes for a moment before it disappeared, though.

She continued, "If the slave has intentions of hurting their owner, the collar will deliver a shock that is enough to incapacitate them depending on its settings."

"And there's people who volunteer for this?"

She rolled her eyes, "Tera, there's people who get off on this. Please."

Right… I guess I shouldn't be surprised… Especially now we're talking about a galactic scale where the level of perversion would be much bigger than before.

I raised a finger, "Hold on… These people are illegal slaves right? Didn't the guy say the former Merc was sold into slavery? That makes him an indentured slave right? So that's legal?"

Amber chuckled, "Oh Tera~ Did you forget where we are? There's no such thing as 'illegal goods' here. So there's bound to be legal and illegal slaves being sold together."

"Hmm… But would we get into trouble if we get an illegal slave though?"

"Well… Technically yes, but realistically? Not really. The slave has to prove that they are an illegal slave in the first place but because they signed a contract, even though it was through force, the default assumption is that they are just trying to get out of slavery."

I see… So it's still a fucked up position anyway if you get some asshole as your owner.

I then turned to the elf girl that was seated in the corner of her cage and hugging her knees to her chest, "So… You thinking about what I'm thinking?"

She raised an eyebrow, "What? You want to buy her and bring her back as our sex slave?"

"What? No? You told me the elves basically monopolise hydroponics tech right?"

"You mean the Alvs? Yeah. Oh wait! You want to bring her back with us to make that farm?"

"Yeah. I figured that it would be much better than trying to figure it out on my own if we have someone else who knows about it."

"Hmm… But we don't know if she personally knows about it though? Humans were the ones who created the first Warp Gates and we're the ones monopolising the tech, but that doesn't mean all of us knows how it works."

"True… I guess we should ask?"

She nodded so we went over to the Alv's cage and knelt down beside it, getting her attention.

"Hello there," I greeted her.

She tilted her head up to spare us a glance before looking back down at her feet, which I noted were bare.

"What's your name?" I prodded gently, hoping that we could at least talk.

"... Go away…"

"Do you want to get out of here?"

She stayed silent.

Amber cleared her throat, "That's not the way to deal with slaves like her, Tera~ You're too nice, really. These little princesses got kidnapped from their little palaces and think that just because they aren't tortured and raped by the slavers, they're some special existence."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Really?"

"Yeah, most slavers don't touch the slaves since that would be a clear sign they were illegal slaves and they'd get caught very quickly. Though some do it anyway if they were selling the slaves to people like pirates I suppose but this one obviously isn't one of them."

I meant if she was seriously going to call her a spoilt princess right in front of the girl while she was locked up in her cage.

But well…

Since she wasn't talking, I decided to talk to the trader instead.

"How much is the elf? Err… I mean, Alv?"

"The red haired bitch? Six million."

"That's a big price jump from the first slave."

He shrugged, "What do you expect? She's an Alv. You don't see them enslaved that often."

"Then I'm surprised no one has bought her yet."

He scoffed, "Not everyone is welcome down here, miss. And not everyone who walks down here is capable of pulling out six million Credits just like that."

Amber narrowed her eyes, "Then why is she even down here if no one is able to buy her?"

The guy smirked, "Heh, bitch hasn't broken in yet. We're planning to move her once she does."

I turned to Amber for an explanation and she rolled her eyes, "He's just saying she hasn't accepted her circumstances as a slave yet and her value isn't as high as they want it to be because of that. So they're sticking her down here to let her realise her reality before moving her somewhere where they could actually sell her for a higher price."

Sounds really convoluted but ok…

"How was she captured?" I asked.

The trader shrugged, "Pirates raided her colony ship I think. She escaped in one of the escape pods only to be found by slavers. You know the rest."

Amber leaned towards me, "If she came from a colony ship, then there's a high chance she knows about that hydroponics thing. You want her?"

I mean… We did come all this way here and having someone who knows how to do it is better than just having the information and then having to learn it myself. At least she could help tend to the indoor farm and I could learn from her too so that's a double win.

I nodded at the trader, "Alright, We'll take her. What do I need to do?"

            

    
        I Bought Her

    
    
    
    
                The trader seemed quite surprised by my words.

"Wait, what? You'll buy her? You're not kidding are you? Because if you are, I could have you thrown out of here for that. No one here likes to waste time with people that aren't serious buyers."

I waved my hand at him, "We just finished a really big business deal upstairs and got a big payout, so yes, we can afford it. You're not going to tell us that she isn't for sale now, are you?"

He quickly shook his head, "No, no, no! Not at all! So… Err… Six million, right?"

He seemed to be a little unsure now which was something that I recognised as a sign that the price he set might not have been the right one.

Good, because that meant there was room for negotiation.

I gestured for him to follow me so that we could be out of earshot from the Alv before I started, "That's before I knew of her circumstances. You can't really expect me to just pay six million for an unbroken slave, can you?"

He pursed his lips, "Come on, miss… I'm actually making a loss by selling her to you when I could wait for her to be broken and there could be someone who would buy it for double the price!"

"And how long would that take? A day? A month? A year? Where she would be a constant drain on your resources for you to keep alive?"

"That… Is hardly that big of a drain, to be honest. I don't feed them that much."

"Uh-huh… I can see that. Just look at how thin she is. It looks like you've been mistreating her, haven't you? Now I have to take care of her and make sure she isn't too traumatised by you."

He grimaced, "Miss… They're slaves. You can't expect me to feed and cloth them well, can you?"

"Still doesn't change the fact that she wasn't treated well."

"I… Hmm… Since you seem to be a serious customer and this is our first deal… I'm willing to lower the price to five million, nine hundred thousand."

He's intentionally making it seem like he's not dropping the price because of the problems I see. Fine.

"Five point five million."

"Five million eight."

"Make it five million seven and throw in a couple of clothes for her and we have a deal."

He looked at the cage where the Alv was sitting in and I realised that she was now looking in our direction.

Ah… Don't tell me one of the Alv's traits is better hearing and she basically heard us bargaining for her? Or maybe she realised that I was trying to buy her?

I sincerely hope it was the latter since knowing that she was being bargained for might make her think that I believe she wasn't worth that much money and see it as an insult.

To be honest, if she had told me that she could help me with my hydroponics plan, I would have just paid the full price straight away. But since she wasn't even willing to talk, I was taking a risk by purchasing her and I'd like to minimise the loss I might get if it turns out she doesn't know about it.

What? You thought I was some paragon of virtue where I was purchasing her out of the kindness of my heart to free her?

Sorry, but I prioritise myself and the people I care about first over some stranger that I just met.

I'm buying her purely because of the possibility that she could help me with my project and nothing more.

And if it turns out that she's a bust… Well… There's other uses for her.

… Ok I was thinking along the lines of helping clean up after my cooking but I won't lie, she's not bad looking so I won't deny that I may have found the idea of getting her into bed with Amber and myself very tempting.

Putting aside my plans for her, I was quite careful to show that I didn't particularly need her so that the merchant in front of me might think that a customer like me could slip away at any moment.

The trader then turned back to me, "Fine, alright. We have a deal. I'll get some clothes out of storage but I'll let you know they are the ones meant for bedroom activities. If you want proper clothes, you're going to need to get them yourself."

I gestured at her, "I don't want her walking around the station in those rags. At least have her change to something decent first."

"I'll deal with that. Don't worry about it. Now here, we'll have to finalise the contract."

I went with him while Amber followed behind me, looking just a little bored.

The trader opened up the Alv's cage and gestured for her to come out but she remained seated inside, unmoving.

"You better move, you little bitch. Or would you rather that you stay in the cage for even longer and eat the shittiest food I can get you?" He threatened.

She remained unmoving for a moment more before she started crawling out of the cage as it was too small for her to stand up and walk out of.

Only after she was out of the cage did she stand up on her feet and I realised that she was actually taller than I was by about half a head.

Damn… Those legs of hers seem to go on forever. She just needs some meat on her bones.

The trader reached up and grabbed her by the collar and forced her to bend down before he brought his personal terminal close to it, most likely to connect to it wirelessly.

He tapped on it for a while before he pulled back and turned to me while gesturing at the collar.

I figured he wanted me to do the same as well so I went to her and connected my Codex to the collar.

All the while, the Alv was looking at me with an inscrutable expression. I don't even know whether she understood what was going on with how she looked.

I turned my attention to my Codex and realised that some app was installing itself on my Codex.

"What is this?" I asked.

"The app will register you as her owner and you can also control the collar through it. You'll be able to see the contract that she signed on it and any other slaves you have in the future will also be registered on it."

I tapped on the app and I realised that he was telling the truth and there were indeed quite a lot of things I could do with it.

I could shock her directly right now or even decide what actions she made would cause a shock from the collar as well. I could even remotely send it a command to tighten itself around her neck to choke her too, though I wonder what's the use of such a thing.

Just in case, I got my Codex to run an antivirus scan in case there was something that slipped in. You can't be too careful about these kinds of things.

The collar on her neck, which looked more like a black, featureless choker, let out a soft beep and the trader grinned at me.

"Congratulations, she's all yours."

I then tapped on my Codex as soon as the antivirus returned a negative result, meaning he actually didn't try to fuck me over. Navigating to my Credits, I transferred over the agreed five point seven million Credits over to him.

His grin got wider when he received the notification on his personal terminal and he saw what was the cause of it.

"Pleasure doing business with you. Now if you would just wait here for a moment, I'll go get her clothes for you."

He then left us there with our new acquisition alone.

I noticed that Amber was staring at the Alv with narrowed eyes while the Alv was pointedly ignoring both of us.

"So… You have a name?" I asked.

Her eyes shifted down to stare at me, "You are not qualified to know."

I wasn't going to push it but Amber suddenly stepped forward and grabbed her by holding her cheeks in between her hands before pulling her down to our eye level.

"Listen here, little princess. In case you haven't realised, you're not in your little castle anymore and if we want to hurt you, we can do it and there's not a damned thing you can do about it. Do you understand?"

She stared at Amber defiantly and I don't know why Amber seemed to be so pissed at her even though she seemed fine a few moments ago.

I decided to step in because it really did look like Amber was planning on beating her at that moment.

"Ahem… It's alright, Amber. She's an illegal slave after all so let's just cut her some slack."

Amber turned to me, "Tera, give these people an inch and they will ask for a mile. Better to knock them down before they think they can walk all over you."

 I was about to argue that this wouldn't help the relationship between all three of us when the trader returned with a small box.

"Alright, here you go--- Err… Did I miss something?" He asked, looking at Amber still holding the Alv in that position.

Ah… I guess we should just take her back to the ship first.

            

    
        We Need To Feed Her First

    
    
    
    
                The Alv was silent throughout the whole journey back to my ship.

At least the trader gave her some proper clothes so that she wasn't just wearing rags. And by that I meant it was just a simple T-shirt and cargo pants which I have to say made quite a big dissonance between my knowledge of elf girls.

Like… I'm looking at an elf wearing a T-shirt for crying out loud. That's pretty hot, not gonna lie.

One problem was she wasn't reacting to anything I said to her and she was completely unresponsive to both Amber and I.

The good thing was that I don't think she's traumatised so this should just be her way of acting a little defiant towards her current circumstances.

When we entered my ship, I noticed that the Alv's face changed quite noticeably and she was looking around the ship with a surprised expression on her face.

I would have thought that this was the first time that she was in a space faring ship if it wasn't the fact that I already knew she had come from one.

Amber puffed up her chest when she saw that, "Heh! What do you think of your new owner's ship? Awesome isn't it?"

The Alv turned to her and frowned, "This is your ship? That is a lie."

I'm more surprised that she even knew that this wasn't her ship than her reacting to Amber's words.

Amber scoffed and jerked her head towards me, "Are you stupid? I'm not your owner, she is."

The Alv turned to me and narrowed her eyes, "This is your ship… Yes… I can see that."

"What do you mean by that?" I asked.

She sniffed, "You don't need to know. I already know what you want me to do so just get on with it."

"You do?"

I guess she must have overheard me talking to Amber about hydroponics when we were discussing about her earlier. Guess she must indeed have better hearing than humans.

She nodded, "Yes. Why else would someone like you want an Alv? You want to fuck us, right?"

…

I looked at Amber and she shrugged.

Seems like she didn't hear us after all.

I was about to tell her about the hydroponics farm I was making when I heard a grumble from the side.

Turning back to look at Amber, I realised that the sound came from her stomach.

She grimaced, "I… I can't help it, ok? It's lunch time and we're back in your ship!"

I giggled, "Fine, fine. Like you said, it's lunch time so let me make something for all of us. I'm sure the Alv here is also hungry after being put in that cage for god knows how long."

And as though agreeing with me, an even louder growl came from the Alv's stomach, causing the girl's face to go bright red in embarrassment.

Even her ears were red… So cute.

I chose not to say anything and merely led the way to the room where the kitchen was to prepare lunch for the three of us.

Hmm… What should I make? We still have some organic food leftover and I'm afraid they might go bad soon so let's use that.

Just in case, I turned to ask the Alv, "Hey… Is there anything that you can't eat? Like because of allergies or personal beliefs you can't eat a specific food or something?"

She gave me a weird look, "No, I do not."

There goes my assumption that space elves are vegetarians. Good to know.

I then went over to the fridge and pulled out some meat and potatoes, figuring that I could just make some ground beef with potatoes when I heard a gasp come out from the Alv.

She pointed at the things in my hand, "Is… Is that organic?!"

I looked down at the ingredients, "Err… Yes? Why?"

"How… You're actually really rich?!"

I blinked at her, "Umm… In case you didn't realise, I just spent almost six million Credits to buy you."

"Yeah, but that's different! Who would want to spend money to buy organic food and then mess it up instead of going to a proper restaurant to eat it?!"

I huffed at her, "Ok, for your information, I can cook."

Amber grinned, "Oh she is so going to get it. I just know it. Wanna bet if she will faint?"

"Please, Amber. Stop exaggerating."

Amber simply smiled at me while the Alv was giving us a look that clearly told us that she most definitely did not believe that I could cook.

I handed over the potatoes to Amber, "Can I trouble you to prepare these for me? I'll work on the meat."

She grinned and took the potatoes from me, "Leave it to me!"

Yeah, she insisted that she learned how to at least help me prepare some of the ingredients so I taught her how to prepare the potatoes.

She seemed to be especially happy to be given that role for some reason.

I did not say anything to the Alv so she was standing at the side and watching us cook.

"What… What are you doing?" She asked.

"What does it look like? We're cooking."

"No, no, no… What are you doing to that meat?"

I looked down at the meat that I was mixing in with the diced onions on the frying pan.

"Err… Cooking the meat?"

"Why are you mixing those things together?!"

"To… Add flavour?"

"That's not how you cook!"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "You know how to cook?"

"Yes! You're supposed to just put it over the fire and then just eat it! What are you even doing?!"

I looked at Amber who was also giving me a look of her own before my lover turned to the Alv, "You know… You're being pretty rude to the people who are going to feed you right now. So how about you shut up and make yourself useful by preparing the plates and cutlery for us?"

The Alv seethed at us before stomping past us to pick up a few plates on the counter beside me.

"Just these, right?"

"Yeah. Unfortunately we have no table so we'll have to sit on the floor. Hope that doesn't bother you."

"What's bothering me is the way you're cooking! You're a disgrace to chefs!"

Geez… At least taste my cooking first before you say that…

Amber scowled at the Alv, "Didn't I tell you to shut up? You're going to be eating those words the moment you taste her cooking anyway."

The taller woman furrowed her brows at my lover but looked away and did as Amber told.

I seasoned the beef with some 'salt' and 'pepper', which was really just some synthfood that I found that gave the same taste when I crushed them, before adding diced tomatoes on top and stirring them.

In the meantime, I got Amber to help me cut up the potatoes into small pieces and drop them in a bowl for me.

Once the meat was ready, I took over the potatoes and dropped some 'butter' and chopped up some green onions before mashing them all inside the bowl.

I could hear the Alv making some distressed noises when she saw how I was mashing the potatoes and I decided I shouldn't ask.

When the potatoes were properly mashed, I brushed some 'olive oil' on my hands before picking some of the mashed potato up and moulding them into a ball to place on a baking tray. I made six of these in total so each of us would get two of them later on.

Then, using a cup, I pressed down on top of the potato ball to push the centre down so that it sinks in and leaves a hole for me to grate some cheese into it.

Now it was time for me to scoop up some of the meat that I had left simmering in the pan on top of the cheese before grating more cheese on top of the meat.

Now it was into the oven where I let it bake at two hundred degrees celsius for ten minutes until the cheese melted before I took it out to serve on each plate.

Amber was practically salivating at the food in front of her already while the Alv was still looking at the food like I had just murdered someone and placed their carcass on her plate.

Well, time to taste this~

The two girls watched as I cut a piece of it to bring it to my mouth, tasting it.

Oh~ This is good~

Seeing my reaction, Amber immediately dug into hers, letting out moaning sounds with each bite as she ate every little bit of it with relish.

The Alv, however, simply took her fork, cut a piece of it and then brought it to her mouth.

I watched her chew the piece and swallowed before she placed the plate and the utensils aside.

Oh… I guess she didn't like it after all. I suppose Alvs has different tastes or something.

That was when she stood up, stripped off her clothes until she was completely naked before she got down on her knees and pressed her head on the floor in a perfect dogeza pose.

"This useless slave humbly begs for her mistress's forgiveness."

…

Well that's a big change in attitude…
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                “So what are you?”

“A stupid, useless little slave who doesn’t know her place.”

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear that.”

“I’m a stupid, useless little slave who doesn’t know her place.”

“That’s right.”

I waved at Amber, “Ok, ok. I think that’s enough already, Amber… You were also quite sceptical the first time I made food for you, weren’t you?”

Amber turned away from the Alv who was still in her naked dogeza pose since five minutes ago, “But Tera! She insulted you!”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. You’re making the food I made cold now, you know?”

Amber let out a gasp and went back to eating the food on her plate, letting out moans from time to time as she placed them into her mouth.

I turned to the Alv who was still kneeling with her head pressed against the ground, “You as well. Come on.”

“Lea…” She mumbled.

“Eh? What was that?”

“My… My name is Lea… Lea Starspring…”

Finally! A name!

I smiled at her, “Hello, Lea. I am Tera and my partner over there is Amber.”

She twiddled her fingers together, “Umm… Should I call you ‘mistress’ or would you prefer ‘my Goddess’?”

Err… What?

I blinked a few times, “What are you talking about?”

“I… I don’t think someone like me is able to call you by name. That would be too disrespectful after my earlier attitude…”

I waved at her, “It’s fine, it’s fine. I get your scepticism and I know you were kept in a cage for god knows how long. I can cut you some slack for something so minor. Just eat the food before it gets cold.”

“Am I really allowed to taste something like this?”

I gave her a look, “I told you to eat it, are you disobeying me now?”

She shook her hands quickly, “No, no! Please allow me to!!”

She then picked up her plate and started picking up pieces of the food with her fork, joining Amber in moaning out their pleasures with each bite.

I feel that they’re really exaggerating how good the food was but I have to admit that this was pretty well done even if I say so myself.

Soon enough, all of us were finished with our food and Lea volunteered to do the dishes even without me asking.

Amber had her head on my lap, the girl still letting out soft moans, “Ngghh… That was too good… I can’t go back to eating synthfood anymore…”

“It’s just potatoes and ground beef, nothing special.”

“But it’s made by you… That fact makes it a hundred times more special~”

I chuckled, “Sure, sure. Anyway… I suppose I should address the real reason why I bought you, Lea.”

The Alv jumped a little when I called her name, “E… Eh? The.. The real reason? Is it not because of sex?”

My eyes drifted to her plump behind that was begging to get spanked, “Well… I would be lying if I said I wasn’t interested… But that’s not the main reason, no.”

She straightened herself, not even caring that she was completely naked and turned to face me, putting herself on full display.

“In that case… May I ask for what reason I was bought?”

I tapped Amber’s shoulder to get her up from my lap before gesturing at Lea, “Follow me. I want to show you something.”

Amber was content with where she was so it would just be me and Lea going to inspect the farm.

I went towards the door, expecting Lea to take a moment to put on her clothes but then I heard the soft sounds of footsteps right behind me and found a naked Lea following just a step behind me.

Because of our difference in height, the first thing I saw when I turned around was her bare chest which I almost smushed my face into.

“Aren’t you going to dress yourself first?” I asked, looking up at her.

She looked down at herself which caused her chest to bounce noticeably with their weight.

“Do… Do you want me to? I don’t really think I need to, though…”

“Do you walk around naked normally?”

“Umm… I suppose?”

Are Alvs exhibitionists or something?

Well, I certainly wouldn’t complain about a hot Alv walking around my ship with nothing on, that’s for sure. Thus I merely shook my head and brought her to the second room where I was using to start the hydroponics farm.

“Do you recognise what that is?” I asked.

She let out a gasp of surprise, “So I wasn’t imagining things! You’re growing something here!”

Lea rushed past me to reach the pipes that formed my farm and started inspecting it with an oddly high amount of enthusiasm.

I decided to just let her do her thing and watched her from behind as she checked the pipes, the water and the plants I have inside.

Judging by her actions, I think it’s safe to say that she knows about hydroponics.

She fussed over it for a moment before stepping back from it and turned to me, “This is… A hydroponics farm, isn’t it?”

I grimaced, “Kind of… I know it’s bad so no need to hold back and tell me.”

She frowned, “Hmmm… I admit it’s quite rough but it works to a certain extent. The reservoir could use some work though but I’m more impressed that this is working without a pump. The water could also use some fertilisers and the acidity levels of it is a bit off but nothing too serious. The pipes were definitely well made at least… Who was the Alv that supplied you with this?”

Ok, I’m more surprised that she even managed to tell that the pH levels of the water was off without even using some kind of measuring tool to find out.

I guess it must be some innate skill that the Alvs have?

I shook my head, “I made it all myself actually.”

Lea looked at me in surprise, “Eh?! You made the entire thing?! But… No… Umm… I mean… You are my owner now so I don’t really care but… Did you steal this tech from another Alv?”

I grimaced, “No… Umm… I know about the basics of hydroponics and tried to make one myself based on what I knew.”

“You already knew about hydroponics? How?”

Ok, this was a little difficult… But I guess there wasn’t really a point in keeping it secret anyway…

“Would you believe me if I told you that I experienced an anomaly and had memories that do not match up with the norms of this universe?”

She tilted her head slightly, “Are you… Perhaps saying that you are from an alternate Universe?”

“Eh? Erm… I guess that’s not too big of a stretch… I guess you can say so?”

“I see… That’s interesting… So I assume hydroponics is something akin to common knowledge in your universe then?”

I blinked at her before raising my hands, “Wait, wait… You’re just going to accept that I’m from an alternate universe?”

She shrugged, “It’s not impossible, right? Unless you are lying to me? But I don’t believe you are. Anyone who can make such divine food won’t just lie about this right? And if you truly are from another Universe… It would also explain why you are here despite having the ability to make such divine cooking. It would make more sense if you were to--”

“Hey! Hey! What are you girls doing now?” Amber interrupted, suddenly appearing at the door.

Both Lea and I were surprised by her sudden appearance.

“Erm… Nothing? I was just showing Lea the farm here.”

“That’s great! So how is it? Is it able to start growing those… Err… What are they called again?”

Lea turned back to look at the farm, “Umm… If I am allowed to… I would like to purchase some additional stuff to improve it. And if it isn’t too much to ask… I could set up a few more on the walls here and also this part of the room. I’ll be able to make it self sufficient but that would… Be quite costly…”

“How much?” I asked.

She shook her head, “I’m not too sure about the prices here but I would estimate at least another three to five million Credits…”

I nodded at her, “You know what? Let’s do it. Small price to pay if we can actually start growing our own food instead of relying on that synthfood.”

Lea seemed quite surprised by my decision, “E… Eh? Wait… Are you really trusting me to do this?”

I raised an eyebrow, “Yes? It’s clear that you are the more experienced one here right? Why wouldn’t I trust you to set this up?”

Amber chuckled, “Ahaha~ That’s because she had already expected herself to be nothing but a sex slave, Tera~ She’s just surprised you actually have expectations of her outside of sex~”

Lea covered her blushing face with her hands, “For… Forgive me, mistress…”

I waved at her, “It’s fine. I trust you to take care of it. Anyway, please just call me by my name. We’re all crewmates now, alright?”

“I… I can’t show you such disrespect… At least let me call you Captain?”

That sounds so formal though…

Oh well… I guess that’s good enough.

More importantly, it’s time for more shopping!

            

    
        The Streets Of Denibi Trade Station

    
    
    
    
                The three of us made our way back to the station again. This time we had two objectives.

First, we need to get more clothes for Lea. The slave trader was not kidding when he said that the clothes he could provide were ones that are meant to be used in the bedroom. They were all practically just lingerie or erotic outfits…

Secondly, we need to buy stuff that Lea needs to get a bigger hydroponics farm running on the ship.

As we were leaving the hanger though, Amber was looking at her personal terminal when she let out a gasp.

"Oh~ Seems like the loot we got from the pirates got sold for six hundred thousand Credits in total~"

Six hundred thousand huh… Not really a lot I guess.

Wait, wait, wait… That's actually a lot of money… My sense of value really is crumbling… That's not good.

Oh well… I can't help it when my expenditures have gone up to the millions…

I was expecting Amber to keep the money this time since she already let me keep the fifteen million from our drug sale but then I got a notification on my Codex that showed six hundred thousand Credits had just been transferred to me.

I turned to her, "Wait, are you serious? You're not even keeping half?"

She blinked at me, "Eh? Oh… I mean… At this stage I felt that since we're already a thing, it goes without saying that what's mine is yours right? Or was I mistaken to think that?"

I mean… Wouldn't that only apply after marriage or something? The thought of marriage didn't even occur to me either.

How is that even handled here?

Actually, I don't want to know… At least, not yet.

I don't have any interest to settle down yet so while I like Amber, it wasn't to the point that I would get down on a knee.

Wait… Do I even have to be the one to get down on a knee? Technically, we're both girls now if we disregard the fact that I modded a dick on myself.

Fuck it, let's just not think about it.

I noticed that Lea was giving Amber a weird look but I decided not to ask what she was thinking about.

We then reached what looked like a market district within the station. It was hard to tell since this place had buildings that looked like they were blown up right beside pristine and clean shophouses with dodgy and dirty stores mixed between them.

That's also not to mention the fact that the streets had various mean looking thugs walking around and there was even an unconscious person or two dumped by the roadside, clearly having been beaten up recently.

I guess this was something normal around here since no one paid any attention to them.

Since we didn't have a particular shop we were looking for in mind, we ended up just strolling down the road doing some window shopping along the way.

Naturally, we caught the attention of quite a number of people since there's not only Amber who was especially attractive but also Lea who is not only really attractive, but also a really tall Alv.

And of course, with two girls like that walking down the street, it goes without saying that someone came to look for trouble.

"Hey pretty girls~ Are you looking for some fun--"

Amber kneed him in the balls before kicking him to the side, sending the guy who just tried to hit on her rolling away.

Ouch… She's as ruthless as always I see.

Well, that prompted two guys to step in front of us to block our way.

"Hey! That was our friend you just--"

Amber punched him in the gut before smashing her elbow across his face, knocking him out.

The second guy widened his eyes and quickly threw up his hands in surrender just as Amber took a step towards him.

"Woah! I surrender! Don't hurt me! They asked for it anyway!"

Amber lowered her raised fist before continuing to walk like nothing happened.

I had to step over the unconscious guy while Lea chose to walk around him instead, ignoring the last guy left from the group.

"Err… That wouldn't cause problems now, would it?" I asked.

Amber scoffed, "They're lucky we didn't choose to shoot them. If they try something else, we'll make sure they won't bother us again permanently."

Err… I don't think we should just kill someone just for trying to hit on us though… In fact, I felt the way you dealt with those guys were already a tad bit excessive…

At least after a sight like that, everyone else was giving us a wide berth.

Lea leaned over to me, "Is she always that overprotective?"

Overprotective? Of what? 

Before I could ask that, Amber turned back and scowled, "I heard that! I'm not overprotective, ok? I'm just the right amount of protective, ok?!"

"Ah… Yes… My apologies," Lea answered hastily.

Amber seemed to be satisfied with her response and continued leading the way down the street.

Well, I use 'leading' loosely because we're just walking down this street without a destination in mind.

Right as we passed by an alley though, a pained cry reached our ears.

I turned my gaze to look at the commotion and saw six guys in said alley where one of them was currently being beaten up by the other five.

There were other people walking through the alley as well but none of them were paying any attention to the guy that was being beaten up.

Apparently, I was the only one who took notice because Amber had gone on for a few more steps before realising I was no longer behind her and Lea had almost crashed into me when I stopped.

The two girls turned to see what I was looking at and Amber was confused.

"What is it, Tera?"

What is it? Do you not see the guy being beaten up right over there? Even you beating those two guys up got some attention so why are we all overlooking this one dude being ganged up on by five dudes?

Lea pointed at the fight, "I think Captain is looking at that."

Amber tilted her head, "Eh? Why? What's wrong with that? Oh, do you know someone there, Tera?"

"Err… Not really… I guess I was just amazed that something like this could happen and no one would give a shit. I guess that's expected of a place like this huh?"

Amber shrugged, "This also happens in the previous places we've been in, Tera. Or did you forget that the literal first day you came to Theeve, there was a gang shootout on the street?"

Oh yeah… I actually forgot about that…

Lea frowned, "This is why I don't like to be inside human space stations… You never know when you might get shot…"

I gasped and turned to her, "Oh no! You don't have a personal shield, do you?!"

She blinked, "I… Do not, Captain…"

"We need to get you one then! Clothes can wait, where is the nearest store that sells personal shields?"

Amber immediately pointed to my right and I looked across the street to see a weapons store there.

That's convenient.

I led the way towards the store and just as the doors slid open for us, two men pushed past us and rushed in first.

What the hell? It's not like there's a competition for who gets inside the gun store faster right? What's the rush?

That was when I realised they were carrying guns and they went directly to the counter to point them at the owner.

"Money in the bag now! And I want all the weapons you have over there in the bag too! Hurry up!!"

Oh what the fuck? I know this place is a lawless place but I definitely did not expect to see a robbery right after witnessing a fight.

But seriously… Trying to rob a gun store? Are you asking to get shot?

I was just considering whether I should step in to help when two things popped out from the ceiling, revealing themselves to be automated turrets before riddling the two thugs with bullets without giving them a chance to react.

The owner of the store, who was a normal looking middle aged man, didn't even flinch and just sighed before picking up a mop from under the counter.

Oh wow… For him to act like that, something like this must have happened before then.

He then noticed us standing at the door and he narrowed his eyes at us, prompting the turrets to swivel around and point their barrels at us.

As if to further threaten us, the turrets even turned on their tactical lasers so that we could see that the turrets were currently aiming at my chest.

"You friends of these two idiots?" He asked.

I couldn't even say anything before Amber stepped forward and pointed her own pistol at the owner, "You better put away those turrets before I put a bullet in your head, you fucker."

Amberrr!! What the fuck?!
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                Surprisingly, the store owner chuckled before the turrets disappeared back into the ceiling, "I'm just joking. Chill lady. I know you aren't friends with them since I saw what happened at the door. Come on in then, you looking to get yourself a new piece? Ah… But if would just wait a moment and let me clean this up."

He went out from the counter and started cleaning the floor of the blood stains while a robot floated out through a side door to pick up the bodies and dragging them away.

The store owner cleaned up the mess casually before beckoning us into the store.

"Come in then. What are you looking for today? I have pistols, rifles, shotguns, machine guns, whatever you want."

"We're looking for personal shields."

"Ah, looking for defence instead of offence I see. I have those too."

He went back behind the counter and the three of us approached him.

Amber still kept his eye on him and her hand was resting against the holster on her waist while Lea was looking at the spot that those two thugs got shot.

"So. What kind of shield are you looking for?"

"What do you have?"

He tapped on his counter and a screen appeared in front of me, "There's a few depending on what you will be using it for."

I looked through the long list of personal shields, some of them seemed to be specialised for specific purposes like protection against high heat or cold environments.

There's, of course, general purpose ones among the list as well.

I gestured to Lea, "We're Mercenaries you see. I'm looking for a shield that can serve her well in situations where we might find ourselves in a firefight."

"Mercs huh? Should have guessed with what you're packing," He mused, eyeing the shotgun I had slung on my back.

He then tapped on the counter and the screen in front of me changed to filter out several of the personal shields that specialised in environmental protection.

"I personally recommend the ones made by Aegis Corp. They're made primarily for Mercs with a good balance of recharge rate and capacity. I see you're using one from Apex Defense Systems though. That's a surprise."

Oh right… Bang mentioned that this was a common personal shield for miners right? Perhaps I should change mine too.

As though reading my mind, the store owner grinned at me, "I can offer you a discount if you want to trade that in."

"Alright… What specific models do you recommend?"

The screen in front of me changed again to show three different personal shields.

He gestured to the screen, "I would suggest these three in particular. The S-seventeen 'Survival', the G-five 'Guardian' and the R-nine 'Rapid'."

I raised an eyebrow, "And what's the difference between them?"

He pointed to the one on the left, "The 'Survival' series are more of an all rounder so they're pretty much average across all their stats. They're not the best at anything but that means they aren't bad at anything either so they're able to take hits from both ballistic and energy rounds without compromising on its integrity."

Ok, so that's a jack of all trades kind of shield. Kind of sounds neat to me.

He then pointed to the middle, "The 'Guardian' series are very durable and able to take a lot of hits before going down, but they also take quite a long time to charge back up again when they are depleted. Also, they are susceptible to EMP attacks."

So there's the tank type of shield. I feel that these are only good for very specific situations and detrimental in others.

He then pointed at the last one, "And the 'Rapid' series have the lowest capacity but regenerate the fastest. Aside from that, it does its job well."

I turned to Amber, "What kind of shield did you get?"

"Oh, I actually got the Rapid. It's not like I intend to get hit in the first place so it's more of an insurance for myself."

Well… I guess from how she usually fights, I could see that.

"What about you, Lea? Which one would you like?"

She seemed surprised at my question, "E… Eh? Captain is letting me choose?"

"Well yeah? You'll be the one using it, right? In fact, I think we should get you a weapon too since we'll most likely be thrown into shootouts. Can you use a gun?"

She nodded quickly, "I'm a sharpshooter actually. I am proficient with sniper rifles."

Oh, that's a surprise. But it's definitely a welcome one for sure.

"In that case, let's get a rifle for you as well," I decided.

Lea's eyes widened, "Eh? Wait… That's too much, Captain!"

I waved my hand, "It's fine. I'm not going to expect you to join us with your bare fists. And with how we hunt pirates, there's a possibility that we might be boarded and have to defend the ship from them so I'd rather you be armed and ready."

"Ah. In that case, please allow me to arm myself, Captain."

Odd way of wording it but ok?

I then pointed to the screen in front of me, "Anyway, which shield do you want?"

"If… If I may be so bold… Could I ask for the Guardian shield? It would allow me to maintain my position even while under fire to take a shot before I need to move."

"Hmm… Sounds reasonable enough. Then I'll take the Survival one," I told the store owner.

"Right then. Will you be trading that in?" He asked, nodding at the shield that was on my belt.

I nodded and deactivated it before taking it off to hand it over to him, "Yeah. I would also like to get a rifle for her too. Could you recommend a few?"

He took the shield belt from me and grinned, "Sure thing. Are we talking long ranged or medium ranged? Ballistic or energy based?"

Lea hesitated and I nodded at her.

She turned back to the owner, "Do you have an EE-seven Coil Hawk?"

The store owner frowned, "That coil rifle? That was voted as the worst sniper rifle of the year three years in a row."

"But do you have it?"

"Yeah, I do."

He reached towards the side and tapped on another terminal before returning back to us.

A moment passed and the door on his side of the counter slid open and a drone came floating in while carrying a gun with a distinctly thick and long barrel. There were also coils surrounding the barrel which I guessed must be where it got its name from.

The store owner received the gun from it before placing it on the counter.

"Here it is. I don't even know why you want this… The weight distribution is bad, the charge up time for this gun is a full second longer than the next coil gun in the same category and the bolt action type loading mechanism is hard to operate. The only good things about it are its penetration power and its range. Only collectors or hobbyists use this gun."

Amber raised an eyebrow, "I'm surprised you have this gun in stock then."

The owner rolled his eyes, "Gangs mount these as anti power armour weapons. Though they would use them more as a deterrent than an actual weapon with how unwieldy it is."

I looked at Lea, "You're sure you want this gun?"

She nodded, "I am familiar with it, Captain. Do not worry, I can use it."

Well… Since she's the one who asked for the weapon directly, I guess she must have used it before so I let her have it.

I turned back to the store owner, "I'll take that and the two shields, wrap them up for me please. Ah, no… Leave the shields, we'll be putting them on right now."

He shrugged, "Very well. Fifty thousand Credits for the Guardian, forty thousand Credits for the Survival and eighty thousand Credits for the Coil Hawk. I'll drop it down to a hundred and sixty thousand Credits for you."

That's… Err… I was about to say cheap but no… That is definitely quite expensive isn't it?

This was almost a third of the amount of money we received from selling off the pile of weapons from the pirates and there were definitely way more guns there as compared to these three pieces of equipment.

"Are you sure that's the best price you can give?" I asked.

He gave me a look, "Yes, actually. Any lower and I would be making a loss. I only offered these to you because I believed you could afford it by the way and they are worth every Credit. Those are all top shelf stuff."

I turned to Amber and she gave me a nod. Guess the guy's telling the truth.

Alright then.

I paid him and also bought some ammo for Lea's gun before we left the shop, the store owner thanking us as we stepped outside.

I'll admit, seeing Lea strap the rifle that was almost as long as she was tall was quite a sight.

An Alv wielding a sniper rifle… There should be a joke in there somewhere…

Anyway! It's back to clothes shopping!

            

    
        Clothes Shopping

    
    
    
    
                "What about this one? I think this one's ok."

"That colour doesn't suit her though… I think this one is better."

"Ah… But the design is a little bit off… I don't like this part here. It hides her legs"

"What about this?"

"Mmm… This one is good… If only it came in a different colour. Do they have something lighter?"

"Oh, oh! This one! This one!"

"Ahhh! Yes!! That's the one!!"

Ok… So we're supposed to be here to buy clothes for Lea so that she at least has some other normal looking clothes aside from just a t-shirt and pants…

Also… Last I checked, Amber and Lea weren't exactly on especially friendly terms and yet there they were, standing in front of me where I was the one that was being left out while they picked clothes for me.

Err… Hello? We're supposed to be here to get clothes for Lea… So why are you two picking clothes for me now?

Women… I don't even understand them even after I find myself in the body of one…

This kind of happened because Lea asked what kind of clothes I wear so that she could get a better idea on how to coordinate her outfits. Then Amber went ahead and told her that I barely have any clothes and pretty much wore the same thing everyday.

Lea seemed quite surprised by that fact and then she started whispering to Amber who seemed to be quite happy to hear whatever she said and they started looking at clothes together.

At first, I thought they were just looking at clothes for themselves until they started holding up clothes to match them with me did I realise I was the one they were choosing the clothes for.

"Why are you picking out clothes for me?" I asked.

Amber gave me a look, "Because you won't pick any out for yourself, Tera."

I looked down at my own clothes, "What's wrong with what I have?"

Amber huffed, "Tera, you'd wear the same two sets of clothes if I wasn't there to complain about it. You need some other clothes too!"

"We already got some clothes for me back then, didn't we?"

Amber rolled her eyes, "Come on, Tera! A girl can never have enough clothes!"

"They're not practical though. They'd get in the way in a fight."

"Who cares when you can look good!"

"Err… I do?"

"Pfft! As if something like this could stop you!" She cried out, picking up one of the shoes to wave at me.

I looked at the boots she was holding that had four inch heels, "I'm pretty sure I'll sooner trip and break my ankles if I were to run around in that."

Amber then gestured at her own pair of heeled boots, "Look! I'm wearing the same! It's fine!"

"Yeah, I'm more surprised you could do it. But I most definitely can't."

"Oh, you just need to get used to it!"

I don't think it's as simple as that but I am honestly questioning how Amber could jump around and run around in those boots of hers.

I waved my hand, "Anyway… I don't think I need that many clothes."

Amber tutted at me, "No, no. You definitely do! Look at this dress! It'll definitely look cute on you!"

"I don't want to look cute."

"But that's such a waste!"

"No."

Amber puffed her cheeks at me, "Come on, Tera! I promise you'll look good! I'll pay for it myself!"

"It's not about the money…"

"Pleaaaaase?"

Lea also joined in, "I think… It would be perfect on you as well, Captain…"

The two of them were looking at me with pleading gazes and I couldn't help but feel myself getting cornered.

"Ughh… I don't care anymore… Do whatever you want."

"Great! Then take this! And this! And this one too! Let's have you try it on!" Amber squealed, throwing several pieces of clothes onto my arms.

"Wait… Right now?" I asked.

"Of course! How else are we supposed to see whether they are good enough for you, Tera? Come on! The changing room is that way!"

"But… Lea's clothes…"

"She can wait! Right now this is a rare opportunity!! Come on!!"

I looked to Lea, hoping that she would at least say something to help me but she was looking at me with enthusiasm as though already expecting me to agree with them.

…

"Fine…" I sighed, letting myself get dragged towards the changing rooms.

*

Three hours… That's how long they made me change in and out of clothes they picked out for me over and over again.

It would have gone on for even longer but it seemed like they didn't think the shop had clothes that were suitable for me. In the end, they only picked three new sets of clothes for me.

The good news was that during those three hours, Lea had also picked out her own clothes for herself under my instruction so thankfully I didn't have to wait another three hours for that.

I decided that I should be careful in asking them out for clothes shopping in the future lest this repeats itself.

Normally we would have someone deliver our purchase back to the ship but Amber said that the odds are quite high that the delivery person would steal our stuff on this particular station so we had to bring it back to our ship on our own.

And since it was already late, we decided to just call it a night and look for the stuff Lea needs to set up the hydroponics garden tomorrow instead.

That meant that it was time for me to cook dinner for everyone.

I checked inside the fridge and frowned, "We might need to go back to eating synthfood tonight… Or more accurately, most of the ingredients used will be synthfood. There's not much organic ingredients left."

Amber let out a wail of despair, "Nooooo!! What about the stuff that's growing in the other room? We can use that, can't we?!"

I shook my head at her, "Those are still growing, we can't eat those."

"Arghhh!! The synthfood you cook is also delicious, but I can't be satisfied now that I've eaten the organic food you cook… Wait right here! I'll be right back!!"

Before I could stop her, she had picked up her personal terminal and rushed out of my ship.

I'm guessing she was going to find somewhere that sold organic ingredients on the station.

But… Wouldn't it be expensive as hell over here given what kind of place this was?

Oh well…

I looked at Lea who had a concerned look on her face when she saw Amber rushing out of the ship.

"Don't worry, she can handle herself. She's a Gold ranked Merc after all," I assured her.

She turned back to me, "I see… That would explain why you could afford such luxuries."

I shrugged, "Honestly, most of our fortune came from being lucky. I've not even been a Mercenary for that long."

"Ah, then you are her crew mate? But I thought this was your ship, Captain?"

I nodded, "Yes, the ship is mine. I… Umm… I already had the ship when I came over here, if you get what I mean."

"Oh, yes. You did say you are from an alternate Universe. So what is the difference between this one and yours? Surely there must be something that told you this was no longer your universe for you to realise that it was an alternate Universe?"

"Pretty obvious actually… I'm from Earth."

"Ah… The homeworld of you humans. I see how learning that the planet was lost from the charts might have clued you in on that… But perhaps… Have you considered the possibility of time travel?"

I paused, "I… Honestly did not… But I don't believe I did. There's just some other things that don't add up."

I was being vague about it because I don't think that telling her I came into this universe from playing a game would be wise. The alternate universe thing was already pushing it and she accepted that quite easily. I don't want her to think that I was crazy by telling her about the game too.

"Mmm.. I see… Ah, speaking of which, do you mind if I get comfortable? Captain?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Eh? Of course not. Aren't you comfortable now?"

"Not really, here I go…"

She then proceeded to strip off her top and bottom before I could even comprehend what she was doing, leaving her completely in the nude.

"Wa… What? Wait! What are you doing?!"

"Eh? Oh… I guess I should have known. In my colony ship, we're all girls so we usually just walk around naked or in our underwear so that we could be closer to the plants, you see."

"Does that even work?"

"Mmm… I'm not too sure, but I found that I did have a deeper connection with the plants when I am in the nude. Does this bother you, Captain?"

I had to tear my eyes away from her naked bosoms, "No… Not at all."

"Fufufu~ Then that's perfect then. Ah! If you would like, I could tell you about my colony ship?"

"I… Ahem… Yes, I would like that."

She giggled, "Very well… Let's see… Where should I start?"

I don't think I would be able to listen to her much with what was bouncing in front of me…

Is this something I just need to get used to now?

Hmm… I actually don't mind.

            

    
        First Day With My Alv

    
    
    
    
                Amber came back with a box full of organic ingredients and I wondered just how much she spent on them.

But when I opened the box, I frowned upon seeing the stuff inside.

"Amber? Half of these are bad…"

She looked over my shoulder as I took out a mouldy apple from within the box.

"Eh? They are?" Amber asked, surprised.

Lea also came over and took out a cabbage that had some holes in its leaves, "Yes… This one seems to be infested with worms… I'm more surprised that they even managed to get it infested in the first place actually."

Amber's eyes widened, "Wait… So I got scammed?!"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "How much did you pay for this?"

"Ten thousand Credits! He assured me that it was packed properly and they took it from a cold storage freighter!"

Lea grimaced, "Unfortunately… I believe you got scammed for this…"

Amber clutched her head in despair, "Noooo!! Does that mean we aren't going to eat any organic food tonight?!"

She's more worried about that instead of the ten thousand Credits she just wasted…

I rummaged through the box, "Hmm… I think I can still make something with this… I just need some time to cut out the bad parts. Definitely not going to use the ones that are already really bad though… Oh! Do you think we can make compost with that?"

Lea blinked at me, "Compost? What is that?"

"Eh? You know… Fertiliser for… Oh wait… You guys don't use soil to grow stuff, do you?"

"Ah… I'm afraid we don't. Even on our home worlds, we mainly use hydroponics for our farms since we don't have that much land to use the soil for farming. Humans are the ones who are better at that than we are."

"What is the Alv home world like?"

She smiled at me, "It's beautiful, Captain. I would very much like to show it to you if we get the chance. Towering buildings that reach all the way up into the sky while wrapped in plants, walkways stretching in between those buildings that make you feel like you're walking on air, trees that dwarf even the biggest buildings that we have built… It's a marvellous place."

"That actually sounds pretty cool. Maybe we can go there one day?" I asked.

"I'll be your guide when that day comes, Captain."

Amber clutched at my arm, "That's nice and all but… Can we really still eat something organic tonight?"

Oh right. I haven't made dinner for them yet… Guess I should get started.

I looked through the box that Amber had brought back and separated out the ingredients that were at least still fresh enough from the ones that were obviously bad.

After taking care of the bad parts, I managed to cook up a rather simple vegetable stew for us using the scavenged ingredients that were on the bad side.

I decided to save the rotting parts as compost and see if I could find some soil in the markets tomorrow.

I intended to just get maybe a small pot's worth of it to see if I could just grow something else on the side. If they don't have any, then I can just toss them out anyway so it's not like I'm losing out on much.

As for our dinner… As expected, the two of them were literally crying over the food even though I used subpar ingredients.

Well… I still had to use some of my synthfood seasonings to make it so all in all… It was pretty good even if I do say so myself.

Now that we were fed, it was time to call it a night and I let Lea have the bedroom with the bunk bed, which happened to be the room where we would be using to make a hydroponics farm.

I was worried that she might not like that her room was being used for something else but she seemed to be really happy about it instead.

I guess being close to plants puts her at ease?

Of course, Amber slept with me that night and we had sex, naturally.

I had initially been concerned that Amber's screams of pleasure would be heard by Lea but then again… It's not like we didn't make our relationship clear from the start so I just threw caution to the wind and ploughed my lover hard from behind.

I woke up earlier than Amber the next morning and decided to do a quick check on Lea.

When I got out of my room, I found her door open so I got curious and peeked inside.

There, I found her looking over the hydroponics garden while wearing nothing but her panties.

"You're up early," I commented from the door.

She jumped slightly from my voice as she spun around, only to relax when she saw it was me.

"Ah, good morning Captain. I… Have a habit of rising early I would say."

"Ahaha, that's almost the opposite of Amber. She'll sleep in till the afternoon if I'm not there to wake her up."

Her cheeks suddenly flushed, "Y… Yes… Although I suppose it's not surprising considering how… Vigorous your activities are at night…"

Well… As I thought, she heard us alright.

I decided not to say anything about it and tried to change the topic, "So… You hungry? I can make something up for us."

She seemed surprised by my suggestion, "Eh? Is… Is that alright, Captain? Haven't you been cooking for the past two meals already? Isn't this a bit too extravagant?"

I chuckled, "Well, before this I would be the one to cook for all the meals. Ever since Amber tasted my cooking, synthfood just won't cut it for her anymore. Besides, I also can't stomach synthfood myself after I started cooking so it's not like I'm forcing myself to cook anyway. Eating delicious food will always be preferred over eating that synthetic junk."

"How nice… I dare say that no other Mercenary Captain would have a luxury on par with this. On our ship, we only had a few people who knew how to cook, although I would even hesitate to call them chefs now that I have seen how Captain prepares the food."

"I'm actually more surprised that the concept of combining ingredients together seems foreign to you."

She gave me a sad smile, "When we now have machines to do everything for you… I suppose some skills are lost in the process."

"Oh right, I remember hearing about those automated cooking machines or whatever. Aren't those more for synthfood though?"

Lea shook her head, "They can also work for organic ingredients too. All you have to do is feed the cooker with the ingredients and then it will be able to churn out food based on what you feed into it. You wouldn't even need to do anything else."

"And no one wonders how the machine makes the food? Like combining them together?"

She shrugged, "Do you ever wonder how your ship flies? About how the engine parts are put together to enable it to travel at sub-light speeds?"

I grimaced, "I see your point. The thing works and we're reaping the benefits of it so we don't bother questioning it."

Lea nodded, "Indeed. The people who actually think about cooking without the usage of automatic cookers are seen as the eccentric or just hobbyists instead of actual chefs. Although there are a few places where some might have actually studied and learned how to cook properly, they are few and far between and mostly found only in the inner colonies instead of around the outer rims like this."

That got my attention, "Are you telling me that the best chefs are found there?"

"Mnn… That is normally the case. That is why I was surprised to learn that Captain--"

"Good morning everyone!!" Amber's voice came from behind me suddenly, causing both of us to jump in surprise.

The blonde haired Merc grinned at us, "Oh! Looks like she's also an early riser, Tera! How nice~ So what's for breakfast?"

I raised an eyebrow, "I'm surprised you even woke up by yourself today… Usually I'd have to drag you out of bed or wake you up with another round of sex in bed before you would even wake up. What changed?"

"Hmmm? Maybe I got a little worried when I didn't feel your presence beside me in bed this morning so I came out to check~ Then I found you flirting with your new crewmate over here~"

I rolled my eyes, "We weren't flirting."

"Mmhmm~ Sure you weren't~ Anyway! What's for breakfast? I'm already starving! You didn't even wake me up with the usual fucking so I'm hungry both down there and up here!"

Geez, you're really a glutton huh?

Oh well, since we're already up anyway, I suppose I'll just cook up something nice for us. Then we'll have to go and look for some gardening supplies around here.

            

    
        General Store Shoot Out

    
    
    
    
                We were back on the same street again and I noted that it was relatively quieter than yesterday when we visited this place at night.

Ironic, considering the fact that it's not like there's a sun overhead that showed what time it was anyway.

"So… Where would they sell the gardening stuff?"

Lea gave me an amused smile, "We don't actually need to look for a gardening store. Just a store that sells furniture or a hardware store would do. I will be able to make something with them."

I turned to her, "Umm… Not to sound ungrateful but… Could I ask why you are helping me with this? I thought this hydroponics thing was a secret to the Alvs that you're not meant to share?"

She turned to me, "That is true. This technology is a closely guarded secret amongst my people… But you already know about it from another universe anyway, don't you? What's more, you don't intend to spread this knowledge around, do you?"

"Of course not."

"Then I see no problem with it. And if I may be honest… I feel more at ease when there are plants around me."

I raised an eyebrow, "Wait a minute… Was that why you reacted so weirdly when you first came on my ship? You somehow also knew that Amber wasn't the captain of it as well."

She nodded, "I felt the presence of plants within your ship and… This may sound a little ridiculous but… I felt it on you as well. Which was why I knew she was not the captain of it."

That's cool, I guess this must be some kind of special trait that Alvs have.

"Hey, would that shop do?" Amber asked, rousing me from my thoughts.

I turned to see what she was referring to and found that there was a general store right ahead of us.

Lea nodded, "I believe we can find some of the things we need there, yes."

Nice, let's go take a look then.

As we got closer to the store, two large vehicles suddenly drove past us and parked themselves in front of the store, prompting mean looking and armed men to get out and head inside the store.

Huh… What are we going to get involved with this time?

What? Of course we're going there to take a look! It's not everyday we see a couple of gang members roll up to a store and walk inside a store like they were about to bust it down!

Lea turned to me in surprise when she realised I was still walking towards the store, "Eh? We're going there even after that?"

Amber grinned, "Hey, we're Mercs, remember? If those thugs are causing trouble, I wouldn't say no to putting them down and getting their bounties for it."

"But… There's at least a dozen of them over there! Are you really thinking of taking them on?"

"Please, we've had worse odds than that."

"But still… Unn… Nevermind, I suppose I should just do my best to support you if it comes down to it, Captain."

I smiled at her, "Well… I don't think it would be that serious but I'll be counting on you, Lea."

We stepped around the parked cars and were about to step inside the store when Amber's and my personal terminal let out a notification ping.

Both of us took them out at the same time and I tapped on the screen to display the message.

'Ongoing store hold up at Bake's General Store. Open Hustle.'

Oh, it's been a while since we had an open job like that. Guess we're working today.

I'm more surprised that the guy managed to post a job while the thugs were inside and most likely threatening him as well.

I turned to Amber and nodded, both of us pulling out our guns at the same time which must have told Lea what we were planning to do since she also unslung her rifle from her back to hold it in her hands.

We then snuck inside the store, finding the thugs standing in front of the counter where an elderly man was cowering behind.

"I asked you a question, old man! And I would appreciate that you answer my fucking question! Where the fuck did you get your White Powder from?!"

Oh, I guess we know why they're here then.

"I… I already told you! I… I don't know! Some runner came in yesterday and sold me a few bags of them which I'm reselling! I didn't make them!"

"Nice try bud, you're telling me that you just so happen to get more than a dozen bags of White Powder out of nowhere? You're going to tell us where your source is or we're going to beat that out of you."

Err… I guess we're indirectly responsible for this guy getting his store held up huh?

"I'm telling the truth! I really don't know where they came from!"

"Ha! Did you think that a few hundred bags of White Powder would make their way out into the station without us knowing? We know your fucking store is a front for drug distribution so fucking spill it! Where are you making them?!"

"I'm really just a reseller! I don't know where they came from!"

"You had your fucking chance old man!"

He raised his hand that held a gun and I brought up my shotgun, intentionally aiming it at the thug's legs so that I won't accidentally shoot the old man by mistake.

I pulled the trigger, blasting off the thug's legs with my shotgun before following up with another shot to his chest when he fell to the floor..

Amber immediately followed up my shot by blasting her pistols in a flurry, shooting several of the thugs with accurate shots to their heads.

In just the first two seconds, six of the thugs were already on the floor.

The old man quickly ducked under the counter while the rest of the thugs quickly sought cover behind the shelves.

"Captain, please move away," Lea requested behind me.

I turned to see that she had lowered herself to sit on the ground with her left arm resting on her left knee, allowing her to use the crook of her elbow to support her rifle.

The gun was already making a low whine sound so I quickly stepped aside, moments before the gun fired a round that penetrated through a shelf and the three thugs behind it.

One of them tried to peek out from behind the shelf, only to see the end of my shotgun pointed straight at him.

The pellets from my shell blasted him in the face, sending him crashing into the counter.

Another tried to blind fire his pistol around the corner at us, scoring a few hits on me but my shield blocked the shots for me.

I heard another low whine before Lea's sniper fired another shot, penetrating through the cover and blasting the thug behind it apart.

"I'm going in~" Amber sang before leaping on top of a shelf and using it as a platform to launch herself over where the other thugs were hiding.

She spun around in mid air and pointed her pistols at the thugs hiding behind one of the shelves.

Two rounds were fired and two bodies hit the ground before Amber landed on her feet.

One of the thugs stood up on her right and tried to shoot at her but she snapped her arm up and shot him in the head without even looking at him.

"You fucking bitch!!"

Another thug popped out and brandished a ballistic rifle, firing a hail of bullets at Amber.

She flipped away from where she stood to avoid the bullets, firing a single shot at her shooter that would have nailed him in the head but a shield materialised to stop it.

I popped out from around the corner and levelled my shotgun at him, quickly firing two shots at him in quick succession.

The first shot was blocked by his shield but it also shattered it, letting my second shot eviscerate his torso with the pellets.

There were two thugs left, both of them deciding that it was a better idea to run away instead of staying and fighting.

Amber tried to shoot at both of them in the back but they also had shields that blocked her from finishing them off.

Neither of them even turned back and tried to run for the cars, both of them aiming to get into a different vehicle.

I switched my loaded shell to a shield buster with a slug round following right after it before running to the entrance to take aim at the one on the left.

I breathed out before pulling the trigger, the shield buster instantly shredding his shield before the slug round went through his back and exiting from the other side.

The last thug managed to get himself inside the car and started the car quickly before stepping on the pedal to drive away.

Well… I guess taking out all but one thug was also pretty good, all things considered.

That was when I heard a low whine from my side and I turned to see Lea taking aim at the car right before she took the shot.

I swivelled back to see the round penetrating through the back of the car to blast through the poor thug's head, causing him to swerve the vehicle and crash into the other thug's car.

Huh… She wasn't kidding when she said she knows how to use that gun…

            

    
        Getting Some Goods From The General Store

    
    
    
    
                "I can't say I expected the response to be that quick… But I suppose I should be grateful…" The store owner muttered after we finished off the thugs.

Amber nudged the body of one of the thugs with her foot, "Yeah, I'll bet. He would have blown your brains out if it weren't for us. You're lucky we were already coming here in the first place."

"Are there people who clean up these dead bodies here?" I asked, remembering the cleaners back on Theeve station.

The store owner nodded, "Yeah, I already called them. They'll be here to get rid of them in a few minutes. Anyway, since you said that you were on your way here, I assume you have something you want to buy? Some White Powder perhaps?"

I turned to Lea and she nodded, taking over the conversation.

"We need some hundred and ten millimetre pipes, brackets to support said pipes, a hand drill, nails and--"

"Woah, woah, slow down. I do have a hardware section at the back, I can bring you over there to take a look."

Lea nodded, "That would be preferable."

The owner then turned to me, "I'll take her there. Feel free to browse around if you want. Give me a holler if you need anything."

"Sure. But I guess I'll just be looting these thugs first."

"Knock yourself out."

The owner guided Lea to the back of the store while Amber and I set to looting the dead bodies of the thugs for anything valuable we could use or sell.

Hey, I already said I'm a loot goblin, I'm not going to just leave all this free loot to waste.

Besides… I'm actually helping out since I'm dragging out all the corpses outside the store so that we could better organise the stuff we get from them.

I also managed to pull out the dead thug inside the car which left us with seventeen corpses in total.

Unfortunately, only half of them had guns while the rest were using melee weapons like a bat or a knife which wouldn't really sell well. The good thing was that three of them had personal shields and those were worth quite a bit of money at least.

I also looked through the two vehicles that they had driven in and looted them clean.

In total, we've got four handguns, one rifle, two shotguns, three shields and several Credit Chips from looting which coupled with the reward for saving the store owner added up to six thousand Credits in total.

Pretty poor thugs if you ask me… But I guess I shouldn't complain considering where we were.

While we were dragging the corpses out of the store, I also noticed a couple of armed individuals who showed up and stuck around to watch for a bit before walking away.

At first I thought they were also thugs belonging to another gang or even comrades of the thugs we just killed but I realised later that those were just Mercs who had also wanted to respond to the job but were too late in reaching here.

They most likely wanted to see who completed the job before they could or maybe they just wanted to see what they missed out on.

Amber dumped the last corpse in the pile before dusting her hands, "I think they're the local thugs around here. Most likely just a small gang that claimed this part of the street as their territory and collected protection money from shops like these."

I turned to her, "I'm guessing we should prepare ourselves for their retaliation or something?"

She scoffed, "Pfft, I'm pretty sure we wiped out most of their group with this. They probably sent out everyone they have just to make a statement but I'm guessing that they'll only have like two or three people left in the gang at most. They're pretty much disbanded at this point."

I suppose that's a piece of good news at least.

"What do we do about the cars though?" I asked.

"The cleanup crew will take care of it. We can't sell it easily anyway so that will be part of their payment. Not that it has anything to do with us anyway."

Soon enough, a rather large truck sped down the street and stopped a short distance away from us and several masked men got out, armed with what appears to be cleaning tools.

One of them who was at least a good foot taller than me approached us, "You the client?"

Amber jerked her thumb at the store, "Nah, we're the Mercs who took the hustle. Client's the owner back there."

The man nodded and went inside, prompting the other guys with him to start cleaning up the corpses and the blood stains.

I leaned over to Amber, "I'm guessing that it's normal for everywhere to have cleaners like this?"

She shrugged, "There's a corporation behind it actually. They're all just workers working for subsidiaries of it. Anything you need cleaned up, you just need to give them a call and they'll take care of everything, no questions asked."

"Even crime scenes?"

"Even crime scenes."

"That's bad for the police or whatever, right?"

Amber grinned, "In the inner colonies, they would have agreements made with the local security forces on what they can and cannot clean up before they get to it. But for fringe systems like this? No one really gives a shit. It's not like there aren't people dying pretty much everyday, right?"

I guess she has a point.

No one's going to try and find out who's the murderer of some poor nameless smuck that got done in by another random thug because they looked at them wrong. If they did, they might even find that the perpetrator got done in by another random thug because they looked at them wrong too, wasting your time and efforts.

We put aside the loot we got from the thugs and went back in the store, taking the chance to see if there was anything that we needed for purchasing here.

Amber already assured us that if there was something we needed but wasn't found here, we could just place an order at the Trader Union for the stuff to be delivered to us.

The only reason why we weren't doing this from the start was because buying from the Trader Union would be more expensive and it would take several days for them to deliver the requested items.

The good thing was that we were planning to stay here for a bit and do some Merc jobs around here so time wasn't an issue.

I wasn't really looking for anything in particular but the store did sell some synthfood that I've never seen before so I decided to grab a couple of them to test their taste. Maybe they could serve as replacements for some of the organic ingredients that are harder to get like meat and fish.

The shop also had some spare parts but I wasn't knowledgeable about ships to know how to fix one myself.

Hmm… If I get myself a larger ship, I might need to hire a mechanic or something.

It's not a big issue now since we don't spend that long out in space since we don't have the supplies to last that long without making stops at a station so we could always just have the station's mechanics do the maintenance and repairs if needed.

But when we have a larger ship capable of doing long haul missions, we'll definitely need someone who can maintain the ship while we are far away from civilization.

While looking through the other shelves, I found the entertainment section of the store as well.

Oh~ They have poker cards! Seems like even in the future, cards like these are still a thing huh?

I should grab a few of these to store on my ship in case I get bored and we can play with Lea and Amber.

There's also some cartridges that look like you can plug it into a machine to play games but I don't recognise any of the games that are displayed on the cartridges. They also don't look like they would slot inside a personal terminal either and I don't see any machines being sold on the nearby shelves that would suggest it to be the machine these cartridges were designed for.

But taking a look at the pictures printed on the cartridges, I could tell that some of these games were sci-fi RPG type of games which I kind of found it ironic since it would be considered a modern day realistic RPG in this universe instead.

I decided to just grab a couple of the interesting looking ones anyway just in case. I could ask the store owner later about what can be used to play these and I could order the machine from the Trader Union if I need to.

Alright, that's all I need for now… Is Lea done yet?

            

    
        Another Job

    
    
    
    
                Our total expenditure there turned out to be fifty thousand Credits.

It would have been more but the owner gave us a discount for saving his life so that was good. He even threw in a free delivery service as well which included delivering the loot we got from the thugs, so that was pretty neat.

"So what else is missing?" I asked, knowing that she definitely did not find everything we need in that store.

"Mostly just seedlings but I don't need to get them now. I can make the rest with what we've bought today, just need some time to get it started."

I raised an eyebrow, "You said that we'll need to spend another few million though?"

"Ah… That was factoring in the price of buying the seedlings and I don't mean to spend it all at once but over time, Captain. I'll need some time to make the farm first and get stuff ready before we get the seedlings so we can get them at a later time as well."

Well, no complaints from me there.

As we left the store, I noticed someone that was huddled against the wall push away from it to start following us.

I turned to Amber and she seemed to have noticed as well and pointed straight ahead, "Let's take a walk over there. Someone told me there's a nice bar around that corner."

I understood that she wanted to bring that guy to another location to confront him so I nodded at her.

Lea however, did not notice and frowned, "It's barely afternoon though… Are you really drinking that early?"

"Pfft, it's never too early to drink with your lover, Lea."

The Alv scrunched up her eyebrows at that statement but chose not to say anything else and simply followed behind me.

Amber led us towards an alley and turned to walk inside. I glanced to the side without turning my head to see that the guy was indeed still following us before I entered the alley.

The alley continued straight for a few steps before turning, making that the perfect spot for our ambush.

As soon as we turned the corner, both Amber and I pressed ourselves against the wall in the shadows with Amber closer to the corner, which made Lea give us a weird look.

She opened her mouth to say something but I quickly pulled her over to me to lean against the way and shushing her with a finger on my lips.

She nodded quickly and snapped her mouth shut as we waited for the guy to approach the corner.

The soft sounds of footsteps slowly approached the corner and Amber lifted her hands in preparation to grab the person.

The moment he appeared, she reached for him and spun him around to slam him against the wall while pulling out her pistol to press the barrel against his neck.

As for me, I had also pulled out my own pistol but I held it against my side, ready to raise it up should our stalker try anything against us.

I realised the guy was a young man who I suspect was no older than twenty and he looked quite surprised by the situation he found himself in.

"Alright, what do you want?" She asked, pushing the gun against him harder as a silent threat.

He raised his hands quickly, "Wait! I… I don't mean any harm!"

"Right. Someone waiting outside a store for us to be done just to follow us into an alley means us no harm. You've got to try harder than that."

"No wait! I mean it! I want to hire you guys!!"

Amber raised an eyebrow but she did not move her pistol from where it was, "Alright. Talk."

He gulped, "I… I was outside the store and I saw how you guys took down those thugs despite them outnumbering you by so many."

"No need to praise us. Get to the point."

"I… I have a job that I need someone to help with…"

I frowned, "You can just go through the Mercenary Guild for that, can't you?"

Amber scoffed, "That's because it's most likely a request that the Guild will not accept."

I gave Amber a look, "Huh? What kind of job would the Guild not accept?"

"When the client can't afford to pay the needed fee for the type of request they want, for one."

I turned to look at the young man and… Well… I can see that he's definitely not well off with the way he was dressed.

His pants had several patches sewn over them and his clothes looked one size too big for him which was half hidden by a tattered cloak he had wrapped around his shoulders.

The only good thing about him was that he at least had a decent looking face marred only by some dirt that was smeared across his cheeks.

Well… I don't mean to judge but even those thugs we killed back there were more well dressed than he is and they don't have that much money either.

The young man grimaced, "Yes… I do not have enough money… But I saw how the three of you jumped in to save that store owner right away when you saw him being held up, so I thought you might be willing to help others without needing to be paid!"

Amber tutted at him, "Ah, ah. That's where you're wrong, we were most definitely paid for it. He had sent out an open hustle which we accepted because we were heading to that store anyway. So no, we don't do stuff for free."

Lea came to my side, "Maybe we should listen to what his request is first?"

Amber turned to me, showing that she would let me decide.

I shrugged and nodded at the young man, "Alright. Talk. We'll decide after we hear what you need."

He glanced at the gun Amber was still holding against his neck but my lover showed no signs of wanting to remove it from where it was.

He sucked in a breath, "I… Alright… My sister was taken by a gang… They're planning to force her to sign a slavery contract and sell her off…"

I raised an eyebrow, "The gang wouldn't happen to be the one who took down just now, would it? Because if it is, they're pretty much finished already."

He shook his head, "No… It's another one… They call themselves the Snatchers… Because they snatch up people and force them into slavery contracts to be sold off you see… They're quite a problem here and there's definitely a lot of people who want to see them gone so you'd be doing a lot of people a favour by getting rid of them!"

Amber gave him a look, "You want us to go fighting a gang all by ourselves at the risk of death with no compensation whatsoever? Just so you know, depending on the size of the gang, a request like that could cost you upwards of thirty thousand Credits at the very least for a small gang."

"I… I know… That's why I can't afford it… I don't even have three thousand, let alone thirty thousand… My sister and I are orphans, there's no way we have that much money!"

If this was still the game, I would have just accepted the missions without even thinking much. But right now, this is real and if we die, we die for real. That's why as much as I would like to help him, the risk is too high for the absence of a reward to compensate for such risks.

He seemed to notice that none of us seemed to want to help him.

"Please! My sister is the only family I have left! Both my parents got hooked on drugs and both of them died because of that! We've been living on the streets all this while and they came and snatched her up and beat me up! I wasn't even able to stop her from being grabbed!"

Amber sighed and pulled back from him, "Tough luck boy, but I'll be frank with you, that's none of our business. If you had the Credits, you could make it our business but we're Mercs, not a charity. You want us to risk our lives for you, then you better have something to compensate for it."

The young man bit his lip, "I… Please… I'm begging you… They're planning to use that White Powder or whatever that's been going around to drug her up and make her feel happy to sign that slavery contract… Once she signs it… She won't be able to escape… I'll lose the only family I have…"

Ok… At this point, I sincerely don't think it's because of us that this happened. White Powder was already circulating around here right? We only brought in more of it so this gang could have already gotten them from elsewhere either way.

I was about to reject him again when Amber grinned, "Oh? Why didn't you say that sooner? That means those guys have a cache of White Powder for us to take and sell off~ I suppose that could be our payment~"

… Oh yeah… Good point, Amber.

I guess we can listen to the details then.

            

    
        This Guy Marked Us

    
    
    
    
                So… Long story short… These guys are a bunch of pirates who lost their ships and got stranded here. So they started a gang to catch young girls and drug them into slavery to get money to replace their ships.

At least, that was their plan at first until they realised how profitable this was and just stuck around as illegal slavers instead to take advantage of the people who can't fight back.

None of them were particularly known during their pirating days so there weren't any bounties on them which meant that no Mercs found it worth their time to hunt them.

But then they started getting even more members from other pirates who also lost their ships and they're now a rather large gang.

In other words, these people are fucking losers.

The young man offered to give us directions to the gang and sought to leave after that but Amber grabbed him by the neck and told him that he was going to lead us to their hideout personally.

"After all, you're expecting us to work for you for free, the least you could do is to accompany us, right?" She told him.

He looked a little frightened by her proposition but agreed to it in the end.

I guess when you are being forced to go to a gang's hideout who have beaten you up before without a means to defend yourself, it's normal to be hesitant.

He led the way through the station, taking a lift at the end of the street down to a lower level of the station where it felt like we were walking through a maintenance tunnel with all the pipes and wires along the roof.

But it seems like this was also a street of some sort since there were several stalls set up along the way and a few people were also huddled here, some of them sleeping along the side of the wall or passed out with several alcohol bottles littered around them.

I figured the main reason why there were fewer people upstairs in the morning was because everyone else was still unconscious from all the drinking they did the night before.

A few of them gave us unfriendly looks, some of them clearly looking for a fight while others seemed to be of the lewd nature. But when they saw the guns we had on us, they quickly looked away and pretended to be busy instead.

Yeah… Don't come down here without a gun, guys.

Soon enough, we reached a weird looking door that reminded me of those heavy metal doors that you might find in a ship with that wheel thing in the middle of the door.

I think this might be the first time I'm seeing a door that needs to be opened manually instead of automatically.

"They're hiding there… They already have several other girls locked up there too… Please save them…"

Amber turned to him, "Why are you speaking like you aren't going in there with us? You're going to follow us all the way, boy."

"E… Eh? Wait… Wait a minute! But I don't know how to fight! I would just be a burden!"

"Uh-huh… And you already said they captured a number of girls right? How are we supposed to know who is your sister amongst them?"

"You… I mean… Aren't you going to rescue everyone anyway? She will come home once she is freed."

"A brother who would just leave her sister to be rescued by some strangers he just met, what kind of brother are you?"

"Ugh… I… I get it… Could I… Could I have a weapon at least?"

Amber raised an eyebrow, "You know how to use a gun?"

"N… No? But… How hard could it be, right? Just… Just point it at someone and shoot?"

Lea shook her head, "You are definitely not getting a gun. But really, do we need to bring him along?"

Amber scoffed, "Of course we do. Come on! Let's go before they start using the White Powder and we have less of it to sell!"

So she wasn't worried about the girls being drugged but more because we'll have less drugs to sell if they were to be drugged…

I kind of have mixed feelings about this because aren't we just selling it back into the market for someone else to be used on instead?

But then again… Do I really care?

Honestly, not really. As long as it doesn't affect us, I don't really care that much.

Amber went up to the door and spun it open, the bolts sliding out of their locks with a metallic clang before the door swung inwards to reveal a dimly lit corridor behind it.

All of us armed ourselves and we proceeded past the doors, advancing through the tunnel cautiously.

Amber was leading the way with the young man following nervously right behind her followed by myself and Lea.

The young man kept glancing back nervously, clearly wanting to leave but unable to so he had no choice but to follow along.

The corridor led to a flight of stairs that led further down up ahead and Amber slowed down her advance to creep towards it.

I realised why she did so a moment later as voices echoed from the front.

"Are they not ready yet? The next batch will be coming soon, we need to get ready for them."

"I'm working on it already! They all came in these large packets so we have to separate them by ourselves! This shit takes time, ok?!"

"Whatever, just hurry up before they get here. I want to get this over and done with."

"What? You planning on fucking them as well?"

"Hahaha! Of course I am! They're all illegal slaves anyway so no one cares!"

"Don't let the boss hear you say that."

"What? You think he's not fucking them either? You're stupid if you think that."

"I meant letting him hear that you have the same idea too."

"Well, he won't know if you don't tell him."

We crept over to the top of the stairs and found two thugs crouched over some boxes that were packed with bags of White Powder.

They were taking them out to put them in a pile near another table that seemed to be there to sort them into smaller packages.

I turned to Amber and whispered, "How do you want to do this?"

"Hmm? Just go in and shoot them?"

Unexpectedly, the young man spoke up before I could, "Wait! What if that makes them kill the girls?! You can't do that! They could… They could… Use them as hostages!"

Amber gave him a smile, "Yes, you are right."

Just as the young man breathed out a sigh of relief, Amber raised her hand and shot the two thugs in the head, nailing them even at this distance.

The young man let out a shriek of surprise, only to have Amber grab him by the collar and throwing him down the stairs.

Both Lea and I watched as the young man rolled down the stairs, bouncing on every other step before hitting the bottom of the stairs with a loud crash.

"Party's about to get started~" The blonde haired Merc giggled while lifting up her guns.

I was about to ask why she did that to the young man when someone ran over from below to check what the noise was.

The new guy stopped when he saw the two dead thugs and the young man on the floor, looking more surprised than wary.

I thought that was Amber using the young man as a distraction and making them think he was the one who killed the two thugs when the newcomer spoke up.

"Darrel? What the fuck are you doing? Aren't you supposed to be looking for new marks outside? What happened to those two?!"

The young man didn't even get to answer before Amber slid down the stairs on the railing and fired two rounds into the newcomer's chest, sending him sprawling on the floor on his back.

She then kicked the guy who 'hired' us over onto his back and grinned at him, "Oh look~ You finally look like someone actually beat you up to steal your sister~ You might want to consider doing that next time before lying about getting beaten up by some thugs in your next life. Thanks for showing us where your group's hideout is though~"

Ah… Oh shit… I didn't even notice that…

He claimed he got beaten up by the thugs before they took his sister away… Yet he didn't look like he had any wounds on him. This fucker lied to us…

She stepped on his chest and pointed the gun at his head.

Before she could pull the trigger though, I shouted at her, "Amber, wait!"

She turned to see me rushing down the stairs with Lea following behind me.

"What? Don't tell me you want to spare this bastard, Tera?"

"No, no… This asshole thinks he can trick us? Then he needs some bigger punishment…"

I took aim in between his legs and Amber immediately understood and stepped away, allowing me to blow his crotch clean off with my shotgun.

He let out a howl of pain and clutched the mess in between his legs while curling himself up into a ball.

Yeah… We're going to let him bleed out like that.

In the meantime… We have a gang to clear out for their drugs.

What? Look! There's already a few boxes of them there! Why stop here?

            

    
        They're 'Cooking' Here

    
    
    
    
                Unlike before, we don't know how many thugs there were in this place so we'll have to be careful while we're advancing.

They might even be alerted to our presence by now and laid traps for us.

There was just a single corridor leading away from here so we proceeded through it in the same formation as before.

To make sure that the bastard who tried to trick us wouldn't try anything, we tied him up before leaving him to bleed out in a corner, all of us ignoring his cries of despair.

The corridor was also dimly lit with it being illuminated by barely functioning and flickering overhead lamps at regular intervals.

Another metal door was at the end of the corridor, similar in design to the first one that we used to come through.

As we approached the door, something moved out of the shadows and lunged towards Amber.

I wanted to raise my gun to shoot at the thug who had been using the darkness to hide himself but Amber beat me to it.

She leaned slightly back to avoid the guy's hand and swung her left hand under her chest to point her gun at the thug's abdomen, firing two shots at point blank range.

There was a gasp from the thug before Amber kicked him away to create some distance and shot him again, this time aiming for the head.

She then continued forward, stepping over the corpse like nothing happened.

Lea and I followed after her until we reached the door, covering for her as she opened it.

We held our breath as the door swung towards us, revealing a sort of manufacturing room inside where various machines lined either side of the walls, all of them currently online and producing something along an assembly line.

What was curious about it was there was no one here.

Amber approached one of the machines and whistled, "Oh, I see now. These guys are actually making fake White Powder here."

I looked over her shoulder and sure enough, some weird packages were being fed into the machines and at the very end of the conveyor belt, some white substance was being pushed out and dumped into a large container.

I turned to Amber, "Fake white powder?"

She nodded, "See those packages? They're processed synthfood. They're just crushing them and adding some colour to make it look like White Powder when it's really not. They're probably using this to scam people looking for the real thing."

Right… So these guys aren't only kidnapping people for their illegal slavery trade, they're also selling fake drugs… Man, these guys really are a bunch of losers aren't they?

Oh shit… Don't tell me those boxes outside were the fake stuff?! I was even so excited for it when I saw so many bags of it! God damnit…

I dipped my finger in one of the white substances but Amber grabbed my hand before I could bring it up to taste it.

"I… Really do not recommend doing that. It's crap. Like really crap… If you were already throwing up from eating that synthramen back then, I think you'll pass out from tasting this."

That bad huh…

I shook off the substance and wiped my finger on the conveyor belt before nodding at Amber, indicating we should continue.

We went past the machines, still on the lookout for any other thugs but this place seemed to be completely deserted.

Moving to the next room however, we found ourselves in what looked like a recreational room of sorts with what I assume to be a pool table in the centre and a rather beaten down bar at the other side.

The place was rather smashed up so I assume this place used to be a proper bar but was abandoned before these guys took over it.

And in this room were three people, two of them currently playing a game at the pool table and another sprawled over the bar counter, asleep.

They didn't see us yet so we hid behind the bar counter while the two guys were talking.

"Hey, have you seen the new girls yet?"

"The ones that were brought in yesterday? Not yet, why?"

"I heard we're actually going to use the real stuff on them this time."

"Wait, really? How did we get our hands on that?"

"Seems like someone brought in a whole fuckton of it and they're selling it around the station. We got some from that old man from the General Store. So if we're lucky, we might get one of the girls hooked on it and make them believe they're actually happy being our bitch."

"Shiiiit, yeah you told me about that. You think the boss would leave a few of them for us?"

"Probably just one or two I would say. Maybe just a shared bitch. Won't hear me complaining about that though."

"Nice. At least it's better than threatening them with the fake one and forcing them to sign the slavery contract. We can just get them to sign it willingly with this. Maybe even while they're sucking us off at the same time, hahaha!"

"Oh yeah, we also sent some guys after that old man that's selling the White Powder too."

"Wait… Really? Why?"

"Hahaha! We paid them to find out where he was getting the White Powder. If we can find out where he's getting them from, we won't need to buy them from him anymore."

Damn, so these guys bought from him before selling him out huh?

Amber was about to stand up and shoot at them when I held her back, "We should find out where they are keeping the girls."

She raised an eyebrow at me, "You're going to rescue them?"

"I mean… Might as well, right?"

Lea nodded, "These girls deserve a better fate than being slaves."

"Says the slave girl herself," Amber pointed out before nodding at me. "Alright. But just so you know, if they try to reach for anything, I'm shooting them."

I nodded before walking into the room with my gun pointed at the first guy, Amber and Lea following in after me with their own weapons raised.

"Ah shit! Who the--"

"Don't move or I'm going to blow your brains out!" I threatened.

The two men immediately froze and raised their hands in the air.

"Where are you keeping the girls?" I asked.

"Ah fuck… Fucking Mercs…" The guy on the left spat.

I pointed my gun at him, "Talk. Now."

"At the back… Go down another floor… There's a large room at the end."

"And where are the drugs?" Amber asked.

"God damn it… Storeroom over there beside the bar."

I nodded at him, "Thanks, now fuck off."

Honestly, I had no intention of sparing them. I only wanted them to let down their guards and make them think we were before shooting them but when they lowered their hands, both of them immediately reached behind their waist so I pulled the trigger first.

The one I had been pointing at had his face blasted while the second guy got shot in the head by Amber as well, both men dropping to the ground simultaneously.

A low whine came from behind me just as the thug that was sleeping on the counter woke up, only for Lea's sniper round to pierce through the side of his head.

I went towards the guy I shot and nudged him over to see that he was indeed reaching for a gun that he had at his back.

"What are the odds he told us the truth?" I asked.

"I wouldn't bet on it, but we at least have a place to check?" Amber shrugged.

We first went to the room that they had told us was the storeroom located beside the bar, the door this time being an automatic sliding one instead of the manual one.

When it opened, I immediately noticed a sentry gun hanging above on the ceiling that swivelled around to point at us the moment we had line of sight to it.

I pulled Amber back around the corner just as several bullets flew past us, piercing through the space that Amber had been just a moment ago.

Amber chuckled as she pulled herself out of my embrace, "Well, that was definitely worth it. At least they weren't lying about it being a storeroom, they just neglected to mention that it had a stupid sentry turret inside it as well."

I loaded an armour piercing slug round into my shotgun, "Yeah… Let me take care of it."

I peeked out from the cover and the sentry immediately shifted towards me in preparation to fire.

Unfortunately for it, I was just a second faster and I fired my gun, piercing through the entire machine with just a single round which caused it to short circuit before the sentry shut itself down.

With the turret dealt with, we peeked inside the storeroom and found that there were shelves inside that were filled with boxes.

Opening one of them revealed them to be synthfood packages, similar to the ones we saw being fed into the machines outside.

I was about to think that the bastard lied to us completely when Lea opened up another box to reveal several packages of White Powder in it.

Nice. We're not going back empty handed at least.

And these were the real deal so even though there's only a few packets of them, it's still worth some money at least.

Now I guess we should go rescue the girls downstairs…

            

    
        Clearing The Rest Of The Thugs

    
    
    
    
                We went down the stairs to the next floor, looking for the room in question where they held the girls they were trying to drug.

The lower floor seemed to have been used as a night club at one point but was abandoned and wrecked.

I'm assuming there's another way in here because I highly doubt the patrons were expected to go through the tunnel we went through just to get here.

The tunnel itself led to the second floor of the club where it looked like it was filled with private booths while the floor below consisted of a dance floor and several standing tables.

It wasn't really that big of a place and it was made to look even smaller with the amount of trash and broken furniture littered around the place.

As soon as we stepped inside the club however, a gunshot resounded through the club and my shield flared to life, protecting me against a bullet that was aimed at my chest.

All of us ducked behind the railing for cover before our location was suddenly lit up by several unseen assailants all firing at us.

Crap… They already know we're here.

"Got a plan?" I asked Amber who was taking the time to check the remaining bullets in her pistols.

"Hmm? Of course~ I move towards the right and flank them before I start mowing them down~"

I pointed to the hail of bullets above us, "You're running out in that?"

She shrugged, "I won't be running right at them, silly~ Don't worry, I'll take the pressure off you and then you can join me once they stop shooting at you and start shooting at me instead!"

Before I could protest, she had already leapt out of cover and fired a few rounds over the railing before dashing away.

Our shooters started to redirect their aim at her and the hail of bullets above us shifted away, giving us the opportunity to fight back.

"Cover us, Lea!" I instructed the Alv who responded with a curt nod.

I leapt over the railing, dropping down to the first floor with my shotgun in my hands.

The thugs that had been hiding behind the broken furniture on the first floor was surprised to see me and tried to swing their guns down to aim at me.

Too bad for them, I was faster and blasted three of them in the head before they could even finish their turn.

There were a few more who I did not manage to finish off so I ducked behind one of the trash piles right before several energy bolts started blasting my makeshift cover.

I heard a low whine from overhead just as I loaded in three more shells into my shotgun and got ready to move again.

A split second passed and Lea's coilgun round pierced through one thug's head before the bullet continued its trajectory to completely eviscerate another thug that was standing behind the first one.

I dashed out from my cover, aiming for the pillar in the centre of the room while the others were distracted by Lea's presence above.

A few of them tried to shoot me but my shield managed to tank the few shots that landed on me without problems.

In return, I fired back at the thugs nearest to the pillar, blasting two down while another two of them survived thanks to their shields.

Those two quickly ran behind to take cover with the rest of the thugs, allowing me to reach the pillar and taking cover behind it.

I started loading in more shells, this time with a mix of shield busters and slug rounds when Lea's voice came from above.

"Captain! Grenade!"

I heard something hitting the floor on my left and I turned to see a ball shaped thing roll to the side of my foot.

Unsure of what kind of grenade it was and how big an explosion it had, I didn't want to risk it and leapt away from the pillar behind several overturned tables instead.

Not a moment too soon, an explosion wrecked through the space behind me, blowing even the pillar I had been using as cover into pieces.

Half of the tables I was using as cover also got blown off but it managed to cover most of the explosion so that my shield could tank the rest without shattering.

I popped out and lined up my gun with the nearest thug, the man surprised to see that I was still alive despite the explosion.

The shield buster shell struck against his shield and completely obliterated it, but I wasn't able to shoot him a second time before he ducked back behind cover.

Fortunately, there was another thug behind him so I just shifted my aim a little and fired at him, the slug round blasting a hole directly through his chest.

I was forced to look for cover when a few thugs started shooting at me from the floor above, opposite of where Lea was sniping from.

Rolling behind a large piece of the pillar that had been destroyed by the explosion, I waited behind it until I heard two pistol shots echoing from above.

That should be Amber taking care of those guys so I ran out of cover again, surprising the thug I didn't manage to kill with a slug shot to his face.

I then leapt over a few tables and landed right next to another thug who was cowering behind it, a spiked bat in his hands.

He heard my feet landing on the ground beside him and turned to see the barrel of my shotgun pointed right at his face.

"Hello there," I greeted him, right before I squeezed the trigger.

His faceless body flew backwards from the blast and crashed into the broken tables, leaving me to find my next target.

I turned around just in time to see one guy rush at me with a knife raised over his head.

I realised that I did not have time to turn my gun to point at him so I dropped it and crossed my arms overhead, catching the downward swing of his hand in between my wrists.

Instinct was directing me as I found myself twisting to the side while swinging my hands down, forcing the thug to bend over and giving me the perfect position to smash my knee into his solar plexus.

The guy let out a strangled gasp as he let go of the knife, only for me to snatch it out of the air and bury it into the side of his neck.

Another thug came at me from behind with a broken piece of table leg held like a bat.

I kicked the knife thug away and leaned back to avoid the swing before kicking him in the knee.

He lost his footing and dropped down on one knee. Before he could consider trying to get up, I swung my elbow to smash against his chin, knocking him out cold onto the floor.

I then took out my blaster from my holster and fired a round into his head, finishing him off.

The last idiot decided it was a good idea to leapt at me in an attempt to tackle me to the ground so I fired my pistol from the hip, nailing him in the chest twice before he was blasted back thanks to Lea's coilgun hitting him in the head.

Seemed like I didn't even need to shoot him at all.

A few more gunshots rang out from the floor above and a thug fell over the railing to crash down onto the floor a few feet away from me.

I picked up my gun and looked around, ready to fight off the next bunch of thugs, only to realise that everyone else was already dead, at least on this floor.

I looked up to see Amber peeking out from over the railing and giving me a thumbs up, showing that the level upstairs was also clear.

Guess that was it.

Ok… Now where were they putting the girls?

I looked around and realised that they must have been placed in one of the private rooms since those have doors that they can lock to prevent the girls from escaping.

I regrouped with Lea and Amber and pointed at the private rooms, both of them understanding what I wanted and followed me to start looking through the rooms for the girls.

Most of them had their doors busted down or were unlocked until I reached the one at the very end where I tried the door and found that it was locked shut.

Not a problem.

I connected my Codex to the door controls and hacked it to unlock it remotely, smiling when I heard the satisfying click of the door's locks disengaging.

I then pushed open the door and found at least twenty girls all shoved inside the room huddled together in the corner looking quite terrified.

Well… I guess we found them.

            

    
        Get Outta Here, We Need To Loot

    
    
    
    
                I raised my hand in greeting, "Hello there, we're--"

I didn't get to finish my words before three of the women rushed at me while screaming.

That honestly surprised me since I wasn't expecting a reaction like that but I suppose they must have thought we were one of their kidnappers.

I wanted to calm them down but I doubt I would be able to with how they were rushing at me like that so I got ready to at least defend myself.

That seemed to be unnecessary since Amber immediately stepped in front of me to protect me.

She grabbed the first woman by her wrist and twisted her arm behind her, forcing her to turn around to face the other two women before she kicked her behind to send her stumbling forward.

She crashed into one of the women while the other one managed to sidestep her, continuing her reckless charge towards us.

Amber ducked under her wild swing and delivered a punch into her abdomen, knocking the wind out of her and letting her collapse on her knees while clutching her stomach.

The two women from earlier managed to untangle themselves to get back up on their feet and rushed towards us once more, both of them screaming hysterically probably in an attempt to mask their fear.

Amber caught one of their fists with her palm before bending forward at the waist to dodge the other one, only to kick her foot up from behind and smash it into the second girl's face and knocking her down.

The girl with her hand still caught in Amber's grip paled as she finally realised how screwed she was.

Amber straightened herself, gave the girl a look, then delivered an open palmed slap across her face.

Ouch…

I took the chance to show them I meant no harm by raising my hands, "Everyone, please calm down! We're Mercs and are not affiliated with your kidnappers!"

Instead of being assured, they seem to be even more frightened for some reason, all of them huddling even closer to the corner and away from us.

Eh? But why?

Lea came up beside me, "If you show them such a sight, of course they would be afraid."

At first I thought she was referring to me until Amber rolled her eyes at her, "Well, then maybe they shouldn't have tried to attack us."

"They're being held here against their will and to their knowledge, they are still being held by their kidnappers. Do understand how it might look to them when three armed people came walking in here so casually like that."

"Hmph, they didn't even wait for us to finish talking before they attacked us. Did you expect me to just stand there and let them attack Tera?"

Lea nodded at the three girls who were still rolling around on the floor in pain, "Really? You don't think that's excessive at all?"

"Hey, if this was anyone else, I would have just shot them."

"You're a really violent woman, you know that?"

"Oh, I'm glad you noticed that I literally do that for a living. Seeing as you're one of our crew now, better get used to it."

I stepped in between them, "Alright, alright… Ahem… Sorry about that… Err… We really meant you girls no harm. We were hired to get rid of this gang and we found out they also kidnapped you girls so we decided to rescue as well. You're all free now!"

The women looked at one another before looking back at me.

One of them shuddered, "This is… Not a joke, right? We're… We're not going to be drugged into slavery?"

Amber gestured at the door, "Yeah, yeah, you're free. Get going now. We aren't paid to rescue you so you're going to have to find your way out on your own. Now get gone."

Oh geez, you could be less upfront about it, Amber…

Lea sighed, "Please excuse our companion over there. We have already taken care of your kidnappers and you are all free to leave. Please be careful on your way out."

A few of the girls stood up and slowly made their way to the door, though they kept their eyes on us as though expecting us to jump on them the moment they got close to us.

Obviously we did not do that and they managed to make it to the door without issue.

That was when they saw the dead thugs outside and one of them let out a gasp of surprise.

"You… You three really killed all of them?" She asked.

Amber raised an eyebrow at her, "Yeah. Why? You wanted to take revenge yourself? Tough luck, girl."

"N… No… It's just… You beat them… With three of you?"

"Yeah, you have a problem with that?"

Another girl muttered under her breath, "Mercs are even scarier than them…"

I pretended not to hear that and gestured at the door, "Not to rush all of you but… While we took care of all the thugs inside this building, we can't guarantee that there aren't more of them who would come later and try to capture you again. So if you want to escape, I would really recommend leaving now lest you get caught up in a firefight between us and these guys later."

That seemed to have woken them up from their stupor and they quickly rushed outside the room.

Instead of going up the stairs and leaving through the door we came from, they went a different route and left through what I assume to be the front door of the nightclub instead.

I watched them leave and the door opened to show a rather crowded street outside.

I'm guessing this place was part of an entertainment district with all the noise I heard outside.

When all the girls were gone, Amber turned to give me a smile, "Looting time?"

Of course it is~

Now let's see what we've got.

*

Ughhhh… They only have one small box of the drugs…

There's only six small packs of it… Each of them barely even even fifty grams each…

There's no way we could sell these to that Rattler woman who already told us she only buys in bulk.

That means we'll probably need to sell these ourselves…

Hmm… Maybe we can go back to that market below that Rattler base to look for buyers? But would they even buy this?

I suppose it's worth a shot if we're planning to sell this… But I'm not sure if it's worth the effort.

On the other hand, we did get quite a number of weapons at least, so that's something.

One interesting thing that happened while we were looting the dead thugs though…

"Are you just… Taking stuff from them?" Lea asked, watching Amber and I rummage through the corpses for loot.

I looked down at the pistol I was prying from the dead thug's hand, "Errr… Yes? What else does it look like we're doing?"

"You're… Taking stuff… From corpses…"

…

Oh…

Honestly, now that I think about it… I actually got used to this pretty quickly didn't I?

I remember the first encounter with the pirates I was retching over their corpses when I first realised that this was not a game.

Amber answered her in my stead, "What? Bullets cost money, you know? If we don't loot the people we kill, we would be making a loss, you know? In case you've forgotten, we're Mercenaries."

The Alv frowned, "Bullets aren't that expensive. Selling those drugs would have been more than enough to pay for resupplying your guns."

"Uh-huh, and where would the money to buy the stuff you need for your plants?"

"Don't act like I'm the only one benefitting from that. Besides, I'm not condemning this, I'm just… Surprised."

"You said disgusted wrong."

Lea frowned, "Fine. Yes, I feel quite irked and I wouldn't steal from a dead person."

Amber wagged her finger at her, "Ah ah, it's only stealing if it belongs to someone and the dead don't own stuff. Besides, it's not like we're asking you to loot the bodies with us either. You can just keep watch while we do it."

The Alv scrunched up her face but said nothing more, leaving us to continue our looting.

Not gonna lie… I didn't really think about it until Lea pointed it out but I'm quite surprised with how fast I acclimated myself to this life.

Even if I were to think of myself as someone who is able to adapt to situations quickly, I don't think just anyone would be able to do what I've done within this short amount of time.

Hmm… I wonder…

"Tera~ Look what I found~"

My thoughts were interrupted by Amber who pulled out what looked like a safety deposit box from behind one of the counters.

She then pulled out a keycard which I assumed she had pilfered from one of the dead thugs and tapped on the door, unlocking the safe to reveal a pile of Credit Chips inside.

Oh~ Not bad, not bad at all~

            

    
        They Still Need Help

    
    
    
    
                We left through the main entrance after we finished looting the place.

There was a handcart in the storeroom so we took one of the boxes and dumped the stuff in them before loading up on the cart.

I think we really need to find something that could help us carry our loot so that we don't need to worry about things like this anymore.

Maybe we could get ourselves some kind of carrier drone that could function as a storage? That would be pretty cool I think.

Speaking of which… I was now quite sure this was the entertainment district of the station… Or at least one of the entertainment districts.

There were bars, clubs, casinos, stripclubs, brothels and what I assume to be drug dens littered along the street. Some of them were obviously well maintained while others like the building we just exited from were crumbling and left in a state of disrepair.

Our current destination was supposed to be the hangar where we would be able to drop off all this loot and take them to the Trader Union to sell off.

But the problem right now was the fact that we don't know which direction was the hangar.

"Should we ask someone?" I suggested.

Amber shrugged, "I suppose… But we're not exactly in a rush are we?"

Lea turned to her, "You can't be suggesting…"

"What? After all that, I kind of want to have a drink! And we're already here anyway so why not, right?"

Lea looked around and frowned, "I do not know what the time is but I believe it's barely past afternoon…"

"Hey, I already said that it's never too early to drink with your lover, didn't I?"

"I believe you weren't serious when you said that back then."

"Oh believe me, I was totally serious when I said that~ Come on, Tera! Let's go get some drinks!"

I have to admit, I was kind of curious about the place too so I didn't mind following her.

But…

"What about this?" I asked, gesturing at the cart loaded with our loot.

Amber waved her hand, "We can just leave it aside when we drink! It'll be fine!"

Lea scoffed, "Sure it will… Someone will try to steal it the moment you take your eyes off of it, I guarantee you."

"Let's just bring it back to the ship first, alright? We can come back here later if you still want to," I suggested.

Amber turned to me, "Promise?"

"Err… Sure?" I muttered, wondering why she would be so insistent on coming back here to drink. It's not like we never drank together before, right?

Still, we decided to ask someone for directions to the hangar.

The first person I decided to approach was a woman leaning against a wall smoking on a cigarette who perked up when she noticed us approaching her.

I opened my mouth but she spoke first before I could.

"A foursome's going to cost you extra, darling. Five thousand Credits, paid upfront."

I blinked at her before shaking my head, "Sorry, we're just looking for directions."

"To the nearest brothel? You think I'm going to help my competition? That's cute, girl."

"No, to the hangar. You should let people finish their words more often."

She raised an eyebrow, "The hangar? Fuck if I know. Never needed to go there before. Never will. Go find someone else to bother."

Wow, rude…

Fine, we'll ask someone el--

Amber stepped forward and slapped the girl across the face, hard enough to knock her out cold.

My jaw dropped and I turned to stare at her, "What was that for?!"

"She was rude. That'll teach her to be less of a bitch in the future," She stated as a matter of factly.

"I believe I have already said this but you are quite a violent woman," Lea muttered.

Amber's response was to just roll her eyes at her.

I cleared my throat, "Ahem… I think we should just move on… Let's just ask someone else for directions and not beat them up if they refuse to tell us, ok?"

Amber sniffed, "Only if they aren't that rude."

We left the unconscious girl there and I approached some mean looking and scarred man who had a rifle strapped to his back and a metallic left arm standing in front of an alley like he was guarding it.

I was just about to open my mouth when the man growled at me, "Get lost bitch."

Oh wow, the people in this station are just plain fucking assholes.

I was going to grab Amber's arm to stop her from attacking the guy when I heard a scream coming from behind the asshole.

I peeked behind him and… What the heck?

It's the same group of girls we just rescued currently being forced into a corner by four men with guns.

The asshole in front of me stepped to the side to block my view, "Hey, I told you to get lost, bitch. You hard of hearing or something? Or do you want to join them?"

"Are you part of the Snatchers?" I asked, wondering if these guys were affiliated with the gang we had just wiped.

"What the fuck are you snatching? You looking for a fight?"

Ah, they probably aren't then.

Let me guess… After we let those girls leave, they found themselves wandering outside the club and had no idea where to go. Some other thugs realised they were lost and then either tricked or forced them to this alley where they probably planned to exploit them.

Ugh… In for a penny, in for a pound I guess…

I turned back to look at Lea and Amber who were both giving me the same look which told me that they were also thinking the same thing.

I faced the asshole again and pointed at the girls, "What are you planning to do with them?"

"I said fuck off, bitch! Are you just hard of hearing or something? You wanna--"

He didn't get to finish his words as I kicked him in between the legs and smashed my elbow down on the top of his head when he doubled over, knocking him onto the ground, unconscious.

Lea had already lowered herself into a crouch and propped up her rifle to aim it down the alley.

Ok, we aren't going to kill them unless they start shooting first, so Lea would mainly just be our backup in case things go south.

Both Amber and I rushed into the alley, surprising two of the men closest to the alley's entrance and jumping them before they could even react.

I kicked my target in the small of his back, causing him to stumble forward and knock into another thug in front of him.

While the two of them were trying to untangle themselves to turn around, I did a drop kick which smashed the bottom of my foot into the face of the first guy I kicked and knocked him out.

The second guy tried to pull out his gun, only to realise it was stuck under the guy I had knocked out.

He looked up just as I whipped the butt of my shotgun across his face, the thug joining his comrade in unconsciousness.

I turned to the side just in time to see Amber choke deliver an uppercut on her last guy with enough force to send him airborne for a second before he came crashing back down.

Looking behind her, I noticed a very visible fist imprint on the face of the first thug Amber attacked.

Wait… Did she really knock some of his teeth out too? Damn… That must have been one hell of a punch.

I then directed my attention to the girls who were cowering in the corner and made a face at them.

"Really? We barely got you all out for five minutes and you almost got yourselves taken again?"

One of the girls l stepped forward hesitatingly, "It's… It's not like we want to be captured… What are we supposed to do if bandits like them come at us with guns?"

Ugh… Fair enough.

I gestured at them, "Do you all have somewhere that you can return to? Family members or whatever inside this station?"

A few of them nodded but I noticed that several of them did not and lowered their heads instead to hide their faces.

Amber came to my side, "Probably squatters or former slaves abandoned by their owners before they got dumped here. They definitely have nowhere to go."

I groaned, "Alright… Do any of you know where the hangar is? We can escort you girls there first then those who have places they can return to, you can go. As for the rest… I suppose we will have to figure something out…"

Godamnit… What did I even get myself involved in?

I guess I could just leave them to their fates too but… Ughh… That would leave a bad taste in my mouth especially after I told them they were safe only for them to end up like this…

Fuck…

            

    
        We Are Not Obligated To Help

    
    
    
    
                Thankfully, they knew how to get back to the hangar so we let them guide us out of that entertainment district through the streets and into a rather large elevator at the end.

There were a few guys who catcalled us but a glare from Amber or a look from me was enough to have them looking elsewhere.

One of them was brave enough to ignore our subtle warning and approached us so Amber went ahead to give him a punch in the abdomen and left him groaning on the ground as we walked past him.

We rode the lift that was big enough to fit all of us to the floor where the hangar was.

About half of the group then left us, stating that they would be able to find their way from there.

That left eight girls who remained with us which meant that these were the ones with nowhere left to go.

All eight of them were looking at me, waiting for my decision on what to do with them.

I'm going to be honest here… I currently don't have a plan that could help them.

No, I'm not taking them on my ship nor am I hiring them as part of my crew to work for me. My ship isn't big enough to accommodate all of us and I'm not nice enough to be willing to take care of a bunch of freeloaders for an extended amount of time.

The only reason I even helped them out of their situation in the alley was just so that I could sleep better at night without thinking about them being taken away.

But clearly I didn't think things through because I have no idea what I am supposed to do with them now…

I turned to Amber who seemed to have already expected this and smiled at me the moment I turned to face her.

She took a step towards the girls, "First things first… Do any of you have any notable skills whatsoever?"

The girls looked at one another before one of them raised up their hand.

"I… I know how to dance? That counts right?"

Amber scowled at her, "Useful skills that can help you survive your current situation. Are your dance skills going to help you out here? Unless you intend to be a stripper at the place we just came from, of course."

The girl shrunk back quickly after hearing her words.

I guess she doesn't find the idea of working as a stripper appealing.

Another raised her hand, "I… I know how to cook!"

I immediately swivelled my head towards her when I heard that.

Amber grinned, "No, you can't cook. Putting synthfood inside a machine and pushing some buttons is not cooking."

Ah… I see… I forgot their definition of cooking is different from mine.

The girl who said she could cook scrunched up her face, "But… But that is what cooking is called though?"

"No, no, no. You don't know what real cooking is. But I suppose you could work at a shop somewhere that needs someone to operate that machine. Anyone else?"

The other girls stayed silent.

Amber nodded, "I expected as much. Right then, I suppose the first thing we should do is ask what lengths are you willing to go to live? Because let's face it, you girls have pretty much no skills so the most profitable thing you have is your body."

One of the girls frowned at her, "Are you asking us to prostitute ourselves?"

"That would be the easiest way for you girls. It might sound harsh but that is just reality."

"Is there… No other way?"

Amber shrugged, "Unless you girls have any ideas? Because we won't be doing any charity work for you girls, just so that we're clear."

Hmm… My gaze drifted to the box filled with all the loot that we've got from the thugs. Maybe I could…

I turned to the girls, "Do any of you have any experience in doing business? Or maybe just sales in general?"

Two of them nodded.

"I've… Worked as a sales assistant before…"

"Me… Me too."

I nodded at them, "Right. Then in that case, I'm not too sure how successful this might be, but I won't lie about the fact that I do have quite some money on me right now. If you are willing to lay the groundwork, I do not mind investing some money on you girls to set up a store or sorts."

All of them, including Lea and Amber, stared at me like I had just suggested something crazy.

I looked at them, "What? Is that not possible or something?"

Amber gestured around vaguely, "What would we even sell?"

I nodded at the loot we got from the pirates, "We'll be staying here a while right? We can hunt and sell whatever loot we've got in the shop. We don't even need to rent out a building. We just need to look for anyone looking to purchase these cheap and make a deal with them. Once we get out of the red, we can start sourcing our own goods then."

Naturally, it wasn't really the best plan but what I could do was limited in a situation like this.

While hunting down thugs and pirates, I could take the chance and do some market research around here and also complete my black market research too. Once I have the latter done, I could then start operating a trade route between Denibi, Cietai and maybe Theeve as well.

With the money I have on hand, I could probably purchase an entry level B or C Class freighter for these girls to use to trade the goods.

Sure, that would mean that I would have to put the plan on upgrading my ship and getting a bigger one for myself on hold, but this would definitely start paying for itself in the long run, giving me a source of income.

It'll definitely be a bit rough at the start but I've worked under worse circumstances before.

One of the girls placed her hands on her hips, "Wait… You want us to work for you, is that what you're saying?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "I suppose you could say that?"

"But… But you rescued us! Shouldn't you be taking responsibility by making sure we're well taken care of?"

I narrowed my eyes at her, "Why do you think that it is our responsibility to take care of you?"

She hesitated, "Be… Because you rescued us?"

"In case I didn't mention it just now… We were not obligated to rescue you at all. We only did so out of the kindness of our hearts."

"Yes! That's why you need to help us! What kind of person are you if you were to just abandon the people you just rescued?!"

I was just staring at the girl in front of me, wondering if this was all just an elaborate prank or a joke on her part.

Fortunately, I did not need to say anything because Amber took over the conversation again.

"Could I check if anyone else here feels the same as she does?"

Out of the seven girls remaining, two more raised their hands.

Amber nodded, "Alright. Fair enough. Tera, why don't you tell the others about your plan with the store thing while I talk to these three over here? Maybe figure out what we can do with them?"

That's an odd way of saying it but ok…

Amber then gestured for the three of them to follow her and brought them away and out of sight.

Lea was watching them go the entire time with a complicated look on her face and I wondered if she saw something I didn't.

I turned my attention back to the remaining five women in front of me and decided to lay out my plans to them.

I would first pay for their necessities and they would owe me. They will then sell the things we looted and then we'll split the profit with their group and us.

I'll take care of all the costs they need to get it started and I'll even teach them how to do the sales part of this work but I intend for them to be fully self-sufficient once I get the stuff going.

Naturally, I will need them to sign a contract with me where they would be occupying positions under me so that I don't have a situation where they claim I was taking advantage or being unfair to them.

But then Lea had stepped in and said, "Why not just enslave them, Captain?"

I blinked at her, "We… Just saved them from being enslaved and you want me to enslave them?"

She shrugged, "They can just refuse on clauses like needing to offer themselves physically to you and only sign the clauses where they cannot betray you. Then if you want to, you can set that they be freed after they have earned their freedom."

"And why would they want that?"

"Then they can't be enslaved by someone else and they will be under your protection, Captain. Something they obviously need after what happened earlier."

I… Err… Hmm… She actually does have a point…

I was about to ask what the other girls thought when Amber returned with a skip in her step, "Hey! What did I miss?"

I turned to her and… Is that blood on her face?

            

    
        Guess They Want To Be On Their Own

    
    
    
    
                Amber explained away the blood saying that it was just some idiot spilling their drink on her.

I'm pretty sure that was still blood so I assume she punched the guy and that's his blood on her.

Anyway… I checked with the girls on what they thought about it and, unsurprisingly, a number of them were against the idea of signing themselves into being enslaved.

"Couldn't we just… Sign a normal contract or something? Like… A business contract?"

Amber nodded, "Yeah, sure. Give us something as collateral then. You have no skills, no capital, no plan and no leverage to even start a business or even live past today right now. What terms can you give us that would convince us to make a partnership agreement with you?"

"We… We could have an agreement where we would pay you back what you lent us plus interest within a period of time?"

"Uh-huh… And what happens if you fail to pay it back? What's the penalty for failing?"

The woman went silent after that.

Amber scoffed, "I'll tell you what the penalty could be. You will all agree to be enslaved and this time, you agree to have anything done to you. How about that?"

Another protested immediately, "You could sabotage us and make us end up enslaved anyway!"

Lea sighed, "So you agree that just signing a favourable slavery contract from the start would be a much better option then?"

Geez… They really walked right into that one…

I shrugged, "Just reminding you… You're also free to just walk away right now and just take care of yourselves instead of relying on us. Maybe you could find someone else who would actually not mind taking all of you in without asking for anything in return?"

Amber crossed her arms, "In Denibi station? Good fucking luck with that. It's easier for you to find a virgin than someone like that."

Lea gave her a pointed look but said nothing.

I sighed, "So what's it going to be? Just letting you know that we do have something planned to do today and we're postponing it for you girls right now. If you need some time to decide then say so right now."

One of the five girls stepped forward, "I… I believe we can make it without your help."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "You sure? And are you really speaking for everyone?"

She nodded, "Yes, I am. If you three could do it, we could do the same as well. We don't need someone to come help us and force us to serve under them as slaves."

I blinked at her, "You… Believe you can do what we did? Like right now?"

"Yes."

Huh… I admit, that was a rather unexpected outcome.

I thought they would either choose to sign the slavery contract from the start or make the deal where they would fall to slavery if they failed.

In fact… Judging by the faces of the four girls behind her, I don't think the sentiment was shared between all of them.

I waited to see if they would speak up but they don't seem to be willing to so I shrugged.

"Alright… Since all of you think so… Then good luck I guess? All the best to you girls. Try not to get taken again."

I waved at them and turned around to walk away without another word.

A few of them seemed surprised to see that I really just accepted it and left.

Amber and Lea did not even question it and simply followed me after I made that declaration, following me back to the ship to drop off our loot.

I chanced a peek behind without making it look too obvious but they were still standing at where I left them even after I had continued walking for a while.

Well… Too late for regrets now.

If they wanted to work for me, I would not be able to trust them to be able to take care of this business since they showed that they were going to be really uncooperative and constantly at odds with me the entire time.

I might as well just do this myself or, even better, just actually get a couple of willing slaves to do it instead of them.

"Talk about being rude and delusional," Amber muttered after we went out of sight of those girls.

Lea nodded, "I suppose it's not surprising that they are that naive and self-absorbed, assuming the gang we had wiped was using a similar tactic to get more victims."

"Well, their loss. I'm gonna bet they're going to find themselves in trouble within the next few hours or so."

I turned to her, "Are you expecting them to come and find us again for help?"

"Pfft… If they still live, yeah. But I'm going to say that I would not want to take them in after they showed an attitude like that."

Lea gave me a serious look, "I agree as well, Captain. It would only invite more trouble if we were to allow people like them to take advantage of your kindness like that."

I… Do not believe I'm that kind, to be honest. You know… Since I was fully intending to make use of them just to generate money for us.

Amber nodded, "Unless they come up with something to make up for it, I say we don't associate ourselves with them anymore."

Lea also nodded, "I am in agreement to that."

Wow, the both of them actually agreed on something outside of trying to dress me up. 

Of course, I decided not to say anything about that lest they get any more ideas.

We went back to the ship and took some time to organise the loot we got from the thugs in the storeroom. I also started plugging all the Credit Chips into my Codex and the amount we got totalled to twenty thousand Credits.

After everything was organised, I turned to them, "So are we still going to drink?"

Amber immediately perked up, "Of course we are!! Let's go!!"

"Why are you so excited about this?"

She grinned at me, "Because it's a date~"

Well… I suppose it was. But it's not like it's our first date right? The numerous times we went out back on Theeve were also dates according to her.

Lea gave her a look, "In that case… Shall I stay behind on the ship then?"

"What? Being the third wheel is too much for you?"

The Alv rolled her eyes, "I'm being considerate for you, in case you haven't noticed."

"Oh really? Well you don't have to be, let's all go together!"

Huh… I thought Amber would actually take Lea's suggestion and only go out with me to the bar while leaving the Alv back on the ship.

Maybe she's grown to like her as well?

Since it was already decided, we left the ship to return to the entertainment district again, using the same route we took to leave.

I kept my eye out for the group of girls along the way but I didn't see them so I assumed they had already left and gone somewhere else.

Well, not my problem anyway.

We rode the lift back down to the street and it seemed like there were more people here now.

Not that the place was empty before but there were definitely significantly more people where we sometimes had to squeeze through a crowd to get through some parts of the street.

And since there were more people… It also became a bit more chaotic.

There were multiple instances of thugs fighting along the side of the street and I spotted a few girls literally having sex in an alley between some buildings.

I would have thought they were getting raped if I didn't see some of them taking Credit Chips from the guys which revealed that they were street walkers doing their rounds.

One of them tried to proposition to me for a quick round behind a dumpster and Amber was quick to flip her off before pulling me away.

Then someone tried to reach out and grope me while we were squeezing through a rather crowded area and I'm surprised Amber even noticed the action and responded quickly by kicking the guy in the nuts.

Damn, this place really sucks huh?

Oh look, there's even one guy sleeping in one of the alleys too.

Oh wait… That guy has a bullet wound in his head… He's not sleeping, he's fucking dead.

No one around seems to care though, so I ignored it too.

It took us way longer than earlier to get to the section filled with bars and clubs but at least we made it in one piece I suppose.

Now was the question of which one we should patronise.

It seemed like I didn't need to worry since Amber immediately slipped her hand around my arm and pointed towards a certain bar.

"Come on~ That one looked pretty good when we passed by it earlier! Let's go~"

She's really excited about this huh?

I wonder why…

Oh well, let's just indulge her for today.

            

    
        Good Beer, Good Entertainment

    
    
    
    
                We took a seat at the bar in the very corner of the counter, partly because the place was quite full and partly because the centre was occupied by a rather boisterous crowd that we wanted to avoid.

Amber and Lea took my sides while I sat in between them.

Amber then flagged down the bartender to get their attention and a young man approached us while rolling up his sleeves to reveal both his arms were augmented.

"What can I get you ladies?" He asked in a not exactly friendly but also not that unfriendly way.

"Anything you recommend?" Amber asked, leaning her arm against the bar.

"We only have the house beer."

"Then why did you ask? Just serve three up!"

The bartender rolled his eyes, "You got to pay first, woman."

Amber took out her personal terminal and plugged a Credit Chip into it, presumably to pay for the drinks even though I could pay instead.

There was a soft ding coming from under the counter which I assumed meant the money had been transferred which made the bartender get three glasses that he set down on the counter in front of us.

The glasses were empty so I thought he might be mocking us at first but then he reached below the counter and pulled up a tube that he stuck into a socket in his right elbow.

A dark brown liquid then flowed into his arm and it started to make whirring noises before he picked up one of the glass and hovered his right palm over it.

I watched as a nozzle appeared in his palm and the liquid gushed out to start filling up said glass.

The fact that the glass started fogging up on the outside as soon as the liquid touched it told me that the alcohol was chilled.

Once that glass was filled to the brim, he shut it off and set it down in front of Amber before picking up the glass in front of me to repeat the process.

Soon enough, we had three glasses of alcohol set in front of us and the bartender unplugged the nozzle from his elbow.

"Enjoy," He told us curtly before leaving to join the group of guys in the middle.

Amber picked up her glass and clinked it against mine, "Cheers, Tera!"

I picked up my glass at the same time as Lea, bringing it up to my nose to give it a whiff.

I was expecting this to be somewhat decent since I've already figured out that humanity did not fail in making synthbeer.

It certainly smelled like beer so I brought the rim to my mouth to taste it.

Hmm… Dark, malty and flavorful.

Yep, this is a good beer alright.

Amber was already tossing it back and gulping down almost half of the mug in one go while Lea was sipping at it carefully.

I took another swig of it and enjoyed the burn at the back of my throat before setting it back down.

"Pah haaaa!! This is good! How ironic is it that the best beer can only be found in places like these? The inner colonies can't make a decent beer worth shit!"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Really? Here I thought if you wanted anything decent you would need to get it in the inner colonies."

"Not all the time. A lot of the inner colonies bitches think they are too good for beer so there's no point in making actual good beer there. So if you want the good ones, you usually need to come out to the outer rims to find them."

I was about to ask how she knew that when one of the men from the big group peeled away and approached us while holding his mug of beer.

"Hey there. Can't help but notice that there's three beauties that I've never met before seated in our little slice of heaven. Do you wanna join us? We can pay for your drinks."

Amber gave him a side eye, "Thanks for the offer but we're on a date right now so I'd rather you not disturb our one slice of heaven in this corner of the bar."

"Oh don't be like that. It's more fun when there's more people right? Come on, we'll buy you a round of drinks!"

"That's nice, but we can buy our own drinks. Now if you don't mind, I have a lover I would like to profess my love to."

She then turned away from him and rested her hand on mine, shooting me a sly grin.

"Oh my dearest love, I love you so much~"

Geez Amber… Could you be any more obvious in asking the guy to fuck off?

Also, that really sent shivers down my spine with how you said it…

I decided to just play along and instead of answering her, I pulled her in for a deep kiss.

She was surprised by it at first but quickly accepted it and kissed me back, her tongue wrapping around mine.

I was dimly aware of some of the guys letting out hollers and cheers from the group but I ignored it, focusing instead on Amber's taste.

We held the kiss for a good long minute before I pulled back, a trail of saliva still bridging our lips as I did so.

"Ahhh… I love you…" She mumbled a little incoherently.

"I love you too," I answered back, giving her another peck on the lips before returning my attention to my own drink.

One of the guys was shouting "Encore! Encore!" repeatedly but I just ignored him, opting to peek at the guy who approached us instead.

Instead of being dissuaded by the sight, he actually grinned, "Oh now I really have to invite you two over with us! You girls are much more fun!"

Lea spoke up from my side since Amber looked like she was still lost in her own pleasures after our kiss.

"We are not your entertainers. If you need some entertainment, you can find it in each other instead."

"Oh come now, don't be like that! It'll be fun, I promise!"

I waved at him, "Thanks but no thanks. You guys have fun."

He shrugged and seemed to be ready to turn around to walk away when another guy came up to us.

Unlike the first guy who maintained a distance between us, this second guy came right up beside Amber and leaned against the counter, almost touching her.

He had even pushed the first guy away with his elbow and made him stumble back a few steps.

He smirked, "Hey, ignore that loser and drink with me instead. I'll show you girls a good time!"

The first guy came up and held the second guy's shoulder, "Hey, what did you just say? That's not very nice."

The second guy immediately turned around and punched the first guy in the stomach without warning.

Even I was surprised by his actions as the first guy doubled over and the second guy just turned back to us like nothing happened.

"As I was saying, come hang out with me instead, I'll show you girls a better--"

"Hey! What the fuck man?!" Someone from the group in the middle shouted, stomping over to the fallen guy. "Who the fuck do you think you are to hit our friend like that?!"

At least four guys peeled away from the crowd to stand with the first guy, one of them bending down to support him up to his feet.

The second guy ignored them and leaned even closer to address us instead, "So what do you say? I know a better place we can go where there's less of these idiots."

That was when I smelt the alcohol on his breath and realised that this guy was most likely inebriated.

"Hey! I'm talking to you, fucker!!" The first guy's friend shouted while grabbing the drunk guy's shoulder.

He then spun around and delivered a punch across the friend's jaw, knocking him down onto the ground.

That prompted the guy behind him to step forward and punch him in the face in retaliation.

The drunk guy let out a roar and leapt on his attacker, stirring the other guys behind him to jump in as well and a brawl started right in front of us.

As though that wasn't enough, men who were clearly buddies with the drunk guy also let out a shout from across the street and rushed here to defend him, dissolving into an all out brawl.

Amber was just watching the entire thing happen while sipping on her beer, looking nonplussed at the people beating each other up in front of her.

Lea frowned, "Shouldn't we leave or something?"

Amber turned back to grin at her, "Why? We've got good beer and now we even have some entertainment to go along with it!"

…

You know what… You're right, Amber. This is pretty entertaining.

            

    
        We Need A Bigger Bath (*RR)

    
    
    
    
                Those guys were still fighting by the time we left the bar.

The bartender didn't Even look that concerned by the fight in front of him as though this was something that happened every other day.

In faculty, aside from some looks from a few passers-by, no one else paid any attention to the fight.

We went to another bar a short distance away for another drink and this time, thankfully, there weren't any guys coming up to us to hit on us.

Amber seemed really happy to drink with me and she ended up pretty drunk.

"I loooove youuuuushhhh Teraaaa~ Ehehehe~"

I straightened her up as I half carried and half dragged her along towards the hangar.

"Come on, you drank too much, Amber…"

"Ehehehe~ I'm not drunnnkkk… I wuv youuuy~"

"Yes, yes, I know. I love you too, Amber."

"Ehehe~ Tera loves me~"

Lea was giving Amber an odd look, "So she acts like this when she's drunk I see… I'm surprised that she would drink this much."

"Normally she wouldn't," I admitted, moving Amber to a more comfortable position. "It's the first time I've seen her drink this much."

And I was not exaggerating.

I barely finished half a glass of my own beer and she was already finishing her second and starting on her third.

I was wondering why she was drinking so much but she said that she wanted to get wasted today.

Since she was the one paying for everything, I decided to just let her do what she wanted and just made sure she didn't get too drunk.

It was rather hard to gauge since she didn't seem any different until she started slurring her words and being exceptionally clingy on her twelfth drink.

That's when I decided that we had enough for tonight and we should return to our ship.

We had to pass by the bar that we first visited and I noticed that a couple of men were seated by the side of the street, all of them sporting various bruises around their bodies.

Seems like they fought for the entire time we were drinking.

Thankfully, no one tried to approach us despite one of us being obviously drunk.

Perhaps the fact that everyone else was more drunk than she was had something to do with it.

Heck, we even passed several guys who were passed out near the wall when we reached the hangar, one or two of them were even covered with their own vomit.

I wondered who was in charge of cleaning up after these guys?

Returning to the ship with the girls, Lea helped me carry Amber to my room.

"Do you need any help with her?" Lea asked, referring to Amber who I was planning to bring to the shower.

I shook my head, "I'll be fine, don't worry."

Amber giggled, "Whaaaaat? Why isn't Lea joining usssshhh? Let's get naked together!"

Lea nodded at me and ignored Amber completely, "I shall be in the other room. Let me know if you need any help."

"I'll shout if she's trying anything stupid, don't worry."

"Nngghhh… I'm only ssssstupid for you, Teraaaaa~"

Lea nodded at me and left the room, the door shutting behind her.

I turned to the drunk girl still giggling in front of me, "Come on, let's get you to the shower, Amber."

"Yayyyy~"

She becomes really cute when she's drunk eh?

I pulled off her top and bottoms before stripping off her underwear in record time. I then stripped myself as well before carrying the drunk Amber to the shower.

I started the water and adjusted the temperature before entering it with Amber.

Once the both of us were sufficiently wet, I turned off the water and took some soap in my hands to start soaping Amber and myself up.

"Ahhnnn~ That feels so good~" She moaned.

I wanted to tell her that all I was doing was washing her when she moved forward and kissed me on the lips.

She then pressed her soapy tits against mine and her hands slowly slipped downwards, one to wrap around my waist and the other to slide in between my legs.

I shuddered as I felt her hand slide along the length of my cock, going even further to slip past my balls and nestle itself on my pussylips.

I moaned into her mouth which seemed to only encourage her as she slipped a finger into my entrance while her thumb hovered over my clit.

Since we've already reached this point, I decided to just throw caution to the wind and kissed her back while my own hands wrapped around her back to pull her closer to me.

Her moans mixed with mine as we enjoyed the taste of each other's tongue, our soapy bodies mingling with each other's.

We finally broke the kiss for air and her eyes were filled with a distinct need for me to embrace her.

Without even needing her to say anything, I turned the water back on before reaching a hand below to lift up one of her legs.

As if realising what I was planning to do, Amber leaned a hand against the wall to give me a better position to line up my cock against her slick entrance.

With a single hip thrust, I pushed myself inside of her and sheathed my cock fully in her pussy.

She let out a cry of pleasure as I started fucking slamming my hips against hers, our wet bodies making lewd slapping sounds everytime I slammed inside her.

She then used her other hand to pull my head towards her for another kiss and I obliged her, our tongues wrapping around each other almost immediately.

My other hand cupped her boob from behind and gave it a squeeze, marvelling at its softness and how perfect it felt in my hand.

She moaned into my mouth before breaking the kiss, "Tera!! Your cooooock!! Harder!! I'm gonna cum!! I wanna cummm!!"

I slammed my hips even harder inside her and I could feel her pussy clamped down on my cock tightly, almost as if she was trying to strangle it.

I gasped in pleasure but I still managed to hold back my own orgasm while my lover climaxed from my cock.

"Hnnngggg!! So good… Soooo goooooood…." She moaned, right before she turned to me again to give me a look that distinctly said she was still not satisfied.

I reached down my other hand and lifted her up while my cock was still nestled deep inside her pussy.

Her response was to let out a gasp before she immediately wrapped both her arms and her legs around my back.

With my hands supporting her bottom, I started lifting her up and pulling back my hips at the same time.

She was already looking at me in anticipation, as though she knew that once I start thrusting, she was going to lose her mind.

I also steeled myself right before I slammed my hips upwards and relaxed my arms at the same time.

My cock slid all the way inside her and kissed her cervix, my lover screaming out in pleasure as her pussy clamped even tighter around my shaft.

I felt pleasure overwhelm my senses and I was already repeatedly slamming myself in and out of her before I even realised I was doing it.

I had even moved forward so that she was pinned against the wall to give me better leverage to fuck her in my arms.

Our eyes met for a moment while the shower continued to rain down water from above, doing nothing to hide the lewd slapping of flesh against flesh from below.

She moved her head forward first and I was just a split second slower in following her to meet her kiss in the middle.

She ran her hands through my hair and I could tell from the way she tightened her grip on both my cock and my back that she was nearing her climax again.

I was not that far off myself so I focused more attention to my lower half as I fucked her even faster.

With a groan, I felt my balls clench and I was shooting spurts of my seed right into her waiting womb, painting her insides white with my colour.

Her body shook violently in my hands as she came from being creampied, my blonde haired lover screaming into my mouth as she climaxed.

The both of us held each other close as we rode out our orgasm for a good minute or so, only to break our kiss after we had calmed down.

Both of us were breathing hard like we had just ran a mile, and I was temporarily enraptured at the sight of the water cascading down her naked body.

That only made my cock harden up almost immediately and I was pumping in and out of her once more, Amber only too happy to oblige another round as she screamed out her pleasures in my arms.

The only thing that went through my mind while we were fucking was the fact that we needed to get a bigger shower room…. Preferably one with a bath…

            

    
        Don't Forget, We're Here For Work

    
    
    
    
                "Should we look for a job to do?" I asked the next morning.

Both girls still seemed to be lost in the breakfast I made for them and I needed to repeat my question one more time for them to snap out of it.

"Uhhhnnn… Huh? Oh! Yeah, why not? That's what we're here for right?"

I took out my Codex and went to the page that showed the potential jobs posted around this system.

Hmm… There's a couple of escort jobs and interestingly, most of them only needed to be escorted to the Warp Gate instead of their actual destination.

I guess they were only concerned about the pirates on this station robbing them outside the station.

Actually… It looks like these escort jobs are the most numerous here. There's even quite a number of escort jobs within the station itself.

"Should we get an escort job then? Seems like that's pretty much the only ones here that actually pays well."

Amber giggled, "Ehehehe~ I'm up for anything with you, Tera~ But I would say that it's a good chance to teach Lea about her responsibilities on board the ship."

Oh yeah… Lea hasn't really operated as a crew member on my ship before.

I turned to the Alv, "You were on a colony ship right? Were you familiar with any roles?"

She grimaced, "I was… The one who tended to the plants, mostly… What capacity do you require me to operate on, Captain?"

"Umm… I could use a gunner or a comms officer… Maybe even a navigator but I can mostly handle them myself if necessary. Are you familiar with any of these roles?"

"I… I'm afraid I am not, Captain."

Amber smacked her on her shoulder, "That just means you have to learn on the job!"

I turned to her, "I don't mind her just taking care of our garden though."

"Uh huh, so what's she going to do while we're in a dogfight? Sit inside the room and talk to the plants?"

Err… I guess that wouldn't be preferable and would be a waste of human resources. Besides, I suppose it wouldn't be good for her mental health if she's stuck somewhere where she doesn't even know how a fight is going.

Perhaps when I get a bigger ship, things like that wouldn't matter but right now it's best if she stays with me in the cockpit while I'm flying it.

Additionally, it's also much safer since the cockpit would be the sturdiest part of the ship and less likely to suffer a hull breach than the other parts.

I turned back to Lea, "Were any of the positions I mentioned earlier something you are willing to take up?"

She did not even hesitate for a second before answering, "I can be your gunner, Captain. But I am also willing to learn and occupy the other positions as well."

"Err… You don't really need to go that far though?"

"Captain, if it would place less burden on you if I were to help you more, then please allow me to."

Amber smirked, "Translation: She doesn't want the quality of your food to drop because of stress."

The Alv made a face at her, "That is definitely not the reason."

"Mmhmm… Keep telling yourself that."

I cleared my throat, "Ahem… Anyway, I suppose we can just do one of the lower ranked ones to start off with. Shouldn't be that big of a problem, right?"

Amber leaned closer to look over my shoulder while scrolling through my Codex, "Hmm… I suppose… We should look for the ones where they are just looking for Mercs to supplement their existing escorts. That way, even if we do get into a fight, we don't need to worry about being perfect since there's others to cover for our mistakes if we make any."

Makes sense…

I filtered the list to match the requirements that Amber listed and found a few that we could take.

One of them involved starting the escort of a 'high profile client' from within the station and safely escorting him back to his ship before we proceed out of the station and continuing the escort to the Warp Gate within this system.

Once the client has safely warped away, the job will be counted as completed and we would receive our pay.

The job is also ranked as Silver so there shouldn't be that big of a problem. The guy was probably looking for more hired muscle to be on the safe side.

Sounds simple enough so why not?

I pointed at the specific job in particular, "How about this one? I think this one is good and it pays quite well too. Ten thousand Credits per day needed to complete this job."

Amber nodded, "This would probably take three days so that's thirty thousand Credits total split amongst the three of us. That's not bad. We can take it."

"Alright, then let's take it. Oh, the client wants us to start right now and meet him at… Err… 'The Sloppy BJ Club'? What kind of name is that?"

"Hey, you'd be surprised at the names here. The first bar we went to was called the 'Shut Up And Drink Bar' in case you didn't notice."

I did not notice at all…

Whatever, at least it gave us a map to where the bar was located so we could head there as soon as we suited up.

While I was putting on my gear, alongside the other two girls, I remembered the loot we had brought back yesterday.

"Are we going to sell the loot today as well?" I asked.

Lea turned to me, "It would be better if we sell more in bulk to the Trader Union, Captain. We might get a better price that way."

Amber nodded, "We might be able to get more loot on this escort hustle so we'll just sell everything together after we come back~"

Well, no complaints from me there.

I then looked at Lea, "Speaking of which… Do we need to get Lea signed up as a Merc as well?"

Amber made a face, "Yeah… We probably should… But it won't be possible to do it now before we go and meet the client without getting penalised for it… So I guess we'll just have to do it after we come back but that means this hustle would not be credited to her achievements."

Lea gave me a reassuring nod, "I am fine with that, Captain."

Hmm… I suppose that's fine. Let's go then.

I started loading my shotgun before I paused, "Do I even need to bring this?"

Amber looked over before nodding, "Yeah. The fact that they want us to start escorting them from within the station means that they probably expect or already know they will run into trouble here before they even get to their ship. So it's probably best if we prepare for a shootout."

Alright then.

I strapped my shotgun to my back while sliding my pistol into my holster before making sure I had spare energy cells and shotgun shells.

Once I was ready, I left my ship with the two girls and followed the map to the place in question, which actually brought us back to the entertainment district where we had been drinking the night before.

Just like the time we had came here when it was in the 'day', the place was relatively empty as compared to last night where it was packed full of people.

The bar in question was an establishment rather far in the middle of the district and there were a few mean looking guys standing outside the bar, all of them visibly armed.

I counted at least twenty guys and about half of them turned to look at us when we approached.

While most of them turned away almost just as quickly, a few of them had their sights linger for a while longer, though I realised that they were looking at us more to size us up instead of ogling at us.

One of them who was wearing what looked like a leather jacket peeled away from the crowd and approached us with a confident step.

"I assume you are Amber and Tera? You girls also accepted the escort mission?"

Amber nodded, "Yeah. Are you going to tell me you're the client?"

The man shook his head, "Not at all. My boss is still inside the club and we will move once they come out. But hold on, who's this?"

The guy was looking pointedly at Lea who was standing behind the both of us.

"I am a slave belonging to Captain Tera. I serve as her gunner and sharpshooter."

I thought that he might object to her presence but surprisingly, he nodded at her, "Very well then. We'll be moving soon so get ready. Depending on how things go inside, we might need to fight our way in or even out."

Just as I was about to ask him what he meant by that, the doors to the bar suddenly blew open and a guy flew out.

Almost at the same time, the sound of gunshots came from inside the bar and the guy we were talking to cursed before pulling out his pistol.

"Come on guys!! Get in there and protect the boss!!"

The others gave a warcry and charged in.

What the hell did I just sign us up to?

            

    
        Escorting Out Of A Gang War

    
    
    
    
                I looked at Lea and Amber but it's clear that neither of them expected this either from the look on their faces.

Deciding that it was better to just follow along, I pulled out my shotgun and ran into the bar after the others.

The entire bar had been turned into a warzone with overturned tables, broken furniture and several dead bodies littering around the place.

There were already two distinct groups in this conflict where on one side were distinctly well dressed men and the other side looked more rugged like the thugs we usually see.

The people we were with went to the side of the thug looking group and I realised there was a single well dressed man ducked behind an overturned table to take cover from the shootout.

I guess I know which side we're on and who's our client now.

Taking a moment to look around, most of the suit wearing guys were occupying the second floor above and shooting down at the bar area below which was where we were standing.

There were also a few of them on this floor as well and they were guarding the stairs that lead to the second floor.

I pointed at the second floor and my partners immediately understood what I was aiming for.

All of us sought our own covers and Lea immediately set herself up to start sniping at the people above us.

Amber was trying to reach the second floor by flanking around the sides and shooting down anyone who was standing in her way.

I backed her up and joined the group of Mercs shooting at the suited thugs behind an overturned table that looked like it was made from stone.

After making sure that the next round was a slug round, I popped out and fired it at the table itself, punching through the cover to blast the guy behind it.

I flanked around the side as well aiming to support Ambe from behind but several of them suddenly decided that I was the better target instead.

My shield flared to life as a few of their shots hit it, giving me the time I needed to duck behind some cover again.

I waited for the rain of bullets to subside somewhat before I peeked around to fire a few shots at the thugs.

I wasn't even aiming to hit anyone in particular but it seemed like three guys fell where I had shot at.

At this point, Amber had already fought her way to the stairs and only two other thugs who were hiding near the stair landing were blocking her.

Just as I was planning to run towards the stairs to support her, one of the Mercs gave a shout, "There's more of them coming! We need to leave!!"

I turned in the direction of the voice and sure enough, a group of those suited thugs burst out from a door and started firing at us.

"Amber!" I shouted, prompting her to turn back to see the threat.

She nodded to show that she understood and I started to retreat from my position as the other Mercs began laying covering fire on the thugs for our client to run towards the doors.

I was fully expecting to see Amber following behind me but when I turned back, I saw that she had just shot the two thugs that were covering the stairs before making a dash towards the reinforcements that had just arrived.

Wait, what?! That was not the plan, Amber!!

Ah fuck it!

I chased after her just as she reached the group of thugs who were just as surprised as I was to see her rushing towards them.

Three rifles were lifted to point in her direction and I didn't even have time to shout a warning before they started firing.

I grimaced, expecting her to get hit by the bullets but she simply leapt towards the wall and started wallrunning towards them, almost like she had sticky soles that allowed her to stick to the surface.

The thugs adjusted their aim but she leapt towards the ceiling and flipped herself in midair before she started firing her twin pistols, gunning down the three thugs who were shooting at her.

The others behind the three guys tried to lift up their own guns but I was just a second faster and fired my shotgun from the hip, the pellets blasting through the crowd of them indiscriminately and dropping them like flies.

The rest of them managed to find cover behind a wall but a low whine came from behind me, right before a bullet penetrated through the wall and pierced through the unfortunate guy hiding behind it.

There were more thugs behind the door but the sight of their comrades falling one after the other made them a little bit more hesitant to come out from that door.

That must have been Amber's goal because she immediately started running towards me when that happened, prompting me to start my own retreat as well while covering her.

We managed to reach the door and I realised we also lost a few on our side but well… Not like we were close to anyone here anyway.

Some of the well dressed thugs tried to take a few more shots in our direction and another Merc went down with a bullet through his head while my shield protected me from a few stray shots.

One of the Mercs then smashed his fist into the control panel beside the door which caused the door to slam shut behind us and locking in place.

"We have to move to the hangar, right now." The guy who first greeted us commanded.

I'm assuming this guy is the leader of this operation since the client was currently cowering behind him.

I wonder just what kind of 'high profile' client he is? Maybe someone who is working for the government?

The guy then directed his gaze at the Mercs, "Those guys would not be giving up any time soon. We need to get to the hangar and get out of here."

All of us moved towards the lift that would lead directly to the hangar and I noted that the streets were now completely empty.

I realised that the people that had been here had chosen to hide themselves and I could even see a few of them peeking out from within a few of the stores.

I guess even people around here aren't willing to get themselves involved in a gang shootout where they might be added to the casualties.

But then I found out the real reason why the place was empty when we came across a blockade set up in front of the lift.

They even had three guys wearing power armour standing at the very front.

Their guns lit up the moment they saw us and three Mercs immediately went down while two managed to leapt back into cover after their shields tanked the damage for them.

I got ready to fight when the lift doors opened and even more of them poured out to join the blockade.

"Fuck! We're going to have to take another way up to the hangar! We'll head for the stairs around the corner here!"

One of the Mercs raised his hand, "Woah, woah, hold on a moment! The job didn't say anything about a full on gang war! This isn't just a small time gang you guys are involved with are you?! It's one of the top gangs!!"

"The job is to escort the client to safety and you took that job. Whatever happens during the job you will need to help protect him. If that is too much for you, you are free to give up on the job and leave."

"Yeah, fuck this! I'm out!"

Some of the Mercs also left with him, leaving only a little more than half of us remaining, not counting whom I assume to be the client's original bodyguards.

The leader of the team sighed, "Let's go then. I don't doubt they might have blocked the stairs too but it's too cramped for them to use a power armour there so we only need to worry about numbers. Anyone else feel like giving up?"

I raised my hand, "There's going to be a bonus for this, right?"

Hey, if they're going to put us through some shit like this, why shouldn't I ask for more?

The leader looked at the suited guy who was doing his best to hold himself together.

He seemed to understand what was expected of him and quickly nodded, "Ye… Yes! I'll double the original pay if I am brought to the Warp Gate outside this station. I guarantee it… I'll even issue the first payment right now as a gesture of good will."

Everyone else seemed to be satisfied by that and the ping from my Codex indicating a transfer of twenty thousand Credits showed that he was serious about this.

Guess he's really important somewhere.

Seeing that everyone else was prepared to stay, the team lead started guiding us away from the lift just as we heard footsteps running from that direction.

Guess we're going to fight our way there then…

            

    
        This Guy Has Some Weird Cyware

    
    
    
    
                Thankfully, we had a head start on the ones who were chasing after us from behind so we did not need to worry about them for now.

The leader led us through an alley between a strip club and a bar that had a few turns before stopping at a heavy metal door at the side of an unmarked building.

He went up to pull it open, the door making a loud grating noise as it swung outwards towards us.

Just as he opened a large enough crack for a person to slip through, a bullet came flying from behind the door and hit him right in the head.

I thought he was dead but I realised a shield had materialised itself and protected him from the shot, giving him the opportunity to duck behind the door to avoid another shot taken at him.

"Fuck, they have the area up ahead guarded too! We're going to have to fight our way in! You, you and you! Cover our backs! Everyone else, light the corridor up!"

I was picked as one of the people who covered our backs.

Amber and Lea gave me a look but I nodded at them to show that I would be fine before I followed the two other Mercs who were chosen to engage the thugs running after us.

"Just sending three of us to deal with them? He's definitely sacrificing us to slow them down…" One of the guys muttered.

I turned to him, "Our main priority is to get through the door so he's bringing most of our firepower to clear the corridor as fast as possible. All we need to do is to slow down their reinforcements to buy them time to clear it. We don't need to beat everyone there."

"Easier said than done, lady… Do we even know how many people we're dealing with?"

I shook my head, "Doesn't matter, we just need to slow them down, make them take cover or just be too afraid to come charging in. Let's go, move these boxes there, we can use them as barricades to take cover. It'll also force them to climb over or remove them in the event that they managed to get to us."

The two Mercs looked at the pile of metallic looking boxes I was pointing at and chose to obey my orders instead of questioning it.

We shifted the boxes over to block the alley and ducked behind the boxes in preparation to shoot at anyone who turned around the corner.

I had intentionally made everyone hide themselves behind the boxes and remained crouching behind them even as we heard footsteps running towards us.

Just as it sounded like a horde of them were almost on top of us, I nodded at them and all three of us popped out from behind our cover and fired everything we had at the thugs.

Our appearance obviously surprised them and we easily mowed down a good dozen or so thugs before the rest managed to scramble for cover.

A few of them had tripped over each other making them sitting ducks for us to shoot down, which had the extra effect of creating another smaller barricade in front of the alley.

"Reloading," I warned the other two, dropping behind cover to start slotting in more shells into my shotgun.

The other two were using ballistic rifles which they were firing intermittently to keep the thugs behind cover.

Once I was fully loaded, I took over the second guy who needed to reload and started firing a few rounds down the alley.

One of the thugs attempted a blind fire around the corner so I shot off his hand, causing the thug in question to stumble out into the open while clutching his stump.

Another pull of the trigger and the guy was lying motionless on the ground.

"Reloading!" The third Merc cried out, ducking down to eject the magazine of her rifle.

Right then, someone leapt out from their cover and started running towards us from the alley's entrance.

Geez, did this guy think that everyone was reloading and couldn't shoot at him?

I levelled my shotgun at him but the second Merc was faster, his rifle spitting out several bullets at the charging thug.

I expected him to go down with that but what actually happened was the thug leaned his body to the side with incredible speed before straightening himself again just to avoid the bullets.

What the fuck?

The second Merc pulled the trigger again and the thug quickly leaned to the other side and avoided the shots once more.

Does he have some kind of implant that allows him to see the trajectory of bullets ahead of time?

I pointed my shotgun at him and fired as well, surely he wouldn't be able to avoid a hail of pellets coming towards him right?

He reacted by leaping towards the wall with blinding speed to avoid my shot and then using it as a foothold to leap over the boxes towards us.

How the hell is he moving that fast?!

I managed to swing my shotgun towards him and fired when he was midair, fully expecting this shot to land since he shouldn't be able to dodge it in midair.

My expectations were overturned when he suddenly did what I can only describe as an air boost where he propelled himself to the side and completely avoided my shot.

I found him landing behind us in a three point landing before his figure suddenly blurred and he was right in front of the second Merc who was still in the midst of turning around.

The thug flicked his palm forward like he was attempting to deliver a palm strike, only for a blade to pop out from a slot in his wrist which he used to stab the Merc in the side with it.

The Merc grunted in pain but to his credit, he actually swung his fist at him in an attempt to knock the thug down despite the wound.

Once again, the thug's figure blurred and he was already a few steps back before the Merc could complete his swing.

He then shifted his gaze to me and I knew that he was targeting me next.

His figure blurred once more and I somehow had an indescribable feeling of something coming towards me from the side. I let my instincts take over and leapt in the opposite direction while firing my shotgun at the side where I felt that danger.

Surprisingly, I saw the guy reappearing while staring at me with wide eyes, only for the shotgun pellets to hit him a split second later before he got launched back to crash against the wall.

The shot had completely ripped his chest apart so I highly doubt he was going to walk away from that one.

A few thugs had tried to use the distraction this guy caused to rush towards us but the third Merc managed to finish reloading her rifle and lit them up even before they covered half the distance.

I looked at the Merc who got stabbed, "You alright?"

He grimaced, "Give me a moment…"

He then took out something that looked like an inhaler before he pointed the nozzle at the stab wound.

I watched as he pressed a button at the top which caused a layer of white foam to be dispensed over the wound.

It then quickly solidified which stopped the bleeding completely.

Woah… What the heck is that? Where can I get one?

He limped back on his feet, "I'll live… Survived worse than that. Didn't expect that they would have someone with a mod like that…"

Mod? Oh… That must be some kind of Cyware that allows him to move and react that quickly.

Geez, where can I get one for myself too?

"Hey! If you have time to be talking, how about shooting a little bit more?!" The other Merc complained, taking cover behind the boxes just as a few bullets flew past her head.

The both of us quickly rejoined her and started shooting down the alley, killing a few thugs who thought it was a good idea to start shooting out of cover.

Just as I was feeling a little confident that we would be able to maintain this barricade, a loud stomping sound came from around the corner and we were greeted by the sight of a power armour wielding a minigun staring back at us.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck! Run, you idiots!" The Merc with the stab wound shouted, already trying his best to limp away as quickly as he could with his stab wound.

The third Merc was quick to peel away from her cover as well while I followed behind her soon after.

Not even a second passed before the loud whirring sound of the chaingun revving up could be heard and we just managed to turn the corner before a hailstorm of bullets started shredding through the space we had just been taking cover behind.

"The corridor is clear! Hurry up and get in there!" I heard a shout coming from the front.

Oh good! I was afraid that we might have needed to take care of the power armour too!

Let's get out of here!

            

    
        At Least All Of Us Can Climb Stairs

    
    
    
    
                The three of us rejoined the rest of the group and I found we lost another Merc from their attempt at clearing the corridor.

Looking at the corridor, I found at least twenty or so thugs lying dead on the ground so I guess this wasn't that bad of a conclusion.

Under that guy's lead, we moved past the heavy metal door and the last guy pulled it shut behind him.

Just as I was thinking that it was a little wasted to leave behind the loot dropped by the dead thugs, Amber joined my side and started checking on me.

"Are you hurt, Tera?! Where does it hurt?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Since when did you become my mother? I'm fine, Amber, as you can clearly see."

"Nggghhh! I wanted to go help you instead! Why did I have to be stuck helping them clear the tunnel?"

Lea appeared beside her, "Didn't I already say that you are helping Captain as well by clearing out the enemies as fast as possible?"

"Mggghh… That is true…"

"Heads up people! We're not in the clear yet!"

I looked up to see that we had reached the bottom of a stairwell and there were at least several dozen flights of stairs leading up to our destination.

Oh god… This is going to be quite a climb…

A loud metallic groan came from behind us and we turned to see the door slowly being pulled outwards.

"Move it!" The leader yelled, already running up the stairs ahead of us.

The rest of us followed behind him while the client was being half pushed and half dragged by the other bodyguards up the stairs.

As we reached the second landing of the stairs, several bullets ricocheted off the steps and we quickly took cover while raising our weapons to point above us.

A few thugs were trying to shoot at us from the stairs above but they could not get a good enough angle to land hits on us.

Some of us fired back which made the thugs take cover behind the railing but no one managed to land hit.

We did take advantage of the brief lull in shooting to climb even higher up the stairs.

By the fourth landing, I could see that some of us were quite winded and the client did not seem to be in that great of a shape either.

I expected myself to at least feel a dull ache in my legs but surprisingly, I felt fine.

Amber and Lea also did not seem that worn out either so I guess these guys must not work out very often.

The thugs above us started firing again and this time one of the bodyguards got hit in the shoulder. He had a shield on him so that prevented him from the shot and he reacted instantly by shooting his pistol back at the one who fired at him.

There was a cry coming from above followed by several loud clangs before a dead body dropped down from above to smash into the railing on our level, continuing its fall until it landed on the bottom floor.

Oof… The fall actually split open that guy's skull… Eww…

We climbed a few more flights of stairs and a few of the Mercs were actually panting and struggling now.

I was covering our advance by firing my shotgun up at the thugs and I managed to hit two or three of them with my pellets though I wasn't sure if that killed or only wounded them.

That was when we heard shouting coming from below and we realised that the thugs from the outside had caught up to us.

"Move! Move! Don't let ourselves get pincered!"

The other Mercs hauled their asses and started climbing again, most of them using the railing handholds to pull themselves forward.

Amber, Lea and I ended up being the vanguard as we ascended the steps in front of the group, covering our group's advance up the stairs.

As we reached the next flight of stairs and I was about to start climbing, three thugs suddenly appeared on the landing above ours and brandished their rifles.

Amber immediately pulled me back right before several bullets whizzed past my face.

She then spun around and covered me with her body while using her free hand to fire her pistol three times.

Two thugs fell and rolled down the stairs while the third thug managed to dive out of the way and avoided getting shot.

I spun in Amber's arms and our position switched, allowing me to thrust my shotgun in the direction of the thug right before I pulled the trigger.

The blast sent the thug flying back to crash into the railing, his feet flipping over before he fell towards the ground floor, screaming the entire way down.

Guess the people at the top got impatient and thought they could get a few of us by coming to us instead.

We continued forward, this time a bit more cautiously as we expected more of those thugs to appear to stop us.

We could not take our time either since the thugs on the ground floor were still trying to catch up to us.

Chancing a peek behind, I found most of our party exhausted from the climb and a few of them practically crawling up the steps at the back.

The good news was that the thugs did not fare any better and were in almost the same state as them.

More thugs came rushing down from the stairs above but we were prepared this time, all three of us shooting our guns almost as quickly as they appeared before we stepped over their corpses to advance.

We were an entire flight of stairs ahead of our group and the thugs seemed to be getting a bit more desperate to stop us now. One of them even tried to lunge at me from the top of the stairs to tackle me to the ground.

The only thing he got was a shotgun blast to the face before his faceless body crashed onto the ground below.

Geez, just what the hell did our client do to this gang that they were willing to literally throw their lives away to try and stop us from leaving?

I didn't get to think much before the sound of something revving up came from below.

I peeked over the railing to see their power armour guy pointing his minigun straight up at the bottom of the stairs.

A storm of bullets came from his minigun and I only just managed to duck away from the railing before I got eviscerated by them.

Another Merc wasn't as lucky as the minigun literally blew his head off and his headless body rolled down the steps at the back.

A few of the thugs managed to catch up to us from below but Lea seemed to have spotted them before they reached us so she was already crouching down with her rifle charging up her shot just as they appeared.

They only had time to widen their eyes before Lea's coil rifle fired, the bullet piercing the first guy's chest before coming out from his back to pierce the second guy in the neck.

Then it exited his spine to find its way through the third thug's eye before finally leaving through the back of his skull.

The three thugs fell like dominoes and the last of them flipped over the railing to fall towards the ground floor.

We had to stay away from the railing as the guy with the power armour was still shooting at us with the minigun, aiming to catch anyone unfortunate enough to get into his killzone.

Looking up, we were only a few more flights of stairs away from the top but there were even more thugs waiting for us up there, all of them seemingly content to hunker down and wait for us now.

I took a moment to switch the rounds inside my shotgun to slug rounds before continuing forward with Amber.

Just as we reached the second last flight of stairs, someone leapt out from the group of thugs above and started running towards us.

I thought it was just another idiot trying his luck at catching us off guard and brought up my shotgun in preparation to shoot him down as well.

But just as he reached the landing above us, his figure disappeared and reappeared above me, a pistol in his hand and pointed straight at me.

Shit, he has the same mod as the guy I killed outside?!

I was stuck staring at the barrel of the gun pointed at my face when the thug was suddenly flung away to crash into the railing.

He only had time to let out a scream before his head got blasted off by the hail of bullets from the minigun coming from below.

As his body slumped back to the ground, I realised that he had several other bullet holes in his body, a few of them belonging to small calibre rounds while one of them was a large calibre one.

Turning behind me, I found Amber's pistols still smoking while a little bit behind her was Lea who was crouched in her sniping position with her rifle aimed towards were the thug had been moments ago.

Oh wow, they actually managed to track his movements and shoot him despite him moving like that? I need to ask them how they do it later.

            

    
        Don't Leave Survivors

    
    
    
    
                We climbed the last few steps to the next flight of stairs, ducking back down the moment the thugs covering the top of the stairs started firing at us.

They did not even give us a chance to peek over the edge as the gunfire continued even after we ducked down.

It seems like there were at least three of them who were using mounted machine guns that they were spraying down range at us.

"They're really desperate huh?" Amber chuckled while taking cover beside me.

Lea crawled up to me while hugging her rifle to her chest, "Should I try to shoot them from here, Captain?"

I turned to her, "Won't that put you in the line of fire then?"

"I should be able to take a few shots with my shield before it goes down. Perhaps I might take one of them out with my rifle."

I quickly shoot my head, "No, I don't want you to take that risk. There should be another way."

Amber turned to me, "So… What should we do then? We can't stay here."

I was still trying to think of a solution when the rest of the group caught up to us, most of them panting from exhaustion from climbing the entire flight of stairs.

The leader climbed up to my level, "Huff… Huff… What… Do we have… Here?"

I gestured to the front, "Is it not obvious enough?"

He looked up at the bullets whizzing past above us before turning back to me, "I suppose I can… Huff… Alright, get back…"

I was about to ask him what he planned to do when he took out a ball shaped object.

Amber widened her eyes, "You're planning to use a grenade?! You're going to blow the entire stairs up you crazy idiot!"

He scowled at her but sorry mate, I'm on Amber's side here. This staircase does not look like it would hold after an explosion from a grenade. Especially if that one was big enough to take out the group of thugs currently holding us back.

He put the grenade away, "Then what do you suggest we do?"

I looked around, trying to see if there was something that I could make use of to bring us out of this predicament.

Well… Fuck… What are we supposed to do here? We can't just sit here and wait for them to run out of bullets either with the people coming up from below.

"Captain, let me do it, please," Lea requested once more.

I turned back to Lea and saw her looking back at me with a determined expression.

Seems like she's really serious about it.

I relented, "Fine, fine… If I see that you are in danger, I'll immediately pull you back into cover."

She nodded before moving up to take my position while readying her rifle.

She took a moment to settle herself into a stance where she was propping the gun up with her left arm as a makeshift bipod before she pulled the trigger and prompted the gun to start charging up.

It took a moment before it got to the whine sound that I have started becoming familiar with and she quickly sat up on the stairs to reveal herself to the thugs.

Almost instantly, an entire wave of bullets smashed themselves against her shield and I was worried that it might be too much for it to handle and prepared to pull her back.

My worries seem to be unfounded as she fired her rifle a split second afterwards and one of the machine gunners was blasted apart.

Lea then ducked back down even before her shield was depleted and started charging her coil gun again.

As soon as the whine started, she popped back out and took another shot, accurately muting the second machine gun.

I thought she would need to repeat this one more time for the last machine gunner but that suddenly went silent on its own.

I peeked from over the top of the stairs and realised that the remaining thugs had abandoned their positions and were running away.

Oh, nice. We don't have to fight everyone then. Also… I want those machine guns!

All of us popped out from the stairs and started running after the retreating thugs.

Amber started shooting at some of them from behind, dropping at least four more thugs before the leader guy grabbed her by the shoulder to stop her.

"What are you doing?!"

She gave him a weird look, "What do you mean? I'm finishing them off."

"They've already given up and are retreating! How can you shoot someone like that in the back?!"

She scowled at him, "Didn't think that you would be one of those naive idiots… They aren't running away, they're regrouping outside."

The leader frowned, "That doesn't make any sense. Why would they abandon the high ground and risk getting shot from behind?"

"Why waste time finding out when you can just shoot them?" Amber argued, lifting her pistols once more to shoot down several more thugs.

The thugs did not even try to shoot back and were just concentrating on running away, disappearing around a corner that turned to the left sharply.

I decided to just join her and fired a few shots of my own, killing three more before they all ran off.

"You guys are monsters," The leader growled, giving us a hateful look.

Amber narrowed her eyes at him, "Oh… You guys are really far away from home I see. Why would someone from the inner colonies end up all the way out here? Don't tell me that client of yours is taking part in some illicit dealings here?"

The guy's jaw tightened but said nothing, even though I could tell from his reaction that Amber hit the nail right on the head.

I sensed the tension rising quite a bit and stepped in, "Let's get out of here first, ok? There's still more coming from behind."

The two of them broke eye contact and nodded at me, the leader returning to the client's side and barking at the other Mercs to catch up.

The guy with the power armour was still firing from below and I wonder how his gun had not overheated yet.

We went towards the corner and I peeked around it.

I was fully expecting to see another barricade or something but surprisingly, the corridor ended at an industrial metal door.

That doesn't make any sense… Why would they have such a big door leading to this flight of stairs? What was this place supposed to be used for?

I was just about to turn back to tell them what was around the corner when the metal door got blasted apart and something big stomped in.

At first I thought it was another guy with power armour kicking down the door but I realised that the size of the thing walking through the door was even bigger than a normal power armour.

The dust settled to reveal what I could only describe as a mech standing amongst the debris.

There was a pod thing at the very top which I guessed housed the pilot and two arms that ended in a cannon on the left hand and a minigun on the right hand jutted out from the sides.

Two struts came out from below the pod to form its legs that could easily stomp a person flat.

Using said leg struts as cover were the thugs who had managed to run away from the earlier barricade.

All of us ducked behind the corner right before the cannon on its left arm fired at us, destroying a whole section of it.

"Is this the part where I say 'I told you so'?" Amber asked sarcastically.

The leader wisely decided not to say anything about it and asked, "Damnit… Do we need to go back down? We have nothing that can deal with a mech!"

I looked at Amber, "Could I?"

She grimaced, "If it's fired at point blank range at the pilot… I believe you should be able to."

"I can try to shoot him," Lea offered, hefting her rifle once more.

"You'll be a sitting duck for the Mech and your shield can't take a cannon shell to the face."

The leader then reached into his jacket and pulled out another grenade, "I can provide some cover for that."

I was going to ask if he was planning to blow them up again when Amber nodded, "A smoke grenade huh? Yeah, let's go with that. All of us will deal with the small fries underneath that Mech while Tera and Lea will deal with the pilot of the Mech directly."

Well… Sounds like a simple plan but I think a lot of things can go wrong with this… But seeing that we were literally backed into a corner right now, I guess we don't exactly have a choice either.

Let's do it then.

Time to take down a Mech!

            

    
        First Part Of The Escort Complete

    
    
    
    
                The leader pulled the pin off the grenade before tossing it around the corner, the object bouncing off the wall and landing in the middle of the corridor.

A group of us were preparing to rush forward while the others remained behind to protect the client.

A few of the thugs gave a warning shout and dove behind the Mech for cover, probably thinking it was an explosive of some kind.

They were right to a certain extent as the top of the grenade popped off and smoke began billowing out of it to quickly cover the corridor.

At that moment, a few of us dashed out from the corner and rushed towards the mech, aiming to get out of its firing arc as fast as possible.

The mech pilot seemed to have expected us to do something like that and started firing his minigun wildly into the smoke cloud.

Thankfully, his aim was a little too high and the bullets flew over our heads without hitting anyone.

We managed to run through the smoke screen unharmed and the thugs that had been using the mech as a shield finally realised what our plan was.

All of us started firing at the thugs, our bullets peppering them with holes and dropping them left and right.

I ran straight for the leg of the mech and jumped on it, using it to climb further up the machine.

The others covered for me as they pushed the thugs back and distracted the mech pilot by taking several pot shots at it.

It tried to stomp down on a few Mercs and I had to hang on for dear life as the machine moved violently.

I placed my foot firmly against one of the leg struts before leaping out to grab at its arm.

Grabbing onto the arm firmly, I found my balance and ran along its arm towards the pod.

The pilot must have realised I was on top of it and tried to spin around to shake me off.

I leapt the rest of the way and grabbed onto a handle that was jutting out of the pod to avoid falling off of it.

Looking through the glass of the pod, I found the pilot of the Mech looking back at me with furrowed brows.

I then pulled out my shotgun and pointed the barrel down at him, his eyes widening the moment he realised what I was trying to do.

I pulled the trigger, shooting the slug round loaded in my shotgun at the pilot.

The shell pierced through the armoured glass and went straight towards the pilot, which should have pierced through his head but another layer of shield seemed to have been deployed that protected him from it.

I fired again, piercing another hole in the glass but the pilot leaned to the side to avoid it this time, pulling on one of the controls to the side of his seat at the same time.

Something popped out from on top of the pod and I realised I was looking at a small automated turret that had me as its target.

I tried to lift up my gun to destroy it but it shot a pellet at me before I could.

The pellet should have been deflected by my shield but when it touched it, an electrical spark shot out from the pellet and hit me in the chest instead, blasting me off the pod of the mech.

I found myself falling towards the ground and I braced myself for the impact, curling myself up into a ball midair.

Except I did not hit the ground but someone caught me instead.

"Gotcha! Are you alright, Tera?!" Amber asked, holding me in the princess carry position.

"Nggh… I'm fine. I didn't manage to kill the pilot thou--"

I was interrupted by the glass of the pod shattering completely followed by a scream coming from inside the pod.

Oh… Lea somehow managed to shoot through the smoke screen and hit the pilot of the mech accurately.

Heck, when I turned around, I couldn't even see her through the cloud of smoke that still hung in between us.

The original plan had been for me to jump on top of the mech and try to shoot the pilot from there while the smoke screen was still there.

Failing that, Lea would snipe him from the stairs once the smoke cleared so I was definitely not expecting her to take that shot while the smoke screen was still up.

The mech rumbled and slowly powered down with the death of its pilot.

Hmmm… I wonder if we could steal that too?

"Retreat! Retreat!" One of the thugs shouted, prompting the rest to start running as well.

This time, Amber did not shoot them in the back as they ran out through the busted doors, though I wonder if it was because she was still carrying me in her arms or because they were actually running away this time instead of regrouping.

She finally put me down and grinned at me, "So, did your heart beat a little faster from that?"

I didn't get to answer her since the Mercs escorting the client ran up to us.

"They're catching up! We need to go!"

That prompted the rest of us to start running out the door as well, finding ourselves on one of the lower decks of the hangar.

The leader grabbed the client before turning to the rest of us, "Get to your ships! I'll meet all of you outside! We'll contact you through the comms!"

Without waiting for a response, they took off towards the right.

The Mercs with us also broke off without a word, also heading to their own ships.

I turned to Amber and she pointed to the left, gesturing at a flight of stairs that led to the floor where our ships were.

We bolted for the stairs just as we heard shouts coming from behind us, which brought us to a rather familiar area.

We had to then split with Amber as she headed for her own ship while I headed for mine.

"Cap… Captain?" Lea called out, looking at the direction Amber had run off to in confusion.

Oh right, we never actually told her that Amber has a ship of her own, did we?

"Her ship's that way. We'll meet her with the rest," I explained.

She nodded and followed behind me as I ran for my ship, pushing through the crowd of people who were also on the hangar deck.

We boarded my ship and had Lea join me at the cockpit.

"Take that seat and strap yourself in, I'll run through the controls with you in a moment," I ordered while starting up my ship.

She did as I told and I had a moment to bemoan the fact that we found ourselves in such a situation once again since this was not how I expected this job to go.

I got the clearance for take off and started up my ship, engaging my forward thrusters to leave the station.

The moment my ship left the confines of the hangar, I powered up the weapons and turned to Lea who was giving me a concerned look from where she sat.

"The console there allows you to aim and shoot the railgun turret at the top of my ship. Are you familiar with them?"

She nodded, "I am, Captain. I have used them before. But I am afraid it might take some time for me to get used to these controls since I've not used them on Terran built ships before."

"I see. Don't worry, we should be fine anyway. I'll transfer controls over right now so you can familiarise yourself with it. Just don't shoot anyone for now."

I tapped on my controls and did just that, the console panel in front of her lighting up once I did so.

She turned her attention to it just as I got a notification beep from the console.

I tapped on it to answer the call from Amber, my lover beaming at me the moment she saw that the call connected.

"Hey~ I'm coming to you right now~ That was pretty crazy, wasn't it?"

I rolled my eyes, "Yeah sure… I was definitely not expecting to need to take down a Mech during this job for sure… We better get a bonus for that."

"Oh, I'll be sure to get that from them later~ If they don't, we'll just sell their details to that gang instead~"

Geez Amber, at least wait until they refuse to pay us before you come up with a plan to stab them in the back.

Just kidding, I love it.

Right then, I noticed a whole bunch of ships leaving the station including a rather large sized C Class Destroyer.

I'm guessing those were the Mercs and the client.

Sure enough, I received a notification ping on my Codex to let me know that we should follow the ship.

Alright, let's hope at least the space portion of this mission is less hectic…

            

    
        They're Just Throwing Themselves At Us

    
    
    
    
                I angled my ship to join the formation escorting the Destroyer.

There were fifteen other ships not counting Amber and myself escorting the Destroyer, five of them were clearly the client's bodyguards since they were all the same design of A Class fighters while the other ten were a mix of varying designs and classes.

Some of them even look like they were patchwork ships that were barely being held together using spare parts.

I guess that's the expected quality of the ships around here or something.

Just by looking at the Destroyer and the escort ships, even I could tell that the client was most likely connected to the government in some way or other.

But well, as long as he's paying us, I guess I don't care who he really is.

A call came through and I tapped on my console to answer it, revealing the leader that we met just now.

"Calling all escorts, we'll be engaging travel speed in ten seconds."

I reached for my controls and directed power to my travel drives, preparing to match their speed as the timer started counting down.

When the number reached zero, all of us engaged our travel drives at the same time and sped away from the station.

I made sure to mute the call with the leader and turned back to Lea, "How are things over there?"

I found her looking at the controls with a serious face, "I… Think I have a hang of it. The controls are pretty simple."

I leaned back in my chair, "Hopefully we wouldn't meet any--"

"Interdiction pulse incoming!"

I turned back to the controls and immediately held the controls as I bit back a curse at opening my mouth too soon.

"Hold on tight!" I warned Lea, right as the interdiction pulse hit us.

We were shaken out of our travel speed and I felt myself lurched forward from the sudden stop.

I immediately moved power to my shields and weapons to prepare for any hostiles that were going to take advantage of that interdiction pulse.

My console started beeping out warnings just as the leader shouted out his own warning, "Enemy ships incoming!"

I checked the map to see a bunch of red dots in the distance moving quickly towards us. The number at the bottom of the screen showed that there were at least forty or so enemies flying towards us.

The only good thing was that the group consisted of mainly A Class fighters and bombers while we had a C Class Destroyer and several more B Class ships.

"Bloody hell, what the heck did this guy do?!" I whined.

Amber grinned at me through the screen, "If we want to run, we still can~"

I gave her a look, "Do you want to?"

"Hell no~ We're looking at free Credits right there!"

Well… I expected her to say something like that… Because I had the same idea as she did.

The leader started taking charge of the fight, "All ships, form a line! Maintain distance and protect the Destroyer at all costs!"

We turned as one to face towards the fleet of enemy fighters while the Destroyer faced its broadside towards them.

"Hold the line!" The leader commanded.

A split second later, the Destroyer fired its broadside laser cannons at the enemy ships, piercing through at least six of them with just one salvo.

"Hold! Hold!" The leader commanded again.

Everyone waited and the Destroyer fired its cannons once more, shooting down three of the enemy ships in the second salvo.

"All ships, fire at will!"

"Lea! Weapons free!"

"On it, Captain!"

I honestly wasn't expecting Lea to do much since she was new to the controls so I focused on shooting down my own targets with my photon laser instead.

At this range, they were basically sitting ducks for me as I took my time lining up my shots before firing at them.

A few of the other Mercs also fired their own weapons at the enemy fleet, taking out a good number of their ships before they even got within range of their own weapons.

At this point, I'm seriously wondering if this was just a last ditch and futile attempt by that gang to try and stop us from leaving.

Because it's quite clear that they would definitely not be able to stop us with a group like this.

They've already lost half of their numbers and they've not even reached us yet. And even if these twenty ships reached us, they're definitely not going to be able to deal with the escorts let alone the Destroyer that our client is in, which is their supposed target.

Why are they even willing to just throw their lives away like this? Like they're really throwing themselves into a situation where they can't win you know? Are they just too dumb to realise this fact or has that gang indoctrinated their members so much that they literally don't mind dying for them?

Either way, they really are crazy.

I was looking for another target for myself to shoot at when I saw a railgun bullet fly out from the top of my ship and pierce through two of the ships in a line.

"Nice shot, Lea!" I praised.

"Thank you, Captain. I'm still getting used to it. Just give me some time with it and I should be better with my aim."

She's still getting used to it and she already managed to shoot down two ships with a single shot.

And seriously? Was this already not good enough of an aim to you? Just saying that she is a talented sharpshooter would be an understatement.

"Break formation, scatter!" The leader barked through the comms.

Wait… He wants us to scatter? Ah fuck it.

I pushed forward on my throttle and boosted downwards and away from the Destroyer to distance us from it.

The other Mercs also started to fire up their own engines to distance themselves from the ship, all of us moving in different directions.

The area above the Destroyer's cannons opened up to reveal a whole bunch of barrels jutting upwards.

I wondered what those were for since the barrels were not pointed at the enemy fighters, right as a whole horde of missiles were fired out from the barrels.

The swarm of missiles flew towards the enemy fighters, each of them targeting a fighter and chasing after them with deadly precision.

Once they saw the swarm of missiles flying towards them, the enemy fighters also scattered in different directions.

I watched as the swarm of missiles completely decimated the enemy fighters, wiping out more than half of the remaining fighters with just one wave of missiles.

Do they not have shields at all?

Also, does our client even need us to escort them if they have armaments like this?

There's only eight fighters left and they definitely won't be able to pass us so I was expecting them to run away after this.

But instead, those eight fighters still turned back and charged towards us.

What the heck? Are they really looking to die?

"Lea, shoot them down."

"Already on it."

The moment she said those words, the railgun fired and pierced through three more fighters with that single shot.

Ok, she really just lined up multiple ships with one shot that easily huh?

I wasn't even specifically positioning myself to help her line up her shots so this was all her.

The other Mercs also started firing as well and the remaining ships were quickly shot down in just a few seconds flat, completely wiping out the fleet that was sent against us.

I looked at the sea of debris that was floating out there and wondered what exactly their plan was for this.

Did they not expect to be met with this much resistance or something? Otherwise why would they just throw themselves at us like that?

Coupled with the thugs we have shot inside the station, I believe they've lost at least over a hundred people by now and most likely a few million Credits worth of stuff, all just to try and capture or kill this client of ours.

What really was the plan here? Who's even in charge of organising this?

The leader turned to address us again, "Everyone form up. Once the interdiction has worn off, charge up your travel drives and we'll leave as soon as we can."

"Bummer… I didn't even get to do anything… And we're not even going to loot the debris?" Amber groaned.

I made sure that my voice was only connected to Amber's before speaking, "We can set a marker here and return later to sift through them?"

"Ohhh~ Tera, you're a genius! We'll do that!"

Well… I mean… Wasn't this the obvious thing to do? Of course we're not going to just leave all that delicious loot floating around right there!

These idiots were already giving us so much trouble so we'll need to milk everything out of them as much as possible to make this entire job worth it!

I just hope there's actually something worth our time to scavenge in that pile of debris.

As I tried to power up my travel drives, I suddenly received an error message telling me the travel drives were unable to come online.

"Fuck! They set up an interdiction field!" The leader cursed. "Everyone! Full speed ahead! We need to get out of here!"

Ah fuck… Did they really send forty ships to buy them time to set up this field? These guys really are crazy…

            

    
        Drone Carrier

    
    
    
    
                All of us engaged our engines and sped off after the Destroyer, aiming to get out of the interdiction field.

The fact that they even set up an interdiction field in the first place meant that they had something planned for us while we were stuck here.

Worst of all, we don't even know how big the field is so we don't know how far we need to travel to get out of it.

The field itself would have been a sphere that was projected around us and we had no idea where exactly inside this sphere we were either.

Without the travel drives, the speed of our travel was really slow as compared to with it, especially since we were matching the Destroyer's speed.

I kept my eyes on the map just in case any enemies appeared and Lea did the same on her end by manning the railgun.

I could tell that everyone was on edge from the comms and even Amber wasn't talking much over our call, opting to focus on watching her map as well.

"Do you think they would actually send more guys after us, Captain?" Lea asked.

"I don't doubt it. They wouldn't have sent that many people after us and set up such a trap if they weren't planning to do anything with it."

Amber scoffed, "Or they could just be completely stupid and desperate."

Well… I actually wouldn't say that is impossible either considering what they've done so far. This whole thing could just be a ploy to waste our time and make us paranoid the entire way as a last 'fuck you' to us.

Definitely annoying, but I guess it's preferable to them actually being able to intercept us.

Just as that thought crossed my mind, a warning came from my console notifying me of a high energy object appearing at the edge of my sensors.

Turning towards the console, I found myself looking at a giant red dot that was at least one and a half times the size of the Destroyer we were escorting heading directly towards us.

Looking up through my windscreen, I saw a small speck heading towards us that matched the position on the map.

I tapped on the screen to do a scan of the object and frowned when I realised what it was.

"A D Class Drone Carrier…" Amber muttered at the same time I had arrived at the same conclusion.

"Well fuck," I cursed, realising another fact. "Those forty ships we shot down… Those were unmanned drones weren't they?"

"Damn it… No wonder they were so stupid… This also means they barely have any loot on them!"

They really got us with that.

And seriously, hoe the fuck did that gang afford a D Class Carrier?!

Another beep came from the console and I turned to it to see a mass of tiny red dots forming around the big one.

Turning my gaze towards my windscreen once more, I could see a distinct 'cloud' being ejected out of the speck and heading towards us.

Oh god… There has to be more than a hundred of them…

The leader immediately started barking orders into the comms channel, "All ships! Redirect heading! Maintain formation and shoot down any drones that get within range!"

The Destroyer adjusted its direction to point diagonally to the right, aiming to fly past the Drone Carrier instead of engaging it.

At this range, the drones coming out from the carrier would mow us down before we could even get within firing range of it so avoiding this fight was the right call.

The only problem was the fact that this Drone Carrier does not seem intent on letting us go and the drones were on an interception course with us.

The silver lining for this was that we still outrange the drones so we could thin their number before they got to us.

Everything here was dependent on how far the edge of the interdiction field was and whether we could escape from this before we were overwhelmed by the number of drones.

Amber was visibly sulking, "Tsk… We don't even get a bounty payout by killing these drones… We're literally losing money by shooting at them…"

"Well… If we want to have a payout from our client, I'm afraid we have no choice but to just do it." I pointed out.

"Still doesn't make this any less annoying… Directing power to weapons."

I did the same as well and gave Lea the instruction to fire on any drones that came within range of her railgun at will.

Our small fleet continued its course and the cloud of drones continued getting closer and closer to us, right until they were in the firing range of my photon laser.

I pushed on my flight stick to adjust my heading, making sure that my photon laser was pointed directly in the middle of the drones before firing the weapon in question.

The laser shot out from my ship pierced through several drones in one shot purely by the virtue of them being so clustered together.

Our client's Destroyer also opened fire and its laser cannons shot down a good number of drones with a single salvo.

The other Mercs with long ranged weapons joined in as well, each of their shots finding their marks easily enough.

But despite that, it doesn't even look like our attacks made a dent in it.

As though learning that it was not a good idea for them to be packed together so closely, the drones scattered and started flying towards us in a sort of cube shaped formation except with large spaces in between each drone.

Now, even if I fired my photon laser while trying to target as many of the drones as possible with each shot, I found myself only shooting down maybe two or three of them at most.

I turned to look at Lea and found her staring intently at her console, as though she was thinking of just where she should shoot the railgun to take down as many drones as she could with a single shot.

Sure enough, as soon as we got within range of my railgun turret, Lea fired the gun without hesitation.

I watched as the railgun round flew through the space between our fleet and the formation of drones and hit the first drone before continuing to pierce through five more.

Six drones in just a single shot… And she only started using this weapon barely an hour ago.

She's a natural.

The panels above the Destroyer's cannons slid open again and the missile launchers fired a salvo of the missiles towards the drones.

The drones started evasive manoeuvres in an attempt to avoid them but most of the missiles still found their mark and took down a good dozen of them.

Unfortunately, despite all that we had done, the drones still got within range and we were now under fire from over several dozens of drone fighters at once.

I saw one of the Destroyer's escort ships get instantly shredded into pieces by the hail of lasers, the ship itself exploding in a ball of fire and spinning away out into the darkness of space.

"Hang on!" I warned, pushing forward on the throttle and engaging my thrusters, dodging through the lasers that were aimed at me.

Lea still had no problem as she managed to shoot down four drones with another shot from the railgun, despite the fact that I was dodging and weaving through space erratically.

Of course, I was no slouch either as I started firing my ship's energy chainguns and mowed through a whole crowd of them that had been too preoccupied shooting at the Destroyer to bother with me.

I had to push my ship's nose downwards to avoid a Merc ship that was spinning out of control from having its engines destroyed, right before it crashed into another drone and exploded, destroying both itself and the drone it crashed into.

The Destroyer was doing its best to shoot down the drones that were swarming around us but it was clearly lacking in the point defence sector as its armaments were more suited for medium to long range combat.

It is only thanks to its stronger shields that the drones were not able to do much damage to it but sooner or later, those would go down as well if we don't get out of here any time soon.

Shit… There's too many of them and more of them were being deployed by the Carrier.

I think we might need to abandon the client at this rate…

Just as I shot down another group of drones that were harassing another Merc, the Destroyer fired another salvo of missiles out through its missile launchers.

I bit back a curse at them as I did my best to avoid getting in the path of those missiles while they flew towards the drones that they were targeting, making sure that I was also out of the blast radius of any missiles that end up hitting a drone as well.

Just as I thought about cursing the leader through the comms for doing such a risky move, I got the notification ping that my ship's travel drives were now back online.

Oh hell yeah! Let's get out of here already!!

            

    
        You Want Some Logs Too, Lea?

    
    
    
    
                As soon as I got that notification, the leader barked an order across the comms channel.

"All ships! Engage travel drives! To the Warp Gate!"

I engaged my travel drives while weaving through the last of the drones, feeling myself lurch backwards as my ship sped off.

The remaining Mercs, escorts and the Destroyer also boosted away from the battlefield, leaving the drones and the Drone Carrier behind.

I watched as the Carrier rapidly shrunk into the distance and I felt myself relaxing a little.

"That was a close one huh?" I muttered through the comms.

Amber looked at me through her screen, "Was it? I thought that was ok though?"

"Really? We were literally outnumbered a hundred to one and we lost like two ships to them before we managed to get away. If we weren't that close to the edge of the interdiction field, we might have lost even more ships to the drones."

She shrugged, "We would have been able to handle it."

Huh… She really thought so?

I mean… I suppose if we were not focused on defending our client, we would be able to distance ourselves from the drones and continue shooting them down from there.

Amber could probably distract the drones while I circled around to attack the Carrier and if the drones would shut down the Carrier was destroyed, that would have instantly resolved the situation.

Well… I guess there's no point thinking about that now anyway.

I leaned back in my chair, "Nnghh… I suppose? At least we're out of it now."

Amber smirked, "What if they have another trap set up right ahead?"

"Don't even joke about that, please… We've been running ragged from the very beginning of this job. I'm already filled with regret for taking up this job in the first place."

"It's not so bad, is it? We just went and shot up a couple of people. Then we came out here and shot up a couple of drones. Pretty simple if you asked me."

"Uh-huh. Did you miss out the fact that we were outnumbered in all of them and even during the shoot out in the station we had to go up against a freaking mech?"

"Didn't Lea handle that thing pretty well?"

"Yes she did, but that's not the point. We lost quite a number of people here."

Amber leaned forward in her chair, "Meh, who cares about those guys? I certainly don't. Anyway… How is she, by the way? Did she do a good job with the turret?"

"Well, she did a fantastic job with it actually."

"You overpraise me, Captain," Lea spoke up from behind me. "I still have a lot to learn from this."

Yeah, sure… I'm already wondering just how crazy good you are if this wasn't your best…

I decided not to ask and let out a sigh instead, "Well… I guess we have nothing to do now except to wait."

Amber grinned, "I really doubt those thugs would try anything more after this so it's just the waiting game now. Hey~ Wanna have a masturbation stream?"

I rolled my eyes at her, "No."

"Oh come on! After a fight like that, I need a way to relax too! Let's just do it, Tera!"

"No, I'm not going to do it, Amber."

"Awww! But you used to do it with me in the call last time!"

"That's when… When we're alone," I whispered, trying to make sure that Lea did not hear what I said by lowering my voice.

Not that I was ashamed to admit it since she already knew about our relationship, but I'd think she would feel bad if she knew I was refusing to do this with Amber because of her presence and felt responsible. 

Amber waved her hand dismissively, "Oh who cares?! Let's just do it anyway! Come on, Tera!"

"I already said no, so no."

Amber puffed up her cheeks at me, "Oh fine, I'll do it myself then!"

I decided the best course of action for witnessing such a scene was to pretend I never saw it and to turn my attention to Lea instead.

"You alright back there?" I asked.

She nodded at me, "I am doing well, Captain. Thank you for the assistance with the ship's positioning to allow me to shoot down those drones effectively."

I most definitely did not do that but I shall refrain from saying anything.

Instead, I decided to ask her about the plants.

"What about the garden at the back? Do you need any help with it?" I asked.

"Ah, I'm fine, Captain. There's really nothing much that needs to be done with it and the plants are growing fine on their own right now. The materials you bought for me at the store helped a lot."

Oh, that's quite reassuring to hear.

Lea then continued, "I do have a question, Captain. Are there any specific things you would like to grow in particular?"

I tapped my chin, "Mmm… I suppose I would like some strawberries… Some cabbages… Lettuce maybe? Also some herbs like thyme too."

The Alv nodded, "I will keep a lookout for seedlings for those plants in particular, Captain."

"Ah, no need to specifically look for those plants, Lea. It's fine to just get any you think might be good."

I probably haven't said this out loud, but having Lea take over the garden was quite literally a godsend because I would have been so lost about all these things she could have done on her own without me.

If it wasn't because of the fact that I needed to stay in the cockpit just in case more of those thugs showed up, I would have asked her to show me the state of the hydroponics garden right now..

Speaking of which… Amber was really going at it on her side of the screen… She didn't even care that she had an audience while she was busy pleasuring herself through our call.

Oh well, I suppose now might be a good time to write my entry in that captain's log of mine before I forget about it.

I brought up my console panel and started typing away, pouring my lament and annoyance at how persistent that gang was and how I hoped the job would end. While I'm at it, I should also make a note about that Drone Carrier since it's the first of its kind that I've seen in this universe.

Lea seemed to have noticed what I was doing and asked, "What is that for, Captain?"

I looked at her before turning to my console to wonder for a while, thinking about how I should best explain it to her.

"Umm… It's a log that I keep about what events might have happened during the day to serve as a record and reminder for myself. You know, just in case I need to look up past records or just reminisce about the past in general."

The Alv paused for at least a minute before gesturing to the screen in front of me, "Is Captain dying?"

I jolted at her question, "Eh? What? Of course not. Why do you ask?"

"Normally only ship captains who are dying would do that…"

"Don't other ships have captains who write personal logs as records normally? Like freighter ship captains to record where they've been?"

"But not Mercenaries, Captain. Unless they were obligated by someone or something to do so."

"Huh… I see… Well, I just do it for fun really. So no need to worry about it."

"I see… Am I allowed to read them as well?" She asked.

I gestured to the screen, "Sure thing, come take a look."

Lea got up from her seat and walked over to me to peek over my shoulder.

I scrolled through some of the entry logs I made and she seemed to be quite fascinated by them for some reason.

She then turned to me, "Could I make my own logs as well?"

I nodded, "Oh of course you can. Here, I'll show you how you can make records of your own too through the ship's computer and link it to your personal… Oh wait, you don't have a personal terminal yet. I guess we'll need to get you one when we get back to the station later."

"Thank you, Captain. I shall make do with the ship's computer for now."

"That's nice. We can even trade logs to read each other's records from time to time. I think that would be interesting. Even Amber writes one now."

The Alv turned to the screen that showed Amber masturbating in front of her camera before turning away, "I see… Are her logs also stored here?"

"Ah… No… She actually hasn't shown me any yet."

Amber spoke up right then, reminding me that our call was actually still connected, "I'm shy ok? Give me some time to arrange them first before I show you!"

…

Says the girl literally masturbating through a video call right now.

Lea tactfully ignored her and kept her eyes on me, "I would like to try writing this too, Captain."

Oohh~ perfect! We have one more person joining me on writing logs!

            

    
        First Thing To Do After An Escort Job (*RR)

    
    
    
    
                I was fully expecting to encounter another ambush before we reached the Warp Gate.

But surprisingly, we actually reached the Warp Gate without any other incident after flying for a day and a half.

We hung back with the other Mercs and watched as the Destroyer and the remaining escorts slowly approached the Warp Gate to begin their warping sequence.

The leader addressed us through the comms, "We thank you all for your help. We will send the payment as well as a bonus for safely escorting us here within the day."

He then saluted us before ending the call, the Destroyer and its escorts warping out from the system.

The other Mercs also started to disperse with a few choosing to make use of the Warp Gate to warp away as well while the others turned back to the station's direction.

I also turned my ship around but held my position and waited for Amber to dock her ship with mine.

I watched from my cockpit as her ship slowly approached me and her docking hatch attached itself onto mine, locking her ship in place.

Once I confirmed that the docking was complete, I powered up my ship's travel drives and our ships started our journey back towards the station.

As the stars outside started turning into streaks of light, I heard the door behind slide open.

I made sure to engage the autopilot before turning around to see Amber entering my cockpit while stretching her arms over head.

My eyes were immediately drawn to her chest, more because she was literally standing there in nothing but her underwear.

She noticed my gaze and smirked, "What? I was in the middle of doing it. And we're all girls here aren't we?"

"I'm not," I pointed out.

"And I see nothing wrong with that. So… Wanna fuck?"

I rolled my eyes, "Is that the first thing you think about after seeing me?"

"It's been two days, Tera! I had nothing but my fingers for two days and this shirt of yours!"

She then pulled out a shirt from behind her which made me wonder just where she kept that.

It took me a moment to realise it was indeed one of my shirts that I thought was in the wash the past two days.

Really, Amber?

…

Ok, that's kind of hot, not gonna lie.

Lea looked at me, "Umm… Shall I go and check on the plants, Captain?"

Amber answered before I could, "Well, if you want to stay, I certainly won't complain. In fact, feel free to watch~"

She then came over to me and straddled my lap, her arms wrapping behind my head.

"Hello, sexy~" She giggled before leaning down to give me a kiss on the lips and pulling back.

Lea got up from her seat, "I shall check on the plants, Captain."

The Alv left the cockpit, leaving me alone with Amber.

"Pity, I thought she would actually stay and watch," Amber chuckled.

"I didn't know you were into being watched."

"Oh definitely not. But you know, when I have such a wonderful partner, it's a waste to not let everyone else know that I'm together with them, you know? But obviously, I don't just show that to just anyone~"

She kissed me again, this time adding a bit of tongue as well while her hips grinned against mine.

I kissed her back, enjoying her taste before we broke the kiss for air.

She was looking at me with eyes that told me what exactly she wanted.

Fine, I have to admit that watching her masturbate for the last day and a half also turned me on and I had to hold back because Lea was here.

"Stand up and bend over the chair," I growled.

She giggled and stood up, allowing me to get on my feet as well.

She quickly unclasped her bra and pulled down her panties, even giving her bottom a little wiggle before she kicked off her panties over to the side.

Amber then placed her hands on the armrests and pushed her very enticing bottom out towards me.

In the meantime, I had already stripped myself naked as well and stood behind her.

I slid my hands up along her bottom before resting on her waist, pulling myself towards her and positioning my semi-erect cock at her entrance.

With slow deliberate thrusts, I slid my cock along her entrance, coating it with her juices as I caressed her nether lips with my member.

"Ngghh… Don't tease me anymore, Tera… Can't you already feel how wet I am? Just thrust inside me!"

"Patience," I cooed, repeating the same movement again. "I need to get myself ready too."

She twerked her hips at me, "Come on~ Just push yourself inside~ You don't need to think about it too much, Tera~"

I pulled my hips back a little until the tip of my cock was lined up at her entrance before pushing forward again slightly, just enough that the tip was pressing right against her pussy lips.

She shuddered at my touch, "Unn… Right there~ Just thrust inside me~"

I slowly pushed forward, my cock slipping past her wet folds and enjoying the feeling of her pussy walls parting until I was completely inside her.

"Oooohhh… That's iiiiittttt…" She moaned, her body shuddering from the penetration.

I felt her pussy squeeze down on my shaft, almost like she was trying to keep me inside her.

"Ahhh~ It's been so long~ I feel whole again~"

"It's barely just a day," I commented.

"That's a long time for me~ Now come on, fuck me good~"

I obliged her, pulling my hips back until only my tip remained inside before I slammed myself into her once more.

I felt my cock hit her deepest parts but I did not pause and simply repeated the action again, pistoning myself in and out of her.

The slapping sounds of flesh against flesh echoed around the cockpit as I fucked my lover right on top of my pilot seat.

She was rocking herself back against me as well to match my hip thrusts, ensuring that I plunge as deep as I could inside her before pulling out.

"Yes! Yes! Yes! YESSSSS!! Right there!!! Oh fuuuuck!! That's it! That's it! Fuck me goooood!!!"

I increased my pace and fucked her even harder, leaning forward so that I was leaning over her back and cupping her boobs with my hands while I continued to fuck her.

Her back arched with pleasure and I could feel her shudder below me.

"Ahhhhhh… Fuuuuuck! I'm… I'm gonna cum!! I'm gonna cuuuuuuum!!" She screamed, right before she slammed her hips back against me.

I felt her insides tighten up and I could tell she was cumming from how violently her body was shaking and my waist being soaked thoroughly by her love juices.

Her legs gave way and if I hadn't been holding her, she might have actually crumpled down onto the ground.

Instead, she slumped down onto the chair, my lover barely able to support herself while being reduced to a quivering mess.

Oh wow, she really came pretty hard I see.

I managed to pull myself out and flip her so that she was seated on the chair and facing me.

Without hesitation, I lined myself up with her again and plunged my cock right back inside her.

I shuddered as her pussy squeezed down on my shaft tightly, right before she wrapped her legs around my back and pulled me closer to her.

She also reached up using her hands and pulled me down so that she could kiss me on the lips.

I pushed my tongue inside her mouth to taste her while I rocked my hips against hers, pistoning my cock in and out of her pussy as much as I could while her legs still wrapped around my back.

My hands got busy as I slid up her waist to cup her boobs, giving her tits a few squeezes before I sought out her nipples to give them each a pinch.

Amber moaned into my mouth and rocked her hips against mine even faster, as though she wanted me to reach my climax even faster.

I quickened my pace and I was practically slamming myself against her while kissing her, the creaking of the chair muted by the slapping sounds of our hips.

It did not take long before I felt a familiar pressure build up in my balls and I broke the kiss to fully concentrate on slamming my cock in and out of her.

Amber realised that I was close and her pussy got even tighter as she squeezed down on me, her eyes filled with a desperate need when she looked at me.

That was enough to send me over the edge as I sheathed myself inside her one final time before I was cumming straight into her womb, painting her insides white with my seed.

The feeling of being creampied seemed to send her over the edge as she came once more, my lover screaming out her pleasures loud enough that I was sure even Lea heard it in her room.

I held that position for a good long while as I rode out my orgasms and only pulled out after she freed me from her leg lock.

Pulling back, I saw a globule of my cum leak out from her pussy before splattering on the floor.

"That… Was so good…" Amber moaned before looking at me, "Was it good for you too, Tera?"

I decided not to answer since I knew exactly what she was going to ask and thus, I went ahead to plunge my cock right back inside my lover, shutting her up almost immediately as her mouth was opened in a large 'O' shape.

Contrary to how she looked, her hips were rocking against mine desperately, prompting me to start fucking her again.

Mmhmm, we're probably going to be fucking here for a while…

            

    
        Distress Beacon

    
    
    
    
                It was time for dinner so I was cooking for everyone once again.

The both of them were in my room and Amber had only bothered to put on her underwear.

She had a noticeable glow about her after our love making session earlier, something that she seemed to be quite proud of.

Anyway… I tried not to get distracted by her while making dinner.

We were running low on organic ingredients so I decided to use only synthfood to make our meal today.

Lea was watching me with a complicated face.

"I'm guessing today's dinner would taste rather bad?"

I half turned to her, "Why do you say so?"

"Because today's dinner is made solely of synthfood, right?"

Amber grinned, "Oh that's right, you never tasted Tera's synthfood cooking before. Damn, you got spoiled from the very start."

Lea gave her an odd look, "What do you mean?"

"Oh just wait and see. I can already guess what your reaction to it might be~"

Lea gave her a weird look, "Should I be worried?"

"Depends on what you're concerned about~ Maybe if you are worried that you'd get embarrassed, then yes~"

Amber was obviously enjoying teasing Lea as she watched the Alv struggle with deciding if she should still eat my synthfood or not.

I picked up a ladle and tasted the stew I was cooking.

Hmm… Yep, this is good.

I'd like to say that I got better at cooking overall so even my synthfood cooking tasted better than it did the last time.

In the beginning, I was still finding it difficult to make the synthfood taste like organic food rather than just weird tasting cardboard, but now I felt I was getting closer to actually tasty not-so-cardboard.

Perhaps given enough time, I might be able to make them taste the same as the food made from organic ingredients. Which meant the only difference between them might just be the texture of the food itself.

Leaving the stew to simmer for a few more minutes, I took the bowls that Amber had already prepared for me and arranged them in a row.

Lea was watching me intently as I started filling the bowls up with the pseudo chicken and cabbage stew, the Alv still making that complicated face wondering if it was going to be really good or really bad..

Once I had prepared a bowl of stew for each of us, I passed a bowl to each of them and settled down to start eating the stew.

Hmm… Yep, this is pretty good for something made using pure synthfood.

I turned to see what the other two thought about it.

Amber was making moaning sounds while scooping spoonfuls of the stew into her mouth, which was basically just the usual.

As for Lea…

Err… She's currently sobbing while holding the bowl of stew in her hands.

"This… This is a miracle… Something like this… Could actually be made with just synthfood…"

I'm not even going to say anything since I know how bad they could taste originally personally.

Lea wiped away her tears and turned to me, "How did Captain even manage to do something like this? I had thought that the deliciousness might have come from the fact that organic ingredients were used in the making of the previous dishes but… For such a masterpiece to be created even without it… This is beyond what I can imagine."

Amber paused while eating her stew to look at her, "Isn't it obvious? It's definitely because Tera has magic fingers! Anything she touches with her hands will turn magical!"

I waved at her, "No, no, no. That's definitely not true."

"Oh really? But I think the way you made me cum earlier with those fingers was certainly magical though?" She moaned, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively at me.

I rolled my eyes, "I'm saying that I'm not at that level yet for my cooking."

"I'd still kill anyone who tries to steal this away from me though~ Except you of course, Tera~"

"I will have to agree with her as well," Lea added from the side, letting out another moan as she scooped another spoonful of the stew into her mouth.

These two sure have a sense of humour at least.

Just as I was about to point out that they were exaggerating, my Codex let out a notification beep that got my attention.

I pulled up the screen to check what it was and frowned when I saw the source of the notification.

It seems like my ship's sensors have received a distress beacon that was currently broadcasting a call for help in the area.

I looked at Amber who was also making a complicated face at me when she saw the notification on her own personal terminal.

"I assume that we need to go check that out?"

She grimaced, "Not exactly… We could just ignore it if we want to since we have no obligation to help."

Lea turned to her, "Or it could actually be someone in need of help that we can get a reward from. You know? Like some merchant vessel that had encountered some pirates?"

Amber clapped her hands together, "Oh!! And we could then extort… I mean ask the merchant for a reward for saving them! That's a great idea Lea!"

… She definitely said 'extort' just now, didn't she? I'm not even going to comment on that…

I stood up and left behind my half eaten stew, "I'll go change our course to check the distress beacon out then."

Amber gave me a serious look, "It could also be a trap as well, Tera. Let's just get close to the location and observe from a distance first."

I agreed with her so we left the room and returned to the cockpit of my ship.

Amber would be joining us in our ship for this since it would be easier for us to run away if it turned out to be a trap instead of being separated.

I took my place in the pilot's seat while Lea and Amber took the two extra chairs in the cockpit, the both of them still unwilling to leave the food I made behind and we're wolfing down their portions of it even now.

Switching off the autopilot, I redirected my ship to start travelling towards the direction of where I received the distress beacon.

As the location got closer and closer, I waited until we were within visual distance of the distress beacon before switching off the ship's travel drives and bringing it back to normal cruising speeds.

Looking at the place where the signal had originated from, we found what appeared to be a half-destroyed ship with a broken engine floating in the middle of some debris.

Judging by what I can see, it looks like a B Class Gunship.

For some reason, this ship looked quite familiar to me but I have no idea where I had seen it before.

I pushed forward on my thrusters and got closer to the derelict ship, making sure that my weapons and shields were also fully operational before I did so.

That was when Lea let out a gasp, "Captain, that's one of the Mercenary ships that had been part of the team escorting the client two days ago!"

Oh! Now that she mentioned it, it's that Merc ship that crashed into a drone during our fight! I thought that this ship might have been toast after an explosion like that.

And for a distress beacon to be active, it meant that the pilot or even someone from the crew was alive to activate it!

I turned to look at the two girls behind me, "What should we do? Should we rescue them?"

"Try sending them a message," Amber suggested.

I turned back to my console and did just that, pushing the button to broadcast to all available channels within range.

"Hello? Is anybody still alive in there? We got your distress signal."

I waited for a moment, receiving only static in response.

I tried again, "Hello? If there's anyone there please respond."

Still static.

I was just about to call it a bust when a desperate voice came from the other side.

"Yes! I'm here! Please send help! Oh god, you need decompression suits! I'm stuck in the cockpit right now and the glass is slowly cracking open! Please send help quickly!! Help!!"

I turned to the girls and they were looking back at me with concern on their faces.

They were obviously leaving the decision of whether we're rescuing him up to me.

The fact that he said we needed decompression suits meant that most of the ship must have been wrecked. I'm surprised he was even still alive right now.

Well fuck it, we've come so far anyway so might as well just go and save him.

We could also loot his ship as a reward afterwards anyway, right?

Ahem… I mean recover some of his stuff while letting him give us some stuff as a reward.

I turned back to the console, "Hold on tight, I'm coming."

            

    
        Rescue Mission Start

    
    
    
    
                I floated towards the derelict ship in my space suit, aiming for the entry hatch at the side of the ship.

Our plan was simple. I would board their ship and look for their storage room where they kept their space suits and obtain a spare suit before bringing it over to him.

If I fail to find an intact one, we'll need to play by ear. Which I guessed probably involved having Amber join me by bringing a spare suit for him while I cleared the way to the cockpit.

Also, I fully intend to see if there was anything worth my time to loot on the way there. 

As I reached the hatch, I tried to look for a way to open the door and found a control panel right beside the entrance.

I connected my Codex to the control panel and started hacking it to unlock the door.

It took a few seconds for me to hack the lock of the door and hear the satisfying click of the locks sliding out before the door started to slide open.

But before it opened fully, it suddenly stopped and made a noisy grinding sound like something was stuck in the gears.

I guess the door was damaged somehow and it was being prevented from opening fully here.

Damnit… This would have been the closest entry point to the ship's cockpit as far as I could see and most of the other parts of the ship were a mangled mess that prevented entry…

I activated my voice comms, "Amber, the door here is stuck. Got any more ideas?"

There was a pause from the other side before Amber answered, "I would say just blow the doors open but I guess the force of that might send vibrations that would shatter the glass in the cockpit… Not to mention it might cause the derelict to spin out of control… Ah~ There we go. There's another entry hatch below the ship, Tera. Try that one instead."

"Under the ship's belly eh? I got it." I answered before turning myself in that direction.

Sure enough, as I reached the bottom of the ship, I found an entry hatch there and it looked relatively intact aside from a few scorch marks.

I guess this hatch managed to survive the explosion somehow.

Connecting my Codex to the control panel, I managed to unlock it and this time, the door slid open completely.

"I got it," I reported, floating through the entry hatch to get inside the ship. "How's the comms?"

"Reading you loud and clear, Tera. Let me know if you need me to join you there!" Amber answered cheerily, almost like we were here on a picnic.

I engaged the suit's magnetic boots and attached myself to the ground, taking a moment to look around to see where I was and quickly realised that I was in a long corridor with several debris blocking the way to the cockpit of the ship.

Also… There's a dead guy half buried in that pile of debris, presumably some poor guy who got crushed by it during the fight with the drones that day.

Unfortunately, seeing that there wasn't any way around it, I had to move a number of the debris until I had a hole big enough for me to pass through.

Squeezing through the gap, I made use of my memory to get to the cockpit which was a series of turns before I found myself standing in front of another door that should lead to the area in front of the cockpit.

The fortunate thing was that the storage room was also in the same area so my destination was right behind this door.

I once again connected my Codex to the door panel on the side and hacked it to open up for me.

Just as I stepped towards it as soon as the hacking was complete and the door opened a crack, there was a rather loud thump which caused the door to suddenly snap close, blocking me from walking through it.

I frowned at it, using my Codex to hack it open again but the door remaines unmoving even after I tried to initiate it's opening sequence again.

Great… Trying to open it might have broke it… 

"Amber? I'm inside now, are you able to see this?" I asked, gesturing to the broken door in front of me.

She should be able to see this through my suit's camera feed which I assumed she had been watching the entire time.

"I'm looking at it. Seems like the mechanism that opens and closes the door might have caused it to be stuck. Is there another way?"

I looked around before answering, "Unfortunately… I don't think so…"

"Eh… Maybe the console just went haywire, try shooting it."

I paused, "There's no way that would solve this…"

"It's worth a shot~"

Ah fuck it…

I pulled out the blaster I had attached to my hip holster and shot the control panel beside the door, blowing it apart.

Electrical sparks flew from the console but aside from that, nothing else happened.

I stared at the broken console silently before Amber's voice came through the comms.

"Hey, you never know, ok?"

I decided not to say anything and just tried to see if there was another way to open the door.

Hmm… Maybe I could just… I dunno… Pry it open?

I tried to stick my fingers in between the gaps of the sliding door and surprisingly, it parted easily enough for my fingers to slide in between.

Bracing myself, I pulled my arms apart and the doors slowly slid to the side, parting open without much effort on my part.

I slipped in between the doors and released my grip on them, allowing the two sides of the door to slam shut again.

"Kyaaaa~ Tera's so strong and cool~" Amber giggled from over the comms unashamedly.

"Remember, we're here to save a Merc who's literally on the verge of dying if I don't get to him soon.

"Eh? I thought we were just there to loot his ship and his corpse?"

"Haha, very funny Amber. Oh, this is interesting… Their storage room is right behind the cockpit?"

Behind the door was what looked like a storage room which led towards the sealed door that I assumed would be the cockpit.

Amber spoke from the comms again, "Yep. There's some ships like this one that was designed to have their ship's cockpit detachable from the main ship itself. That way it could function as an emergency escape pod too and they usually have the storage room built behind the cockpit so that the entire thing could be launched together."

"Why hasn't this guy done that then?"

Probably because of the fact his windscreen was already damaged and launching himself out would just make it harder for him to be found? I dunno."

I then noticed the cockpit door which also had a broken console on this side of the room and shook my head, "Oop, I think I know why. The door to the cockpit is damaged. That guy's stuck inside his own cockpit right now."

I went towards the door and knocked my knuckle against the surface, "Hey, you alright in there?"

There was a gasp coming from behind the door and footsteps rushed towards it.

"Yes! Yes! Oh by the gods! Please help me! Please!!"

I looked around, "You're going to need to hang on for a moment… Your storage room doors are compromised and this room has no air. Is there a way to hand the suit to you from here?"

"You don't need to! Go to the door! There's a manual lock behind the false panel beside the door! Open it and pull on the lever! The ship will do the rest! Hurry! Please!! It's almost going to break already!!"

I did as he asked and went back to the door I had come through, finding the false panel he mentioned easily enough and cracked it open. Inside was a red lever with the words 'pull in case of door malfunction'.

I reached in and gave it a tug, which seemed to cause the doors to push themselves together and some kind of lock sliding into place inside them.

There was a loud hiss coming from the ceiling above and I saw the readings in my suit indicate that the room now had breathable air.

I then went back to the cockpit door, "Hey, it's done. I'm going to try and open the door from this side now."

"Oh gods, please hurry! I think that just made the glass crack even faster!! Hurry!!!"

I could already hear the desperation in his voice and I rushed towards the broken console panel to figure out how I could get it open.

"How about you punch it?" Amber suggested.

I'm just going to say that I was kind of in a small panic mode myself so I wasn't really thinking straight either so I actually punched the console panel like she had suggested.

I was about to comment on how ridiculous that was when the door actually started to open.

Oh wow, that actually worked.

Mission success I guess?

            

    
        Is this Part Of A Set?

    
    
    
    
                As the door to the cockpit started its opening sequence, I was prepared to strike off this mission as a success at this point.

After all, this guy just needed to put on one of his space suits and we should be fine.

…

Wait… Where are his decompression suits?

I looked around the storeroom and didn't find any at all. Could they be stored in a hidden compartment somewhe-- Wait.

I stopped when I noticed something that was stored in the corner of one of the shelves.

Going over to the shelf, I picked up a rather familiar Data chip which looked quite similar to the ones I snatched off of that pirate lord's secret stash.

No way… Is this another Pre-AI Rebellion tech? Or maybe this contained information that might help me with the other two Data chips?

I'm going to have to ask him about it… I'm even happy to just claim this as my reward if it turns out it really was what I think it was.

Honestly, I think I'm wrong about it since it's literally left on top of a shelf so casually like that but it doesn't hurt to be sure.

The door cycled open and the Merc that had been hiding inside the cockpit rushed out through the door before stopping right in front of me.

"Where… Where's my suit?!"

I blinked at him, "Didn't you say that you have your own suit that you could use over the comms just now?"

He pointed at the corner where there were empty racks that I'm guessing were where his space suits would have been.

I looked at the empty racks before turning back to him, "Wait… Where are your suits?"

"That's what I want to know! Where the fuck are they?! I don't even have--"

He did not get to finish his words when a loud crack came from the cockpit's direction.

Both of us turned towards the direction of the sound and that was when I finally saw just how screwed he was.

It did not look that bad from the outside because the glass was tinted. But from here, I saw that the cracks had reached all the way across and it was a miracle that it hadn't shattered this entire time.

I also realised that the cause of such a state of the glass was what looked like a metallic pole had pierced through the glass and remained stuck there.

But now, the cracks around the pole were widening and I think it wouldn't be long before it shattered completely.

The Merc turned to me, his face pale as a sheet as he realised what would inevitably happen in the next few seconds.

That glass would shatter and everything here would be vented out into space. If that happened, this guy would most definitely die but I would, of course, survive thanks to my suit.

"I… I'm going to die, aren't I?" He asked.

I gritted my teeth before speaking into my comms, "Amber! Bring the ship around! Line up the entry hatch with the cockpit and get as close as possible!"

I could hear the doubt in her voice, "Are you sure about this?"

"We have no other choice! Do it now!"

"Understood. We'll be there in ten seconds."

I quickly went up to the console and turned to him, "Vent out the air right now!"

His eyes widened, "Are… Are you serious?"

"Yes! Do it now!"

"That would kill me!"

"It would be worse if you don't do it!"

He hesitated for a moment before he started manipulating his ship's controls.

There was a loud hiss coming from behind as the air in the room started being sucked out and a warning came over his ship's speakers.

"Warning, room decompression imminent."

I then grabbed the guy by the hand and pulled him towards the cockpit and up towards the glass.

"What… What are you doing?" He asked.

"Taking a risk. Now, breathe out," I instructed, pulling back my fist.

He realised what I was going to do and tried to pull away from me, only to fail when I pulled him back.

"No way! No way! This is suicide! Stop this!" He protested.

I shook my head, "If I do nothing, you die. If I do this, there's a slight chance that you would survive. Now exhale!"

He tried to protest again but I had already punched my fist forward and hit the glass, creating another crack on the glass that protruded outwards.

The Merc was still panicking but he could not pull away, especially considering the air in the room behind us was rapidly venting out which would have killed him if he stayed anyway.

I pulled back my fist again and warned him to exhale one more time before punching forward on the glass.

This time, the windscreen shattered from the blow and the remaining air in the room pushed us out through the opening and into the void of space.

Right on time, my ship showed up above us with the entry hatch right above us.

Using my suit's thrusters, I managed to control our flight path and angle ourselves towards the hatch.

Amber even manually engaged the hatch to open it up for us so all we needed to do was to reach it.

I held on to the Merc tightly and pulled him towards the hatch with my thrusters on full power, flying past the threshold of the hatch just as it started to close.

Even after I shut off my thrusters, the momentum still resulted in us crashing into the end of the decompression chamber quite painfully but at least I had my suit to absorb most of the impact.

The other Merc had to bear the full brunt of it with his body and both of us crashed onto the ground just as air started venting into the room.

I groaned and sat up on my haunches, turning to check on the Merc who had been knocked unconscious from our brief travel through space.

He was breathing at least but his body was deathly cold with his fingers already turning light blue.

The door then cycled open, revealing both Amber and Lea standing there with concern on their faces.

"Might want to get him treated with what we have, get him warmed up. I'll start the course back to the station to get him to a doctor."

"What about our loot?" Amber asked, completely ignoring the fact that the owner of 'our loot' was still breathing right in front of her.

"I'll mark this place on our map. We can come back and tow the entire ship back with us after we have brought him back."

"Do we need to? No one will miss him if he just dies, you know?"

"Oh, I would," I told her, before showing her the Data Chip that I had taken from his ship.

Amber narrowed her eyes at it before turning to me, "You think that he might know something?"

"I'd say it's better than any lead we have so far so it's worth a shot."

Lea seemed understandably confused about our exchange but she chose to keep her questions to herself.

But seeing Amber obey my request to bring the unconscious Merc into the spare room, she also moved to aid her as well.

I took off the space suit before returning to my cockpit, setting a course for the station itself.

As I watched the derelict ship peel away from us before disappearing into the distance, I took out the Data chip again to inspect it.

Hmm… If only there was a way for me to slot this inside my Codex… Do we have to go back to Cietai to get this read? Or maybe we can ask Mara again to point us to someone with a Decoder or whatever that could potentially read this chip.

Speaking of which… Let me check the two files that I extracted from the earlier Data chips.

I scrolled through my Codex and found the two folders easily enough, both of them containing files that were completely unreadable.

Oh well, might as well just put them both in one folder to better organise the files.

When I created a new folder to drag both folders into it however, a new window popped up with a status bar in the centre with a single word at the top.

[Decrypting]

I froze, watching the progress bar fill up in a few seconds before it disappeared.

I rushed to open the folder once again, only to see that the files were still unreadable.

No, wait!! There's a few that actually can be read now!

I opened one of them, only to see that it was a pixelated picture of some sort that I could not make out the details of.

Looking through the other files that were now readable, I realised that they were also roughly the same but with different depictions in them.

Ok… Now things just started to get interesting.

            

    
        It's A Map

    
    
    
    
                "What do you think they are?" I asked, showing Amber what I had discovered less than half an hour ago.

She scrolled through the list of files with furrowed brows, "This… Hmmm… I'm not too sure… Since this happened after you merged the folders together… It must mean that there's others out there that would open more of the files. We just need to find them."

Lea was also looking at it from her side and pointed at the screen, "Don't they form a picture, Captain?"

I turned to her, "A picture?"

She nodded and moved to point at two of the files, This one's edges line up with this one, Captain. Could we pull them both up on the screen, please?"

I did as she requested and both files were opened to be displayed on the screen, allowing Lea to manipulate the images such that they were laid side by side.

Sure enough, if we looked at it, the two files seemed to form into one picture when arranged like that.

We still could not tell what it was actually depicting since it was so pixelated but the fact that we now know what were the nature of these files was already a rather big step forward in my opinion.

"Are there any other files that could also be linked together? Could you do the same as what you did here, Lea?" I asked.

Lea nodded, "Allow me to try, Captain."

She then started sifting through each of the files, opening them up to lay them out on the screen in front of her.

I watched as she quickly scanned through each of them before she started moving them around almost immediately.

In less than five minutes, she had linked up all the pictures that were matched with each other. Most of them were only matched by pairs though there were a few that had three or four of them that matched together while the remaining had no matching pair.

She then laid them out to be projected into the air and I quickly realised what I was looking at.

"Isn't this a map of the galaxy?" I blurted out.

Even though it was very pixelated and not at all clear, I could at least see the 'arms' of the galaxy in some of the pictures.

And sure enough, when I arranged the images in the pattern that I remembered on how the galaxy looked like, the pieces that we currently have actually match up with the shape of the galaxy.

The other two seemed to realise this as well and Amber let out a gasp, "Does this mean we are looking at a map?"

"You think this might be a treasure map?" I asked, trying to contain my excitement.

"It could be a possibility. Unless someone decided to just make a map of the galaxy and for some reason decided to split it into different parts?"

Lea turned to her, "It could also be an invasion plan of sorts that someone is hiding though?

"You mean like some other civilisation making plans to attack humanity or something?"

She gave me a serious look, "It has happened before, Captain. Even before the AI Rebellion war too."

I suppose she has a point…

I went back to inspecting the pieces of the map that we have obtained but unfortunately, the current few pieces that we had only showed the outer rims so far and there wasn't anything special about it.

We don't even have anything to show whether it was a treasure map like Amber had suggested, a potential plan for an invasion or even just someone thinking that it would be a good idea to have a picture of the galaxy be separated into multiple parts?

Well… I guess we'll just have to find somewhere that we could read the contents of the new Data Chip that I got and probably see if they were related.

Oh wait, what am I talking about? I probably should just make sure that the Merc we rescued didn't die and interroga-- I mean… Question him on where and when did he get this chip.

"How's our guest, by the way?" I asked, remembering him.

Lea answered, "We did our best to help him but there wasn't much we could actually do with what we have on the ship, Captain. For now, he's pretty stabilised but unless he gets medical treatment, I do not think he would be able to escape having lasting injuries."

Well honestly, as long as he was able to talk afterwards would be enough for me.

I turned back to look at my console, "Seems like we would need another half an hour to reach there, would he be able to hold out that long?"

Amber waved her hand dismissively, "He'll definitely live for sure. It's just whether or not he would get to keep his fingers and whether the doctor we find for him is actually good~"

I raised an eyebrow, "If the doctor is 'actually good'?"

"Yeah, like whether the doctor isn't one of those that chops up their patients and sells their body parts away for money. You know, the usual stuff."

I thought she was joking but Lea was nodding along with her so it seems like they were actually being serious.

Erm… Ok? I guess we'll just have to see if his luck holds out long enough.

*

The guy was still unconscious even as we landed our ship on the station

Amber had managed to find a doctor through the station's net and arranged to have the Merc transported away to their clinic the moment we reached the hangar bay,

Honestly, I didn't really care about whether the doctor was legit or not and was content with just leaving him in their hands.

But when Amber mentioned that the doctor was also a Cyware doctor, I got curious and wanted to go check them out.

Maybe I might even shop for some Cyware while I was at it.

Like maybe have my arm transform into a grenade launcher like that Merc guy or have a hidden wrist blade like that thug.

That'd be pretty cool I think.

Amber carried the Merc and the three of us started making our way towards the mentioned clinic which was located in a part of the station that we've never been to before.

If I had to say, this part seemed to be the slums by the looks of it.

Before this, I've already noticed that the people in this station in particular looked more rough and overall more depressed and destitute as compared to the people in the other stations I've visited.

But in this part of the station, that feeling was bumped up at least five times with the people around here.

The people here seemed to stay in these small holes that were barely big enough for a bed to fit inside and some of them even had corpses stuffed in them and no one cared.

And those that could actually call those holes home seem to be the fortunate ones here since most of them were just laying down or crouching outside on the street.

Also… There's way more dead people that were just left by the side of the street and… Holy shit… Are those guys eating that corpse?

I turned to Amber, "You sure this guy's legit?"

Amber tilted her head, "Hmmm? From what I've seen, he's pretty good at least."

"And he lives and works in a place like this?"

"Yep."

I shouldn't comment then…

Lea had no such qualms though, "Forgive me for my impudence but… Could a dump like this house anyone decent?"

Amber shrugged, "I dunno, but he's what I've found to be at least trustworthy enough to leave this guy in his hands."

"Would you leave Captain in his hands?"

"Fuck no."

…

So Amber literally is just dumping this Merc there because he's a stranger and he doesn't care if he lives or dies either, doesn't she?

Oh whatever, we'll be there to watch anyway so if things go to shit, at least we'll be able to deal with it at that moment instead of finding out later that the doctor 'accidentally' cut off his head or something.

We reached his clinic which looked like it was basically a shipping container that had its insides renovated into a clinic and a hole cut out at the side to place a door.

I pulled open the door for Amber and we stepped inside, which I was actually surprised to see that it actually looked like a proper clinic with clean furnishings and actual high tech equipment.

But that wasn't the thing I was most surprised about.

"Shut up and give me the money you stupid freak!" A thug shouted, pointing his gun at what appeared to be a robot.

"Sir, I must insist that you calm down before you hurt yourself."

"You fucking piece of--"

"I shall now engage self defence protocols."

There was a wet shlick sound before the thug in front of the robot was sliced into two vertically, his two halves dropping on either side.

…

What kind of doctor did you find us, Amber?

            

    
        Be Careful Of Who You Pick As Your Doctors

    
    
    
    
                I looked pointedly at the dead guy that was now at the robot's feet before looking back at the robot again.

I know that it was clearly a robot not because it had that barcode like that android on it but because it actually looked like a stereotypical robot.

I'm talking about a head that had two giant lenses that reminded me of old school cameras you might have found that still used films to keep a record of the pictures they take.

Aside from that, their body was just a robotic frame where all the parts, circuits and wiring was visible.

I looked back at the thug that was still lying dead at the robot's feet before pointing at it, "Are you going to do anything about that?"

The robot sat a little straighter, as though taking a moment to process my question before responding, "Certainly, please hold on. Engaging cleaning more."

It then stood up, pointed its hand at the dead body of the thug, before letting loose a jet of fire that completely incinerated the corpse.

That was so unexpected that the three of us jumped back from it, both in surprise and also to avoid the flames that were firing out from its palm.

What the flying fuck?!

The fire it shot out quickly consumed the corpse and, as though it was something that happened often, a drone came flying down from the ceiling and dropped a pail of water on top of the burning corpse to put out the fire.

Then, even more drones came flying in to start sweeping up the ashes left behind by the incinerated corpse before they started cleaning up and sterilising the ground where the corpse had been.

In less than a minute, any traces of the corpse had been wiped clean like it had never existed in the first place.

Even the burn stains on the ground had been completely wiped away.

The robot then turned to address us, the camera lenses it had as eyes seemingly focusing on us.

"Now, what can I do for you, esteemed customers?"

Amber was the first to recover and dropped the Merc on the ground in front of it, "I contacted this place earlier about having a patient that was exposed to the vacuum of space and needed medical treatment."

The robot immediately stood up, "Ah yes, I have your call logs here. Please stand back, I shall now proceed to begin medical treatment on the patient."

Amber stepped back and let the robot approach the unconscious Merc on the ground.

A beam of light shot out from its eyes to scan the Merc from head to toe before it let out a beep, "Scan complete. Diagnosis… Hypothermia… Internal bleeding… External laceration wounds… Fever… Recommended treatment… Termination."

What the fuck?!

The robot lifted up its hand and closed it into a fist, seemingly getting ready to smash it down on the Merc's head.

I reached out my hands towards it in a panic, "No, no! Stop!!"

The robot paused, "Yes? What might you require?"

"What are you doing?!"

"I am beginning my medical treatment on the patient."

"No, you're trying to kill him!"

"By my records, euthanasia is still an accepted form of treatment. I have deemed that the most efficient way of treating this patient is to be as such."

Holy fuck.

I turned to Amber and gave her a questioning look.

She shrugged, "I just searched for the doctor with the highest rates of success in their medical treatments. How was I supposed to know this was the reason why?"

Well… I don't blame you for that, Amber… But holy shit… I guess I forgot what place we were in…

I turned back to the robot, "Could you save his life instead?"

The robot seemed to take a moment, as if it was doing some calculations.

It then turned to me, "That would be possible according to the resources I have on hand. The total cost of such a procedure would be thirty thousand Credits. Would you like to proceed? If you agree, please say 'yes'."

"Err… Is that considered a reasonable price?" I asked my companions.

Amber nodded, "Not only that, it's dirt cheap actually. Why is it so cheap?"

A whirring sound came from the robot, "Unexpected answer received. Please confirm if you would like to proceed on with the treatment."

"Oh, yes, sure. We'll cut it out from his tab later," Amber decided,

Lea turned to her, "And what happens if he can't pay?"

"We'll find other ways, don't worry~"

I shuddered slightly from Amber's words, wondering just what 'other ways' she could be referring to.

The robot whirred again, "Confirmation received. Please note that you will need to pay the agreed amount upon treatment completion. Failure to do so will result in immediate patient termination. Thank you."

Oh what the fuck man? Who the fuck programmed this guy?!

A few drones then came out from the walls and picked the guy up to move him into another room to lay him on a surgeon's table.

The robot then turned back to us, "Would you like to watch the procedure? It is an additional ten thousand Credits if you would like to do that."

I gave Amber a pointed look and she just shrugged at me.

I turned back to the robot and shook my head, "It's fine. We'll wait outside. But could we know why it costs so little?"

"Query received. Response… This clinic was set up by my creator to allow even the poorer people to have access to healthcare by utilising robotic doctors like myself as part of a study. Thus, the treatment costs are heavily subsidised."

"And what are the results?"

"It has been shown to be greatly successful since we have a higher treatment success rate than human doctors. This study proves that we would be able to eventually replace human medical professionals with a cheaper alternative which would benefit everyone throughout the galaxy."

"Do the studies take into account that most of the success comes from the fact that you fucking kill your patients?"

"I apologise, my records show that no such thing happened."

"How many percent of your patients were euthanized?"

"According to my records, ninety seven point eight eight percent."

Holy mother of god… Lea was also making the same surprised face as I was while Amber didn't exactly look that surprised.

"Are there any other questions?" The robot doctor asked.

"Err… The patient will live right? And he will recover back to perfect health?" I asked.

"The possibility of the patient recovering back to perfect health is eighty nine point seven percent…. Eighty nine point five percent… Eighty nine point three percent…"

"Holy shit, ok! Ok! Hurry up and go treat him!!"

"Request received, proceeding with treatment. Everyone that is unrelated to the operation, please remain outside. Any attempts to open the operation door will be met with use of deadly force."

And as if that was a signal of some sort, two automated turrets popped out from the ceiling to guard the door to the operating room.

… I won't even comment on that…

I turned towards Amber, "What the heck was that?"

Amber made a face, "Honestly… This isn't even the worst thing I have seen around actually. Corporations like these do this all the time."

"Like what?"

"Oh, I've seen some corporations who straight up kidnap people and do experiments on them. Not even something that's kept hidden you know?"

"Wait, what? How are they even getting away with something like that?"

"Because they only take from the bottom rung of society so no one cares. Heck, if I had to guess, the people behind this operation aren't even putting this doctor here out of the goodness of their hearts. Someone must know that the patients are being offed and they're probably selling off their organs and marking them as 'treated' in their records."

Lea frowned at Amber, "What is wrong with you humans?"

Amber waved her hand dismissively, "Oh don't act like no one else does this. This is pretty much how most corporations work. They only care about making money and if selling some humans would make some money, they would. Why else do you think you're a slave?"

The Alv pursed her lips but said nothing more.

My blonde haired lover then continued, "Besides, it's not like we're any better. We're literally killing people and looting their bodies just to get money in the first place. Pretty sure we're not in a position to think about who has the moral high ground. The corps just do it on a much larger scale and much more indiscriminately."

Oof… I didn't think we'll be talking about that today but I suppose Amber does have a point.

After all, I had also very happily taken stuff off a dead body just to make some Cre--

Amber suddenly hugged me to her chest, "The only person that I can say is pure and innocent is Tera of course! No one else can even come close to that! You're so cute, Tera!"

Lea also nodded, "On that, I am in agreement."

… What the hell, girls?

            

    
        The Healthcare Here Is Pretty Shady

    
    
    
    
                Well, the guy survived at least.

We did have to pay for him of course, but we intend to get the money from the guy later.

After we got the confirmation from the robot doctor that he was fine, we were allowed to see him after we paid another extra five thousand Credits to 'rent the room for the patient to recuperate'.

Fucking bloodsucking corporates…

Whatever, the money will come from the Merc himself anyway so he's going to foot the bill.

We found the Merc sitting up in the bed and at least looking healthy as compared to earlier when we first got him into the clinic.

In fact, I'd even say he looks better.

Now I actually feel a little regretful for not paying to watch the procedure.

He groaned while turning to us, "Where am I?"

"We're back at the station in one of the clinics. You feeling alright?"

His face paled, "Oh no… How much are the medical fees?"

"Thirty five thousand Creas," Amber answered for me."

"... Oh. That's… Cheaper than I thought… Err… Where do I pay?"

"We paid for you, so you pay us."

"Ah… Alright. Umm… So… What happens now?"

Amber raised an eyebrow, "Aside from you paying us and rewarding us for saving your life?"

"Sorry, I do intend to pay of course. Just umm… Where's my ship? And err… Did you happen to see Andy? He's my crew mate. I tried calling him when I was trapped in the cockpit but I never got a response. I assumed he was also stuck in the same situation as I was."

I grimaced, "Oh… I have bad news for you about that… I found a guy crushed underneath some rubble while making my way to you… I'm assuming that's him? Sorry about that."

"Ah… That's a shame… No worries, he's a slave I bought as a crewmate so it wasn't that big of a loss to be honest. I'm more concerned about my ship actually…"

Ok…. I guess that's one less concern for him but it doesn't really make his situation any better.

"If you want to hear the truth… Your ship's pretty much in shambles. We're planning to tow it back to the station after this so you could come with us if you want. We could also settle the matter of payment and reward for the rescue I guess."

His face fell, "That bad?"

Amber gave him a look, "You were literally stuck in your cockpit with no way to escape and you thought your ship was actually still ok?"

He grimaced, "I meant… I thought there might still be a possibility for it to be repaired or something…"

"If you ask me, from what I could see from your ship's exterior, you'll be better off buying a new ship instead."

"Damn it… At least I have the reward money from that client of ours I suppose… Wait. He did make it to safety right? You guys didn't fail the mission?"

I shook my head "You don't need to worry, he made it through the Warp Gate just fine. They promised us that we will receive the payment in a few days."

"Ah, that's great. If err… If you girls could pull my ship back to the station, I'll properly compensate you for the troubles."

Amber held up a hand, "Let's talk about rewards then. What are you intending to offer for saving your life?"

"I… I can't give you too many Credits since I need them to purchase a new ship for myself… Please understand."

I waved at him, "We're not unreasonable people, don't worry."

"Oh gods, you're going to enslave me aren't you? You're going to keep me as your boy toy on your ship…"

I was a little surprised by how quickly his suggestion changed to that.

Amber scoffed, "Oh please, we're not interested in that. You're not that special."

Oof… I mean sure, we weren't interested in having him on as a slave but that's a little harsh, don't you think, Amber?

I mean, the guy was afraid that he would become enslaved right? He's clearly just-- Wait… Why does he look disappointed?

He actually lowered his head slightly when he heard Amber's declaration, "O… Oh… Ok…"

The atmosphere became a little weird.

I cleared my throat, "Ahem… When do you think you would be ready to leave?"

"Ah, right now is fine too. It's not like I have anything that needs preparing anyway. Also… Most of my money is on the ship."

Because he has nothing right now… Yeah, my bad.

He got up and gathered his stuff before following us out of the room.

The robot doctor turned towards us, "Hello there. May I trouble the patient to rate your satisfaction with your treatment on a scale of one to ten with ten being very satisfied and one being not satisfied? Do note that a review of more than eight will grant you a discount of one thousand Credits to your treatment."

Oh wow, this isn't even subtle at all. They're literally buying positive reviews with this…

Is this even allowed?

Oh, what am I saying? No one cares, obviously.

I turned towards the Merc, giving him a subtle nod to show that I'll leave it to him to decide.

"Err… Nine?"

"Thank you for the positive feedback, a discount code will be sent to your personal terminal which you can proceed to our site on the GalNet. Proceed to the discount code page to type that in and the Credits will be sent to your account after thirty business days."

The guy blinked, "Ok… Sounds easy enough. Thanks."

"You are most welcome. Please come again."

Wait what? Who the hell tells a patient to 'come again' after leaving?

None of us decided to comment on it so we just left the place and headed directly towards the hangar.

We would be taking my ship, of course, while Amber's ship would be left behind in the hangar.

He was quite interested in my ship and was looking around in wonder as he boarded it.

"No way… Just what rank of a Merc are you to afford a ship like this?"

"A Gold rank," I answered him easily enough, since I am officially now a Gold rank.

Speaking of which, we still need to get Lea registered as a Merc with us. Guess we'll do that after we tow this guy's ship back and extort-- Err… I mean… Collect our rewards from him.

The Merc turned towards Amber, "Ah, I guess that makes sense."

Lea then gestured towards me, "She is the Captain."

He swivelled his head to me, "A Gold rank?"

Amber was quick to step towards him, "What? What's wrong with her being a Gold rank?"

He raised his hands placatingly, "Wait, wait… That's not what I meant. I'm a Gold rank myself and… Well… I believe that each rank of Mercs have a different feeling about them. Like I could tell right away that you are a Gold rank, but I would have put her at around Bronze rank or maybe just a non-combat crew member…"

Now that got my attention, "Why would you say so?"

"It's just… Well… It's hard to explain but it's just that there's different auras for the different rank of Mercs? You don't really have the feeling of a Merc that has been in this job for a long time."

I nodded, "That kind of make sense, I only started working as a Merc for… What? A month or so? Not that long, really."

"What?!" The man screeched, stopping in his tracks right before we reached the cockpit.

I turned back to him and raised an eyebrow as a silent gesture of asking what was wrong with that.

He shook his head, "You went all the way to being a Gold rank in just a month?"

"Give or take a week or two I guess but yes. Apparently I'm the fastest one to rise up to that rank in history so you could look it up if you want to."

"Damn… That's insane… So whose dick did you suck to get fast tracked to that rank? Hahaha."

I recognised it as a joke so I chuckled, "Actually, it was the other way around. I let your mom suck my dick and I got the rank for giving her the best cream she's ever tasted."

He grinned, "You got me there, hahaha! But seriously, what did you do? They don't just approve of such jumps in ranks."

"Helped the military come up with a plan to defend against a pirate lord's attack with three to one odds and also was the one responsible to capture said pirate lord when we boarded their ship."

He nodded, "Ok, fuck. That's impressive. I doubt I could even do that. I mean, I guess I could see the difference in skill considering I got wiped in this escort mission and you didn't."

I shrugged, since I could also attribute some of it to luck for the outcome.

Anyway… I suppose we should get going.

Wait… Is it just me or does it suddenly feel colder in here?

            

    
        Returning To Get The Wreck

    
    
    
    
                We returned to the site of the derelict ship and found it just as we had left it.

I thought that we would need to don our spacesuits to go back inside the ship again but apparently the Merc only intended to board the ship once it was back at the station and being repaired.

He would then reward us for the rescue and I intend to ask him about the Data Chip I 'obtained' during his rescue then.

I did notice that the other two girls seemed to avoid him as much as they could, almost like they were upset with him or something?

I chalked it up to just something about girls or whatever it was. Even with the body of one, I still find it difficult to understand other women.

I'm not sure if the Merc himself noticed that but he didn't really interact much with anyone else during the journey anyway aside from asking a few questions about my ship which I answered.

As I was preparing to manoeuvre my ship in position to anchor his ship to mine, I received a warning about high energy objects approaching us at high speeds.

I checked the map and found four markers flying straight towards us from the side and I turned my gaze in that direction to see four ships making a beeline towards us.

"Might want to power up those shields and weapons, Tera," Amber suggested.

I did just that while also turning my ship to face them, Lea taking over the controls of my railgun and taking aim at them as well.

The four ships, which consisted of three A Class Fighters and a B Class Heavy Bomber, stopped a short distance away from us.

The first thing I noticed was the fact that they seem to be customised with some type of equipment that I've never seen before.

If I had to put it in words, it kind of looked like fishing equipment with the B Class ship even sporting a turret that looked like a harpoon.

I then received a hail from one of them and I tapped on my screen to bring up the call.

A masked man with a cybernetic left eye appeared and he was already scowling at me the moment the screen came up.

"Hey! What do you think you're doing here?! That's our salvage!"

"Your salvage?" I asked.

"Yeah! We found it a few hours ago and we're here to salvage it! Get gone!"

I shook my head at the screen, "That's unfortunate for you but I have the ship's original owner with me and we're taking this ship back to be repaired."

"Repaired?! Haha!! That's complete bullshit! In this state, it's only good for scrap now! You're just bullshitting us!"

"It's true though, do you want us to provide proof of ownership for the ship?"

"Fuck off! You think that matters around here?! We found this first and claimed it! Who cares if you're the original owner?! You weren't here when we found it so it's ours now!!"

I raised an eyebrow at him, "So you're all just bandits huh?"

"Ha! So what if we are?! What are you gonna do about it?! We outnumber ya four to one!"

I checked the scans of their ships and, unsurprisingly, they were all inferior to my Verlandi.

In other words, I can take them.

I turned back to see Amber and Lea giving me confident looks while the Merc wasn't that sure of the situation.

I turned back to them, "I'll be nice and give you one warning to leave here with your lives or else you don't leave here at all."

The guy laughed, "Bahahaha! In case you're blind, we outnumber you right now!"

"Uh huh, I'll just let you know that you're all inside my firing range at this moment and the first one I'm targeting would be you. I doubt your shields are strong enough to hold against a hit from a photon laser and a railgun so you're pretty much screwed."

I gave the guy a pointed look, giving him a second to comprehend my words before continuing.

"Then for the rest, you would most likely split up to flank me but that wouldn't matter much since I have a turret which means I'll be able to take two of you out before you can get close. And unless the last guy remaining has some really big trick up their sleeve, they aren't going to be able to do much against my ship. So I'll ask you again… Do you want to leave?"

The man on the screen hesitated, as though trying to rationalise whether what I said was true.

Obviously I wouldn't know if they had an actual trick like some kind of EMP bomb that could disable my ship completely so I was planning to put full power to my reverse thrusters if they choose to engage, putting distance between us first.

Fortunately, it seems like my worries were unfounded as the guy bit back a curse and turned his ship away, "Let's go boys! This salvage ain't worth it!"

Oh, that worked?

I was honestly expecting him to laugh in my face and claim that I was bluffing before starting an attack.

I watched as all of them started to turn their ships around when I received another warning about a high energy object approaching us.

I checked my map for which direction it was coming from before turning my gaze in that direction, finding a single ship boosting towards us.

The newcomer swerved towards the scavengers and, before anyone else could react, shot two beams from his ship's guns at them.

Two of the A Class fighters got pierced from below and immediately exploded in balls of flames.

The scrapper that had called me had not cut the connection yet so I saw the look of panic and fear on his face as he saw two of his comrades get blown apart before he could do anything about it.

He didn't even notice that I was still on the call with him as he tried to turn his ship away, right as the last fighter got blown up beside him.

"Aaaahhhhh!!! You bastard!! Fuck! Fuck! Fuuuuuck!!!" He screamed, firing his ship's weapons at the newcomer.

His shots went wide as his target deftly spun away, turning around to fly out of his firing arc and ending up behind him.

I could see the look of absolute fear on his face as he realised he was going to die.

The newcomer fired his lasers and pierced a hole through the hull of the ship and its engines.

The screen showed the interior of the cockpit being consumed by fire before the feed cut off abruptly.

I got ready to defend myself as well when Amber laughed from behind me, "You don't need to do that, Tera."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "What do you mean?"

Before I could get an answer from her, I received a hail presumably from the new ship.

Tapping on my screen to answer it, a video feed of a man with slick back blonde hair and piercing blue eyes appeared. The moment he saw me, he immediately grinned to flash his pearly white teeth.

"Hey there! No need to worry, beautiful! All the bad guys are gone! You're pretty lucky I received your distress signal! There's nothing out here for miles!"

Oh… The Merc's distress beacon was still online and he mistakenly thought that I was the one who called for help.

He most likely saw four ships on one side and a single ship on the other side, leading him to conclude that I was being threatened by them and that's why I sent the distress beacon.

While I was indeed being threatened, it wouldn't make sense if you think about it.

A distress beacon would be broadcasting across all frequencies so even the ones threatening us would receive that signal. So it wouldn't make sense for this situation because the distress beacon would have either prompted them to engage me in combat or to run away at that point.

In other words, this guy is an idiot.

But well, I wasn't going to antagonise him since he did respond to a distress call and opted to help someone he deemed was in trouble so he at least has a bit of conscience.

I waved at him, "Thanks for the help. Sorry for the trouble."

"Oh to rescue a beautiful lady like you, any time! So where are you headed? It's pretty dangerous around these parts so I think you could use an escort! I'll be happy to volunteer myself as one for the small price of a drink with you later."

I shuddered, "It's ok, I wouldn't want to trouble you anymore than I already have."

"Oh but I insist! Don't worry about it! You can leave your safety to me! So… Where are you headed to?"

God damnit… I'd rather you bring back the thugs from earlier and let me kill them myself so that I don't have to deal with this guy…

            

    
        At Least One Guy Can Take Some Hints

    
    
    
    
                "Hey, so what are you doing after this?"

"Probably going to bed with my lover."

"Oh, that blonde chick right?"

"Yes."

"Could I talk to her for a bit?"

"No."

"Aww… Just for a little bit? I saw her just now when she was talking to you and she looked like a pretty cute gal."

"Ah I… Did not… Achka… You're… Can't hear…"

I pressed the button to end the call and cut off power to my comms systems.

Amber giggled from behind me, "You should have done that from the start, Tera. That was so not worth it."

I groaned, "Ok, I admit. I thought that he might at least get the hint like an hour ago but I guess that was too much to expect from him.

"Even I have to agree with her on that… People like that… Their skin is too thick to feel any shame. I'd bet if you slapped him, he would feel like that was an invitation instead," The Merc we rescued muttered.

Amber laughed, "Hahaha! At least he gets it!"

I turned to him, "Might be a little late, but I don't think we've actually introduced ourselves."

He smacked his head, "Aye! Pisei na bola! I messed up! I'm so sorry! How could I show such disrespect to my benefactor?! Not exactly an excuse but I was so caught up with everything that it completely slipped my mind! I am Saulo! It's an honour to meet you!"

The Merc with the messy brown hair stuck out his hand and I only just realised that both his hands were mechanical from the wrist down.

I half turned in my pilot seat and grasped the extended hand, "I'm Tera. My lover over there with the amazing blonde hair and personality is Amber and the Alv with the best sharpshooter skill I've ever seen is Lea."

"Oh Tera, stop it you~" Amber giggled while Lea was trying to look busy by focusing her attention on her console.

Saulo turned to face them, "Nice to meet you as well and thank you for the help."

At least this guy is much better than the other one, who was still following us despite me showing absolutely no interest in him, by the way.

I checked the external cameras of my ship to make sure the wreck of Saulo's ship was still anchored properly to mine before turning to him.

"By the way… Could I ask you a question?"

He nodded at me, "Shoot."

I pulled out the data chip I found on his ship, figuring that it would be better to just ask him about it right now.

"Do you know what this is?"

He narrowed his eyes at it, "Is that… Oh, that's the thing that was sitting on top of my shelf in the storage room right? I actually don't know what it is. What about it?"

I pulled out one of the other data chips that I had obtained from the pirate lord to show it to him and reveal that they were pretty much the same.

"This is something that's part of a set that I'm collecting. I'm curious where you got yours from?" I half lied.

He scratched his head, "Hmm… I don't exactly remember… I think I got it as loot from a pirate I captured. I never found out what it was since I couldn't plug it into anything to read its contents. Assuming that there was anything in it in the first place. So what is that?"

"That's actually what we're trying to find out actually. Do you mind if we take this?"

He shrugged, "De igual. I don't mind. It would have just been sitting on that shelf anyway, since I don't know what to do with it and it's not like I know enough about it to sell it for a good price either. Heck, I might have just chucked it out if I had found it when I went through the wreckage later if it was still there."

Well, at least now I have his permission so I don't need to feel guilty about 'stealing' it from him anymore.

I'll probably need to contact Mara and ask her if there were any Decoders around here that I could use to read this data chip once we get back to the station.

"Just to make sure, that's not payment for saving you right?" Amber asked from the side.

"Huh? Of course not. There's no way I would think that something I had already deemed to be worthless would be suitable as compensation at all."

"Good. I might have just sent you out the airlock if you said otherwise."

"Hahaha! I know when to pay my dues so you don't need to worry about that. You did save my life after all and if you wanted to rob me, you could have just left me in the cockpit to die and taken everything while I was stuck there. But you didn't and for that I am grateful."

Amber turned to me, "Yes, my lover is really kind, isn't she?"

"That I agree."

I decided to pretend I was busy checking that we were still on course and didn't hear them talking behind me.

Just as I looked up from the console, the ship that the other Merc was flying suddenly flew across in front of me, almost causing me to crash into him.

The autopilot detected the sudden appearance of a foreign object in front of it and took control of the ship's thrusters by bringing us out of travel mode and engaging the ship's reverse thrusters at full power to slow us back down to cruising speed.

I was saved from being thrown forward by my seat belts but Amber and Saulo weren't so lucky.

Amber was at least still ok since she crashed into me and her face went right in between my boobs. On the other hand, the poor Saulo was sent stumbling forward and he tripped over to fall face first onto the floor.

Ouch.

I let Amber pry herself away from me before checking the map, confirming that we were alone and that there were no external threats nearby before I wondered why the hell did that Merc do that.

It should be common knowledge that if a ship was on autopilot and in travel speeds, you should not be impeding them by blocking their way unless you could not avoid it.

Seeing that we were literally in the middle of nowhere, there was no reason that this guy should have done what he did.

Despite being dropped out of travel speed, my ship still maintained its course towards Denibi station so I did not need to make any adjustments to our heading, giving me time to wonder why the heck did he do something like that?

Wait… Was he just upset that I cut him off and he wanted to harass us now?

I mean… I can see him doing that but was he that petty?

I watched as his ship spun a circle around mine before returning to my ship's right side while keeping pace with my ship.

Narrowing my eyes, I saw him looking at me through his cockpit and he was making some kind of weird gesture with his hands.

I don't understand… Was he cursing me or was he looking for something?

"He's asking you what's wrong with your comms," Amber explained helpfully, her face appearing beside mine so that she could rub her face against mine.

Oh my god, can't this guy just get a hint already? Do I actually need to say it to his face that we want him to fuck off before he actually understands how unwanted he was?

"If you like… I could help you deal with him," Saulo offered.

Amber turned to him and raised an eyebrow, "Oh? And how were you planning to do that?"

"I could just tell him to his face that no one on this ship was interested in him. He should get the idea and leave us alone."

"And does that idea include making him think that we are part of your harem or something?"

He made a face at Amber, "Well… If he knew that there was another guy here, he might back off."

"Pfft, I'm not sure if you were just doing that to give yourself an ego boost or you genuinely believe something as stupid as that. Of course he wouldn't back down. In fact, he'd fight you once we get back to the station and we'll be placed as the 'prize' of your inevitable dick measuring contest. Then Tera here would have to come in and show the both of you how much better her dick is…"

My blonde haired lover then paused for a moment, as though realising something.

"Oh hey, that actually sounds like a good idea now that I think about it. Tera can come in at that time and then show you just how much better she is by screwing me right there--"

I covered her mouth with my hand, "Nope, nope, nope. Perish that thought right now."

"Awww… Hmm… I guess you're right. Showing you off to them is too good for them."

I rolled my eyes and turned back to the Merc flying beside us and made a random gesture before pointing down at my controls, leaving him to figure out what that meant before I engaged my travel drives again.

I then boosted off, leaving the guy behind to chase after me.

Ugh… I bet he's going to come find us in the station later too…

            

    
        This Is The Guy Who Couldn't Take A Hint

    
    
    
    
                I was directed to leave the wreckage at a specific place outside the station where it was meant to be used as a gathering spot for wrecks like these.

Saulo would then take a barge from the station to get there to sift through his wreckage later.

He would then send the payment over to us once he has secured his remaining belongings over his personal terminal.

Normally I would be sceptical of him actually paying us after leaving like that, but I believe we've already got our money's worth from the data chip alone.

We already know that it was most likely Pre AI Rebellion tech so this could sell for quite a fortune if we found the right buyer.

Not that we were planning to sell it of course, at least not before we figured out what these data chips contained.

We docked with the station once again and the plan was to drop off Saulo before making our way to the station's Mercenary guild to report our mission success and also sign Lea up as one of our crew members at the same time.

The mission would have already been reported as complete on its own so we don't actually have to go to the Guild itself but the registration required us to be there in person.

We completed our landing procedures and descended the ramp to enter the station itself, stopping at the bottom of the ramp to say our goodbyes.

"I cannot say this enough, but thank you all for saving my life. I would not be here if not for your aid."

Amber nodded at him, "Yeah, just pay us for the troubles and we're good."

"Ahahaha, of course, of course! You need not worry about that! I will make sure to pay you your dues! Foi um prazer conhecê-lo! It was nice meeting you!"

He gave us a final wave before he left, disappearing into the crowd.

Once he was out of sight, Amber turned to me, "So… Shall we go? I think we have--"

"There you are!" A voice interrupted her.

All of us turned to see a blonde haired young man with arguably handsome features jog towards us in a hurry.

It took me a moment to realise that this was the Merc that had been following us ever since we were at the wreck.

Oh gods… He actually did come and find us after we reached the station… How did he even get here so fast?

He didn't even wait for me to speak before he started, "What happened to your comms? Did someone attack you on your ship? Perhaps it was the owner of that wreck you were tasked to pull for? They definitely did something to you, didn't they?"

What the heck? Who the hell are you to even ask such questions?

In the first place, we literally just met, you know? These aren't things you ask someone you just met.

I furrowed my brows at him and was just about to tell him off when Amber spoke first.

"Dude, no one here is interested in you. Fuck off."

The guy looked confused for a moment before gesturing to himself, "Wait, don't you recognise me? I'm the one who saved you from those pirates! It's me, Andre!"

"We actually didn't need your help in the first place," Lea commented behind Amber, a stern look on her face. "We had convinced them to leave us alone and they had been turning their ships away to leave when you came along. In other words, you did something quite unnecessary."

He blinked for a few seconds before pointing at himself, "But… But I saved you?"

I frowned at him, "Were you not listening at all? We had the thing handled the entire time and weren't in danger at all. In fact, your arrival made things more dangerous for us because they might have fired at us when they had no intentions of doing so before that."

This guy seemed to have a hard time comprehending what I said, as though he could not understand how he could have screwed up this badly.

Well, I guess I wouldn't even classify this as a screw up with the fact that it was just a misunderstanding anyway. All he needed to do was to admit he was being an idiot and leave us alone, that would have at least helped him in resolving some of the enmity between us.

But no, he was actually doubling down on his stance with his next words, "I definitely saved you though? I know you girls are just shy to admit it!"

Oh god, he's also delusional…

I sighed, "Alright, what do you actually want?"

He gasped, "Oh! So you agree I saved you?!"

"Definitely not, I'm just asking you to tell me what you want as payment so that you can leave us alone instead of running your mouth and irritating everyone around you."

The blonde idiot looked around, "But… I don't see any--"

Amber shushed him, "Oh shush, she was referring to our group, not the other idiots passing by that has nothing to do with us."

"Ah… Er… Well… Can't we all be friends?"

"No, fuck off," Amber threatened.

"But… Oh! Wait a minute! I'm actually a Gold ranked Merc, you know? I'm quite well respected in that field!"

I gave him a weird look, "Wait… You… Oh. I guess it's unreasonable to expect that you would actually know this… But we're also Mercs, by the way."

"Wha… What? You're Mercs?"

"Is that so surprising? Who else would be there to recover a Merc left behind in a territory where they know pirates, scavengers and other undesirables might be around to look for trouble? If we were civilians, we would have some kind of escort, wouldn't we?"

Amber also added, "And please. Did you even see how well armed our ship was? Even if it did come down to a fight between us and them, we would have definitely won."

"You were outnumbered though?"

Holy crap dude… I bet if you were to talk like this to any other Merc, they might have already punched you in the face for talking like that.

How have you not been punched in the face before?

This could be seen as you completely doubting their skills or even indirectly saying that they were just that bad and pathetic.

At this point, I'm even considering if it would be a good idea to just knock him out and dump him somewhere else just so that we wouldn't need to deal with him anymore.

It was Lea's turn to address him, "We are able to take down groups a few times our number, let alone just a few ships more."

"But…"

Amber didn't even wait for him to finish saying what he wanted to say before grabbing my hand and pulling me away while flipping him the bird.

The guy was left staring at us walking away with a stunned face, probably still failing to understand what had just happened in front of him.

"Are you sure this is ok?" I asked, feeling a little concerned.

I mean… He already knows my ship is there right? What's stopping him from stopping nearby and ambushing us either?

Ok granted, I wasn't sure whether he would actually do that but seeing that he actually cut us off while we were travelling to the station meant that he might do something just as drastic as well.

Amber scoffed, "Would you rather just stand there and hear him whine and cry for the next few hours? Because I'm pretty sure that's what he'll do. Or did you forget how you had to entertain him for so long back on the ship when he was still trying to get in your pants and thought he actually had a chance?"

"Alright… Point taken…"

Lea looked behind us and I followed her gaze, finding the guy still standing at where we had left him and staring after us still stunned by what happened.

"This is just my guess but I think that this might be the first time that someone has rejected him."

Amber scoffed, "Well then it's good that he has that experience then. Someone like him needs to learn how to understand what rejection looks like."

"That was not what I meant. I was pointing out that he might take this rejection more harshly than others and do something about it."

"He can try," Amber growled before turning to me. "Don't worry, I'll protect you, Tera~"

I wanted to tell her that I could protect myself just fine and she would be the one being in more danger considering the fact that she was especially attractive.

But I just decided to go along with it and smile at her, "I'll depend on you in that case."

Amber giggled, "Of course~ Now where is that guild branch…"

I pointed at a building right up ahead that had the Mercenary Guild symbol displayed on a neon sign near the door, "There, Amber."

"Ahahaha~ I can't believe I missed that! Let's go then! Getting more Credits and Lea becoming an official part of our crew is definitely something worth celebrating! So let's have a drink afterwards!"

Was that your goal all along?

Ah whatever, I need a drink after dealing with an idiot like that anyway…

            

    
        You're A Merc Now Lea

    
    
    
    
                First question I have… Why is this Guild branch located in the middle of a street full of bars?

Maybe they were built here first and the bars popped up afterwards? I guess that might be possible.

We stepped up to the guild building, which actually kind of looked pretty suspicious at first glance with the mean looking guys that looked like thugs hanging around outside.

Like this place looked more akin to some kind of gang's hideout than the Mercenary Guild.

Hmm… Actually… Now that I think about it… Us Mercenaries are technically a giant gang, aren't we? We're just more organised and much more numerous than the stereotypical gangs that you might find around.

I guess you could say that we're bureaucratic gangs? I dunno.

Our group of three walked past the other Mercs hanging around outside the guild, ignoring the catcalls that were sent our way as we walked past.

At least none of them were as forward as that stupid blonde pretty boy I guess.

The door slid open and we stepped inside, only for me to be immediately assaulted by the smell of smoke and spilled alcohol the moment I crossed the threshold.

Oh… Ok… This place also doubled as a bar… No wonder there were those guys hanging around outside and why this place was located in the middle of the bar district…

Now I have a hunch that some of those people weren't even Mercenaries but actual thugs instead…

Nah… Why would they drink at the Mercenary guild when they can go to another bar right?

Ignoring all that, we went towards the counter where I realised it was completely empty. Where the heck is the counter staff?

We stood in front of the empty counter and I even checked behind it to make sure there wasn't anyone sleeping under it or something.

There also wasn't a backdoor so I don't think it's a case of the staff being in the back office or something.

I gave the other two a look and Amber shrugged while Lea seemed to be busy searching the crowd in the bar.

We stood there for a good five minutes or so until someone holding a bottle of beer came up to us and looked us up and down.

I thought he was going to try and hit on us until he took a swig from his bottle before addressing us.

"You girls looking to become Mercs or something?"

Since Lea was the one that was signing up and it would be quite a mouthful for us to explain everything, I just nodded at him as an answer.

He then pointed at the bar, "Look for the bar owner then. He's the one in charge."

Huh? The bar owner? What, did he buy over the Guild building or something?

We decided to listen to his advice and headed over to the bar where we found one of the bartenders who had distinctly long ears like Lea does serving drinks behind the counter.

He even looked quite elegant too, which seemed out of place amongst the crowd of boisterous and rowdy Mercs that seemed to be indulging in their drinking at the moment.

I narrowed my eyes, "Is that another Alv?"

Lea was quick to answer, "No. He is not."

"Eh? But… His ears?"

"He is not an Alv," Lea repeated.

Amber laughed, "Hahaha! He probably modded himself, Tera~ A human who went to a Gene Splice Clinic to give himself long ears like an Alv but still a human all the same."

"Not an Alv," Our Alv reiterated again.

I'm guessing she has a strong opinion against people who use Gene mods to give themselves the appearance of an Alv?

I decided that it was better not to ask and went up to the bar counter instead.

The Alv looking human noticed us and came over to flash us a smile, "New faces I see. What can I get you?"

"Looking to sign up as a Merc actually. Was told to look for you," I answered him curtly.

His eyebrow raised slightly, "A new Merc? Joining up here? Are you desperate or reckless? Or are you girls prostitutes who thought that this might be your ticket out of-- No… Sorry, no sex worker would have access to your gear unless they stole it and you look too comfortable in them for those to be stolen. You're not from around here, then?"

I nodded, "We're already Mercs, just signing up our newest member as one."

I then stepped aside to reveal Lea standing behind me.

The bartender's eyes widened slightly, "Are you an actual Alv?"

Lea looked at me and it took me a moment to realise she was waiting for my permission to speak.

Eh? You weren't doing this when we were speaking to that blonde idiot earlier so why is she asking for it now?

Nevertheless, I nodded at her to let her go ahead.

She turned back to him, "Yes, I'm a true Alv, not a modded one."

His eyes then drifted down to the collar on her neck and he let out a whistle, "I see now. But shiiiit, an Alv slave? You must be pretty loaded huh? Alright then, just give me a moment and I'll be right there. You can wait for me at the counter."

We stepped away from the bar and he pulled up his personal terminal to tap on it for a moment before putting it away.

A few moments later, a man went behind the counter and the bar owner switched places with him, the new guy immediately settling himself to making drinks while the bar owner followed us to the guild counter.

"So… A bar?" I asked as we walked.

He shrugged, "Hey, literally any Merc who comes here is already registered and if they captured any bounty targets, they'd much rather take them to claim the bounty outside of this system instead since others might try to steal their target from them if they brought them here. Or worse, have the target's friends jump them instead. Since there's nothing much to do, I just went ahead to convert most of the building into a bar instead to run a business at the side."

"Is that… Allowed?"

"Pfft, like as if a Guild associate would come all the way down here to shut me down. Maybe if they didn't want me to do something like this, they'd send someone else to be all the way out here in this godforsaken system."

So it's illegal then… Got it.

We reached the counter and he stepped behind it, tapping his fingers on the counter which seemed to start up the computer as the counter itself lit up and several screens popped up in front of him.

"Alright, let's get this done and over with. You want to register your new slave as a Merc that is part of your team, right?"

I nodded.

"Perfect. Let's see then."

A light shone from overhead to scan Lea and a window appeared in front of us showing her profile.

Interestingly, there was only her face, name and nothing else reflected on the window. But since no one reacted to it, I guess it's mainly because she wasn't a human?

"Alright, land-bound Merc?" He asked.

"No, I have a ship."

"Mmm… Name of the ship?"

"None."

"As in there's no name or is the ship literally named 'None'."

"No name."

"Oof… Some might see that as bad luck but what do I know? Anyway, any prior affiliations?"

I turned to Lea and she took a step forward.

"The Starseeders Association."

The guild staff raised an eyebrow, "What's that? Never heard of it."

"That's normal. It's an Alv thing so non-Alvs most probably wouldn't know. You don't need to put that in."

The guy made a face, "Ok, yeah… Sure."

I believe he realised by her words that she did not approve of him using Gene mods to make himself look like her kind but he chose not to comment on it.

"Alright… Let me just scan you as well…"

The light beam fell on me and my own profile appeared in front of me, causing him to whistle when he saw it.

"Gold ranked Merc? Sorry but I didn't expect that when you came to me."

"You wouldn't be the first one to say that."

"Right. Anyway, registration is all done. She's now a Copper rank level one Merc. I also placed her under you as a team member while I was at it so there's nothing you need to do on your part."

I nodded at him, "Thanks a bunch."

"Don't mention it. Anything else I could do for you?"

Amber grinned, "Yeah, you could first tell us what your house special is for a start."

He snapped his fingers, "Figured you would ask that, right this way, ladies~"

Godamnit… I guess we're really drinking here huh?

Whatever, it's not like we have anything else to do anyway. I just hope Amber doesn't drink herself to her drunken stupor again…

            

    
        Throwing Up A Second Time

    
    
    
    
                "Amber… Don't get yourself dead drunk again," I warned as she ordered her fifth beer.

She giggled, "It's fiiiiiine~ Don't you think their beer tastshhhee good?"

While she wasn't completely smashed yet, she was most definitely getting there.

But I do have to agree with her on one thing though, the beer they are serving here actually tastes pretty good.

Looking at how packed the place was, I'd say that most people around here also agree.

Heck, I didn't notice this before but there's actually two bar counters with the other one more packed with patrons and staff than the one we were at.

When I asked the owner why, he told me that the counter we were at was reserved for Mercenaries registered with the Guild while the rest of the bar was open to the public.

Seems like he at least thought about the Mercs at least.

I turned to the bar owner cum guild staff and raised my mug of beer, "How did you even make something like this?"

He shrugged, "Hey, when you're sent to a Guild branch where there's barely any people coming in, you start looking for things to pass the time. Mine just so happened to be figuring out how to brew better tasting beer."

That caught my attention, "Don't suppose you have some food to go along with this drink?"

"Sure, take your pick."

A holographic screen appeared in front of me and I perused the list.

And…

"It's all just synthfood?" I asked.

He raised an eyebrow, "What were you expecting? I'm not some high class restaurant that can afford to serve organic food much less attract the clientele that can also afford that."

"Well… Are they tasty at least?"

"Hmph! Of course they are! I prepare them myself! They're definitely better than some slop you can find at a roadside bar!"

Hmm… Maybe he actually makes it differently?

Whatever, let's just try some.

"I'll take some synthfries and some synthchicken bites then."

"Coming right up."

He tapped a few buttons below the counter and I went back to enjoying my drink with my companions.

But when I turned back to Amber, she was giving me a complicated face like she had witnessed someone making a rather bad mistake.

I didn't get to ask her what she was making that face for because she turned to the bar owner before I could.

"Hey… Could you give us an empty bucket?"

The guy raised an eyebrow at her, "You feeling sick? Sick room's over there. Make sure you aim well or you'll be cleaning up after yourself."

"No, not for me. Just… Give us an empty bucket will you? Unless you want your floor to be dirtied."

…

Ok, I know exactly why Amber was asking him for a bucket but come on… It can't be that bad right?

I mean… The guy managed to make beer that tastes this good so his synthfood should at least be passable, right?

He said so himself that he had a lot of free time to practise so maybe he managed to make his synthfood taste good too?

Look, Lea's also giving you the same confused look too! She.. Oh wait, she never saw how I reacted upon eating that synthfood did she? So she doesn't know…

Oh well… I'm still willing to try at least.

The bar owner still had a look of doubt on his face but reached below to place a n empty metal bucket on the counter as per her request. Amber did not move to touch it and left it at where it was.

I was wondering whether she meant for me to take it when a drone flew towards us with two plates and deposited them in between us.

I looked at the plates that were filled with the food I ordered.

Ok… They look like what I ordered and… Err… Smell roughly the same I guess?

Let's see what they taste like.

I picked up one of the fries with my hand and brought it to my lips, tossing the entire thing into my mouth before biting down on it.

The taste of the food flooded my mouth and…

I grabbed the bucket that had been left on the counter and hurled the contents of my mouth into it.

I gagged and I felt my innards grumble in protest of almost having needed to digest something as foul as what I placed in my mouth and bile quickly rose up to fill my mouth as if wanting to wash the taste of such a vile thing out.

I vomited into the bucket but the taste of that disgusting thing was still present and I gagged again.

"Bleeeuuurrghhhh!" I vomited elegantly, dumping the contents of my vomit into the bucket.

Amber stroked my back slowly while I tried my best to keep the disgusting taste of that thing out of my mind lest I vomited again.

"There, there. Wash it down with this, Tera."

She handed me my beer and I quickly took a swig of it, the taste of the alcohol overpowering the filth in my mouth for a moment and granting me some reprieve.

Unfortunately, that was not enough as I could still taste it the moment I swallowed the alcohol, prompting me to vomit the alcohol I just swallowed into the bucket as well.

At least that helped by washing away the taste a second time and dulling it.

"Ugghhh… This sucks…" I groaned, feeling absolute regret at even putting that thing in my mouth.

While I was hunched over the bucket, I saw Lea reach over and took one of the fries in her hands as well.

I didn't really trust myself to speak without throwing up again so I couldn't warn her before she placed it into her mouth.

She seemed to be bracing herself for something when she chewed it but aside from furrowed brows, she did not react much to it.

The bar owner frowned, "Now that's just rude, don't you think? There's easier ways to get free drinks, you know?"

I turned and shot him a look, "Does it look like I intentionally wanted to throw up half of my stomach just to get some free drinks to you-- Bleeeuuurrghhh…"

Fuck, I knew I shouldn't have talked…

Lea turned to me, "I understand why Captain might react like this if the food she has always eaten was of the quality that she makes. I have eaten synthfood myself before and never found it to be terrible. But after tasting Captain's food, I find my own taste buds rejecting this as well, albeit not to the same level as Captain's."

The bar owner then turned to Lea, "What do you mean by that? Is your Captain some noble from the inner colonies or something?"

The Alv shook her head, "It's not that… It's just that the food that she is able to make is light years ahead in terms of taste. Something that food prepared like this could never match."

Amber giggled, "Did you know? We went to an actual organic restaurant before and her thoughts on the food was that they were meh? Ahahaha!"

The bar owner scowled, "Ok, now you're just pulling my leg. Even I have tasted some organic food before and while I agree that synthfood definitely can't compare to it, it doesn't warrant this kind of reaction."

I grabbed the mug of beer and rinsed my mouth with it again to wash away the taste before turning to him.

"Do you… Ughh… Could you allow me to use your kitchen… For a little while?"

He raised an eyebrow, "Why? What are you planning to-- No way… You actually intend to cook or something? I don't have any organic ingredients for you to use though. And you're just going to toss them into the food processor anyway right? Are you telling me that the way you put them in would change the taste?"

I blinked at him, "You… Don't have a stove?"

"What the hell is a stove?"

I turned to Amber and she shrugged, "I did tell you. Your equipment is something that is pretty specialised that you most likely wouldn't find in most places. Food's usually prepared using machines like that around. It's your place that is the weird one."

That doesn't sound comforting… Right now I'm in quite desperate need of something to get rid of the taste that seemed to be caked in my mouth.

Also… I remember that mining station was serving some kind of slop that actually tasted ok.

It was certainly not as delicious as what I've been making but it definitely did not result in me throwing up like that.

Heck, I was even fine eating the packaged synthfood, I only found them a little tasteless.

So if I had to guess… It's these food processors that was the problem that is leading me to throwing up like that…

Whatever, just show me your kitchens! I'll think of something before I start throwing up again!

            

    
        Your Kitchen Sucks

    
    
    
    
                I almost threatened him to show me his kitchens before he finally led me to them.

Godamnit, was that so hard? It's just your kitchen, right? What did you think I was going to do to it? I'm not someone suspicious you know? Or do you want me to vomit all over your floor, huh?

I was guided to a set of double swing doors at the back, swallowing to keep down the bile that almost rose up again when I tasted a little of that disgusting thing I had put inside my mouth earlier.

That thing can't even be qualified to be called food, it's just plain disgusting…

I stumbled past the doors and got ready to start making some actual food!

…

What the heck is this?

Their 'kitchen' consisted of only a single machine which I assumed was the food processor, a fridge, a sink and a kitchen counter. The only other thing here was a small drone whose only function seemed to be carrying stuff from the fridge to the food processor before delivering it to the bar area.

That was it.

There was nothing else aside from what I had just listed above.

I turned to the bar owner who had led me here, "What is this?"

"Our kitchen, like you asked?"

"This sad place is your kitchen? What? Didn't you say you prepare the food yourself?!"

He furrowed his brows, "Yeah? I buy the synthfood myself! Look lady, it wasn't my idea to let you use the kitchen to satisfy yourself, ok? I'm not even charging you for this. I'm just here to see if you're as delusional as I think you are."

"Careful there," Amber spoke up from behind him.

He half turned to face her, "What? Are you going to beat me up?"

"No, no. I don't need to. You'll be questioning your existence very soon. I'm just helping you by making sure you don't dig too deep of a hole for yourself that you can't get yourself out of. At least at the moment, you just need to admit your mistakes and apologise to get your dignity back."

The modded bar owner raised an eyebrow at her words but said nothing more.

I decided to just focus on what I can do since I literally can't go on with that revolting taste stuck in my mouth. I don't even want to try and describe what it tastes like.

"What can I use?" I asked.

The bar owner gestured at the fridge, "Just use whatever. We're going to be restocking tomorrow anyway so whatever that's left in there will be thrown out by the end of tonight."

Alright then, let's see what we have to work with over here.

I opened the fridge and pretty much found the standard synthfood packages stuffed inside the fridge. I even recognised some of them since I bought them myself.

I also found the synthfries and the synthchicken bites that were literally packed into packets that apparently would be placed inside the food processor to be turned into what I saw earlier.

These, which I learned some time ago, belong to a specific category of synthfood that were meant to be prepared inside the food processor to be turned into what they were supposed to look like.

Apparently if you just opened the packets by itself, you would find them to be in some kind of processed food cube.

You can still eat it by themselves but it wouldn't taste like what they claim to be on the packaging.

Not that I felt it tastes anything like it after going through a food processor anyway but that's beside the point.

I pulled out one of the synthfries and synthchicken bites out of the fridge and opened them to pour its contents on the counter top.

I did not have a stove so I'll have to make something without needing to heat it up, which limits my options a little.

For now, I just want to try out how these taste.

I looked around, "Err… Where are your knives?"

The bar owner raised an eyebrow, "Knives? Who are you trying to kill?"

Wait, don't you need… Ah fuck… They just toss the packets into the food processor, of course they don't need knives.

Well, good thing I brought my own then!

I pulled out my vibration knife from my sheath and used it to cut off a piece of the cube that was supposed to be the synthfries before bringing it up to my mouth to taste.

Hmm… Ok… Definitely doesn't taste like fries at all but there's the salty, springy taste about it… Which I realised ironically tastes a little like salted lettuce actually.

Definitely not appetising but I can make use of this.

As for the synthchicken bites…

Hmm… It's rubbery and pretty much tasteless.

I don't know what it tastes like after it goes through the food processor and frankly… I don't really want to know so let's just leave it at that.

I then went back to the fridge and took out some things that I felt might help and started putting them on the counter.

Thankfully, there's some spare bowls and plates around so I could use them to mash the ingredients together to mix them together, something that made the bar owner let out a shocked gasp when he saw it.

"What in the galaxy are you doing?!"

I gave him a look, "Preparing the food? What does it look like?"

"You're destroying it, that's what! Are you even sure you know how to cook?!"

"Tossing shit into the food processor is not cooking. This is real cooking. You just stand there and watch."

I then went back to mixing the stuff together until they formed the consistency and the taste that I was looking for before moving to the next one.

In case you were wondering, I was making a sandwich.

I don't need a stove for that and can just make it as it is.

The good thing was that there was at least synthbread which actually looked like bread straight from the package except that it didn't really taste like anything which was actually preferable in this context.

Once I had mixed up everything I needed, I took the slices of synthbread that I cut using my vibration knife and laid them out on the counter before spreading the synthfood I mixed on top of the bread.

It kind of felt like I was spreading jam on the bread instead of putting the meat, lettuce and cheese on top of it, which was what I was trying to do with this.

The end result felt kind of like I just dumped some canned slop in between two pieces of bread and it looked anything but like a sandwich. But hey, I think it would at least taste better than that disgusting thing called synthfries.

I even made four sandwiches so everyone here had one that they could try for themselves.

"There we go. Four sandwiches made from synthfood. There's enough for everyone so no need to fight~"

Amber did not hesitate and came forward to claim one for herself with a look of anticipation on her face.

Lea only hesitated for a second before also picking one up for herself, probably because she trusted the food of the bar owner's less than she trusted mine.

The bar owner himself stared at the sandwich I made for a good long minute before finally reaching forward to pick one up.

"What the hell is this slop?" He asked.

"If I had a stove, I could make it look more appealing but I can at least guarantee the taste."

Without waiting for him, I bit into it and tore a bite out of the sandwich to chew on it.

The taste of bacon, cheese, sausage, lettuce and butter filled my mouth, completely overwhelming and wiping out the disgusting taste of the synthfries I ate earlier.

The texture of it felt like I was chewing on wet, canned tuna put between two dry pieces of bread but at least the taste more than made up for it.

Definitely not my best work but I would say that it's my best under these circumstances.

Also…

"So gooooooooddddd!!" Amber moaned, her body literally shaking from chewing the sandwich she bit into.

Lea was also silently chewing on her food while a single tear rolled down her cheek.

I would have thought she was crying because the food was bad had I already not known how she acts when eating my food so I knew it was the opposite of that.

The bar owner stared at his sandwich with a complicated face before opening his mouth to take the smallest of bites from the sandwich.

He chewed it once, then he froze. He chewed it a second time and then he paused again. A third chew and then he swallowed, his eyes widening comically as his brain seemed to take a while to comprehend what was going on in his mouth.

Then right after that, he was devouring the sandwich in messy bites, almost like a starved man who had just found food after several days.

Mmhmm~ I think I can say that I'm already used to such a sight so I didn't make that big of a fuss and just continued to enjoy my sandwich~

            

    
        We're Not Robbers

    
    
    
    
                "Please!! Just one more! Just one more!"

I grimaced at the human with modded Alv ears prostrating on the ground while grabbing my foot to beg me to make him another sandwich.

Geez, calm down will you? Even Amber doesn't act like that to get me to make more food for her, she just goes down on me and… Ok, yeah, I don't want you doing that to me so forget I said anything.

Amber cleared her throat behind him, "Ahem… I think you're forgetting something, aren't you? You know? After all the shit you said before getting the food she made?"

Without even a second of hesitation, he pressed his head against the ground, "Please forgive me! I was completely wrong! I was just some dumb idiot who didn't know what actual food even tasted like and dared to act arrogant in front of you!"

Oh wow… That's a really big change in attitude as compared to earlier…

He wasn't even done as he quickly switched the direction he was bowing to face Amber, "Please also accept my humblest of thanks for saving me from further embarrassing myself with my arrogance! I will properly reflect on this and make sure it never happens again!"

Ok, ok, calm down, geez… It's just a sandwich damnit.

I proceeded to start making one more when Amber and Lea suddenly appeared behind me with raised hands.

"One more for me too!"

"I would like to request another serving as well, Captain."

… Alright, alright, three more sandwiches coming right up.

The bar owner saw me starting to prepare another one and he knocked his head against the ground, "Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! I'll happily give you all the money that we've received today for this!!"

Right as he said that, the door burst open and the man I saw took over the bar for the bar owner was standing there with a shotgun in his hands.

"Alright! Nobody move!!"

What the fuck? What the hell is he doing?

Amber reacted the fastest and I didn't even notice her move while I was processing the sight in front of me.

When the door had burst open, she had already pulled out her pistol and sunk into a crouch to point her own gun at the guy.

But the newcomer seemed to have brought backup because four more people whom I realised were all staff members of the bar also came into the kitchen behind him, all of them holding a firearm to level them at us.

The first guy growled at us, "You think you can come in here and threaten our boss huh? We ain't giving you anything! Now while we're in a generous mood to let you leave on your own two feet, I suggest you take it before you leave in a body bag!"

Threaten? What is he… Oh.

I looked at the knife in my hand, then at the bar owner that was still kneeling on the ground and looking more confused than we were.

Right… Now I know how this looks to someone who had zero context to why this was happening.

Amber wasn't that amused about having weapons being pointed at us though.

"Drop those weapons before I drop you. I can guarantee you that I can shoot all of you faster than you can shoot any of us. Don't even try."

I raised my hands, "Woah, woah! Everyone calm down now! We're not threatening your boss! He's… He's err… Trying to beg me to help him do something for him, ok? I'm not forcing him to do anything at all!"

The bar owner finally realised what was going on and stood up, "Wait, wait! All of you stand down! I'm not being robbed this time, relax!"

'This time'? You telling me that this happened before? Oh what am I talking about, I just saw a robot clinic getting robbed earlier today as well, so of course they must have experienced something similar too.

The shotgun guy raised an eyebrow, "Are you… Are you sure boss? They're not threatening you or something? Like what one of those gangs tried to do when they demanded you for protection money?"

"We already dealt with that, didn't we? Relax, this time it's really me trying to… Err… Well… I guess there's not easy way to put it… I'm begging her for a favour."

The staff members slowly lowered their weapons and one of the female staff scoffed at him.

"Boss… I know they're pretty but this is a new low even for you."

He scowled, "I'm not begging them for sex you bitch! Get back to the bar, all of you!"

The shotgun guy nodded at the others, "I'll stay to make sure nothing weird happens, you guys go back to man the bar."

The others grumbled but obeyed, a few of them shooting us a look before they stepped back into the bar.

The bar owner looked at the shotgun guy, "Shut the door."

He raised an eyebrow, "That sounds like you are about to do something shady."

"More like somethings happening here that I really don't want others to know."

The shotgun guy shrugged and did as his boss asked.

By the way, Amber hasn't stopped pointing her pistol at him.

Once the door was properly shut, the bar owner turned back to me, "Is it too much to ask you to prepare an additional serving for him as well?"

"What serving?" The guy interrupted before I could say anything.

"The serving of the best food you've ever tasted in your entire life of course!" The bar owner boasted, like as if he was the one who was going to make the food.

The shotgun guy grimaced, "No thanks, I'm good. I'll just stay over here and watch."

"Your loss then."

"And could you stop pointing your pistol at me already? I already lowered my weapon."

Amber said nothing and continued pointing it at him.

"Amber, just drop it," I asked.

Only then did she lower her pistol though she made no move to return it to her holster.

I decided to just ignore that and proceeded with making a second batch of the sandwiches. This time, I managed to make it at twice the speed since I already knew how much to mix for each of the synthfood to get the taste I wanted so there was less testing involved.

But predictably, someone was not that receptive of my methods and was crying out near the door.

"What the hell are you doing?! You're wasting our food!" The shotgun guy cried.

The bar owner was quick to turn around and point a finger at him, "You, be quiet."

"But boss! Look at what she's doing!! She's--"

"I'm telling you again… Be quiet. I embarrassed myself by acting like you did earlier, I will not let you make the same mistake as I did."

Geez, that's overacting a little don't you think?

Whatever… I'll just focus on making the sandwiches. I'll also make an extra one because I could already sort of guess what would happen in a while.

Once I was done, I stepped aside and the three people waiting behind me immediately rushed forward and snatched up a piece for themselves before devouring it.

"So goooood~"

"Truly delicious."

"This is heaven!"

I peeked at the shotgun guy to see him watching his boss crying over a sandwich with a complicated expression on his face.

He then turned to narrow his eyes at me, "What manner of drugs did you slip inside that?"

I gestured at the counter, "You saw me work didn't you? At what point did I slip drugs inside the food?"

"There's no way something made like that would make our boss be reduced to such a state! You must have done something!"

I smiled and pointed at the extra sandwich I made, "Well… How about you try one then? Maybe that might change your mind?"

His eyes darted to the plate of food beside me, then to me, then back to the sandwich.

His curiosity seemed to have won out because he grudgingly stepped up and took the sandwich and lifted it to his face.

He gave it a tentative sniff, his face scrunching up slightly in confusion before finally leaning forward to take a bite.

He chewed on it for a few seconds before surprisingly putting the food back down on the plate.

Ah… I guess I should have known that my cooking isn't as good as they all claim to be. I knew someone would disagree sooner or--

"Please forgive this incompetent fool who did not know who he was talking to!!" The shotgun guy cried out, prostrating himself just like what his boss did a few moments ago.

… Ok, I'm not even surprised anymore… So how about you just--

My thoughts were interrupted again when the door burst open for the second time today and the staff from earlier rushed in.

"Stop right there! We heard cry-- What the hell?!"

Godamnit… I'm gonna have to make another batch of sandwiches again aren't I?

            

    
        It's Her Turn To Get Hit On

    
    
    
    
                "This… I can't believe something like this exists…"

"What have I been eating so far?"

"This is a miracle…"

"A Goddess…"

Right… Ok… Yeah…

In case you were wondering, I did indeed ended up making more food than I originally intended, not only for the staff that barged in but also for the customers that came in wondering what the hell was going on and where all the bartenders went.

So right now I was standing in front of a group of people that have been reduced to crying over some sandwich I made while kneeling on the ground.

The problem was that one group of people would come in, I make one batch, they cry, the noise attracts more, then I have to make a new one and it keeps on repeating itself until we got to where we are now.

Mmhmm… That's what I kind of expected to happen…

Thankfully, Amber roped in Lea and the others to control the tide afterwards so I only needed to make two more batches and call it a day.

At least the bar owner agreed to pay me for my time and it was quite a big amount of twenty thousand Credits. That was also in addition for every drink we ordered tonight to be completely on the house.

That's quite a bit of money for what I would say was an hour's worth of work. His bar business must be doing pretty good if he was willing to fork out that amount of money for something like this.

Also… Amber did say that she would go down on me when we got back to the ship but I'm pretty sure that was more of a reward for her than it was for me. Not that I would say no to an offer like that anyway…

Once I was done making one more batch of sandwiches for myself to enjoy with the beer, we returned back to the bar to get our drinks again.

This time, I wasn't going to stop Amber from getting drunk since I felt we earned it this time.

And hey, I wasn't that against myself getting smashed too, especially when the drinks were free.

"I don't think I've actually introduced myself, have I? I'm Tyle, owner of this bar and also the guild staff of this branch," The bar owner introduced.

I nodded at him, "You already know from our profile but I'm Tera, this is Amber and she is Lea."

"So Tera… Where did you learn how to cook like that?" Tyle asked with a glint in his eyes.

I can already guess what he wanted from the question but I answered it anyway.

"Honestly… I learned it myself. I kind of just experimented with the synthfood until I got the taste that I wanted and then made them into that. I was not formally trained if that was what you wanted to find out."

His face immediately fell, "Wait… You learned how to do that… On your own? But that would mean--"

"Hey! Lesshhh talkingggg!! More beeeeerr!" Amber interrupted, slamming her mug on the counter top to emphasise her point.

That seemed to remind Tyle where he was as he moved to refill Amber's mug of beer.

While he was doing that, Amber turned to me and I could see that she was clearly drunk with how she swayed from that movement alone.

She giggled, "Ehehehehe~ Lookie~ Aye found myself a pretty guuurl~ Heya cutie~ You here alone?"

"Amber, you are drunk."

"Aye'm not druuunk. Aye'm puuuurfectly fiiiine~ Wanna… Hic… Wanna go back to… To… To my place? Ehehehe~"

I groaned, "So she'll just hit on anyone when she's drunk huh?"

I jumped a little when I felt an arm wrap around my shoulder until I realised it was Amber coming up to lean on me.

"Thashhh not trueeee. I wuv you Teraaaa~ No one in thishh univershhh can compare to youuuu~"

She then grabbed me by my cheeks and pulled me in to give me a deep, wet kiss that tasted of beer.

I didn't resist and kissed her back, ignoring the cheers coming from the side of the bar and some catcalls mixed amongst them.

Amber didn't seem to care either as she leaned into our kiss even more and completely ignored the call outs coming from the people around us.

I felt her tongue push past my lips and wrap around mine, pulling it into her own mouth where she proceeded to flick, lick and suck on like it was a sweet she was enjoying.

We only separated when we needed to breathe and I found Amber staring at me with an intense gaze that was filled with what I assumed to be a mix of lust and adoration.

I felt a shiver go down my spine and I had a feeling that if I didn't say anything, she would happily drag me to some private room and start having her way with me at this very moment.

"Amber? I--"

"Hey, must suck having to watch that huh? Why don't you have a drink with us instead?"

Both Amber and I were brought out of our stupor and we looked to the side to see three men surrounding Lea who was busy trying to ignore them instead.

Ah fuck… Is this going to be something that would happen all the time when we go out to drink? Because I remember the last time it was Amber who was being hit on and that turned into a rather big fight.

Amber sobered up rather quickly and stood back up to growl at them, "Hey! Who let you fuckers into our space huh? Go find someone else to bother!"

The one whom I presumed to be the leader of the trio smirked at her, "Oh? But we're doing this girlie here a favour by giving her some attention that you two aren't giving, you know?"

"I'm perfectly fine with this, actually," Lea spoke up before taking a sip from her beer. "And I certainly don't need you to speak for me."

One of them reached out their hand towards her shoulder, "Oh don't be shy--"

Lea moved faster than I saw her move before and grabbed the guy's wrist and pulled him down to the side before kicking out her foot to swipe his leg and trip him over.

I winced when the guy hit the ground on his face with a thud loud enough to be heard from across the room, causing his two companions to look at the guy in stunned silence.

Lea then went back to drinking her beer like nothing happened while turning her back intentionally on the person she just kicked.

The leader recovered first and raised his fist, "You fucking bitch!!"

"Hold it right there."

The guy froze when he saw Tyle point a pistol at him, pulled from god knows where.

"What's the first rule in this place?" The bar owner asked.

He pointed at her, "She started it!"

"I asked… What's the first rule in this place?"

"... No fights."

"Very good. The second rule?"

"... Only Mercs at the Merc bar…"

"Mmhmm… And the third?"

"... The boss first, the staff second, VIPs third…"

"Very good. So you already broke rule two by coming here. Do I need to show you the way out or can you find it yourself?"

"She started the fight, dude!"

The shotgun guy and another one of the staff appeared behind them, both of them sporting unfriendly faces.

"They're our VIPs. You are not. Do you want to know what we do to people who disturb our VIPs?" Shotgun guy asked while cracking his knuckles.

The troublemaker spun around, "Th… The fuck? They're VIPs?! Since when?!"

"Since just now. So do you want to know?"

"Fuck, fuck! I got it! I got it! I'm leaving! Come on!"

The leader and the second guy bent down to pick up the man that Lea had kicked and carried him out of the bar.

Some of the patrons cheered them as they while others simply let out a laugh at their expense.

Well, that's nice… I didn't need to dirty my knife.

I discreetly slipped my vibration blade back into my sheathe before settling back down onto the bar stool.

Tyle also pulled back his pistol and placed it somewhere behind the counter, nodding at his two staff members who returned his nod and went back to their side of the bar.

Amber raised an eyebrow at the bar owner, "You have actual rules for this place that they follow?"

Tyle shrugged, "If they don't like it, they can drink elsewhere. The good thing about this job is that I can fortify this place with as many defences as I need and report them as guild expenses. How else do you think I can keep the peace in here with people that would shoot you for looking at them wrong?"

Amber nodded, "Not bad."

My blonde lover then turned back to me and her eyes seemed to unfocus, "Ehehehe~ Now where were we?"

Oh god… I'm definitely not sleeping tonight.

            

    
        She's Used To It

    
    
    
    
                "Ehehehe~ Tera, you're sooooo cuuuute~"

I steadied the drunk girl that was being carried in between Lea and myself, "Alright, I get it… That's the fifty fourth time you've said that…"

"Ehehehe… But that's because it's trueeee~"

"Sorry about this, Lea…"

The Alv girl seemed quite surprised, "What for, Captain?"

"It feels like we've been troubling you quite a bit ever since you joined us. I wasn't exactly expecting a quiet time but your first job ended up being that crazy escort work where we got ourselves involved with those guys…"

She shook her head, "I knew what I was in for, Captain. And quite frankly, it's not even the worst situation that I have found myself involved in."

"Huh… And what kind of thing have you found yourself involved in?"

"Hmm… I shall tell Captain about it when we return to your ship. It was quite interesting and I would prefer that we were comfortable when I tell you about it."

Must be something quite complicated if she were to say something like that.

As we neared the landing pad where I had docked my ship, Lea suddenly came to a halt and I was pulled back from that.

I turned to see what was the problem and found Lea looking straight ahead with furrowed brows.

What was more surprising was the fact that Amber seemed to have also regained her senses and was looking in the same direction as the Alv.

I followed their gaze to see what they were looking at and… My face scrunched up to mirror theirs.

That blonde Merc that we met earlier was standing in front of my ship, clearly waiting for us to return or something.

Look, even Amber sobered up for a moment when she saw him, that's how bad of a news this guy really is…

Really? We were gone for at least several hours you know? Was he really standing over there the entire time to wait for us?

Ugh… I don't want to deal with him… Are we able to sneak past him or something?

Wait, that's not possible… In order to get on my ship, we'll need to lower the ramp… There's no way we would be able to avoid him figuring that out…

Fuck…

I turned to the other two, "Let's just find a place to stay tonight… Hopefully he will be gone tomorrow morning or something."

Both women nodded in agreement and we turned around to head back where we came from, leaving the area before he realised that we were there.

We ended up finding a simple motel near the hangar that was one of the many specifically built hotels designed to serve the many spacefarers visiting the station.

The unfortunate thing was that there was only one room left.

We tried asking around but it seemed like everywhere else was either booked ahead of time or already filled.

It seems like we came at a rather bad time as most Mercs that had gone out had returned at this time.

We were lucky to even get a room it seems.

We could always go to another floor to find a better place to stay but Amber seemed to be getting rather sick already and I didn't want to risk it so we just took the room.

The guy at the counter gave Amber a pointed look and told me that I better make sure that she didn't throw up on the bed and make her throw up in the bathroom instead.

How rude.

Amber doesn't throw up, only I throw up after eating something as disgusting as those stupid things that you guys call food.

Lea and I carried the blonde Merc to the room we booked for the night and I realised that it was a room that only had one Queen sized bed.

First things first, we dropped the drunk Amber on top of the bed, ignoring the moaning sounds coming from her when we did so.

I then went to check the bathroom and… Err… Let's just say that if Amber throws up in there, it wouldn't look like she's the first one to do so…

I guess we'll have to skip bathing today…

Whatever, at least it's not me who needs to clean the bed so I have no qualms sleeping in my current clothes on this bed.

I returned back to the bedroom to the sound of Amber's soft snoring.

"Mnngg… Teraaaaa… Zzzz…"

Cute.

I looked at Lea who seemed to have made herself comfortable on the couch nearby, the Alv sitting there with her back straight and her face one of serenity.

"I'm surprised she knocked out that quickly," I commented, nodding at the sleeping Merc.

Lea smiled, "She did drink a lot more than the last time."

"Mmm… So you wanted to tell me about the interesting situation you found yourself in?"

"I told you about the colony ship I was in right, Captain?"

I nodded, "You said that your ship was travelling through the stars in search of new, habitable planets and you were part of its crew before it was attacked by pirates."

She nodded, "That was not the first time we were attacked by pirates. There was another time where three pirates tried to sneak aboard our ship to kidnap a few Alvs to take away as slaves but ended up getting caught. Two of them died while we locked up the last man in our brig which we intended to hand over to the authorities at the nearest station."

"That doesn't sound so bad?" I commented.

"That's not the end, Captain. One of our crew ended up falling for the pirate and the pirate fell for him too."

I blinked, "So… They escaped together?"

"No. The Alv tried to petition to the rest of the crew to forgive him and we were basically given the choice of allowing the pirate to join the crew or to let one of our own run off with that pirate eventually."

"Err… Ok… What's the problem with either choice?"

"The pirate was responsible for two of our crew member's deaths and the crew member was one of our doctors. They apparently fell for each other while he was treating the pirate's wounds."

"What kind of soap drama is this?"

Lea chuckled, "Fufufu~ It was indeed quite ridiculous isn't it?"

"So what was the final decision?"

"We ended up forgiving him but only after he allowed himself to be enslaved with an enslavement collar with the owner being the Alv he fell in love with. He did not have a problem with that so that was that."

I raised an eyebrow, "Sounds like things ended well despite all that?"

"The process to get there was not at all easy, in fact. Quite a lot of us wanted nothing to do with the pirate and were in favour of throwing him out of the airlock at that time. There were others who saw their relationship as cute and supported them which made things quite heated on the ship for a period of time."

"How did all of you decide on that solution then?"

She smiled at me, "I was the one to make the slavery suggestion, Captain, which appeased both sides. Isn't it ironic that after suggesting the enslavement of someone else, I've become a slave myself?"

I grimaced, "Ah… If… If you want, I would not mind--"

Lea reached out her hand and grasped mine in hers, "I do not mind, Captain. My current position could be said to be one of envy for many, many people, some of whom might not even be slaves themselves."

Ah… I see what she means.

I guess most slaves would be dumped in worse positions than a crew member on a Merc's ship while the locals scrounging around in places like Denibi station would also much rather be here than be on the streets.

I turned to her, "Still… If you want, I don't mind that I let you earn your freedom back?"

She let out a soft laugh, "Ufufufu~ Amber is right, Captain. You really are too kind. In that case, would you allow me to earn my worth as my slave and let me choose if I could be free of my enslavement to you when that time comes?"

"Of course."

"Thank you, Captain. But I suppose we should turn in for the night. I shall take the couch, please take the bed."

I looked at the bed and did a rough mental calculation.

"Nonsense, just sleep with us. The bed is big enough."

The Alv tilted her head at me, "Are you sure, Captain? I would not want to overstep my boundaries."

"If it wasn't clear enough already, I most certainly do not treat you as a slave, Lea. You are one of my crewmates and I won't have you putting yourself down for me. The bed is big enough so come on."

"Fufufu~ If that is what Captain commands. In that case, please excuse me."

Both of us slipped into bed with Lea in between Amber and myself to rest for the night.

I just want to say, nothing happened, ok? We just slept.

            

    
        That's Not Her Blood

    
    
    
    
                I woke up to the sound of running water the next morning and I found myself alone on the bed.

It took me a few moments to remember where I was as I was initially confused why my bedroom looked different than I remembered.

I groaned and picked up my Codex, slipping it onto my wrist before activating the screen to show me the time.

The numbers zero, eight, three, four stared back at me and I wondered where did Lea and Amber go so early in the morning?

We barely even slept six hours and they're already up and about so early?

We don't even have anything planned and last I remembered, the checkout time for this place was late afternoon.

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes before I trudged over to the bathroom where the door was left ajar and the source of the running water noises came from within.

"Amber? Lea?" I called out, shuffling to the entrance of the room. "What are the two of you doing up so early?"

I reached the door and pushed it open, only to see Amber naked in the shower and washing herself.

She half turned away from me and covered her chest with her hands before letting out the most fake "Kyaaaa~" I've ever heard.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

"Ahhhh~ I'm going to be raped~ Tera's coming into the shower to pound me from behind while I'm all weak and vulnerable! I can't wait-- I mean… Oh noooo~"

I rolled my eyes before gesturing towards the rest of the bathroom, "I can't believe you actually wanted to take a shower here… This place is filthy… I think you'd need another shower the moment you stepped out of it and I don't even know whether the water is clean."

She giggled, "I'll take another one when we get back to your ship, Tera~ I just felt a little grimy so I'm washing it off. I'm not even washing my hair now."

Yeah I can see that… But I still wouldn't wash myself in such a rundown bathroom like this. I mean… Did you even see the state of the floor? It's just downright disgusting…

Look, I can even see blood stains here and there, including in the shower cubicle you're in right now, Amber. The water that's being drained is literally stained red with the blood being washed away from the wall and floor.

I'm definitely going to need her to do a thorough clean when we get back to the ship later.

"Where's Lea?" I asked, deciding to change the topic instead.

My lover went back to scrubbing herself, "Outside I believe. She got up earlier and said she needed some air."

"Mmm… I guess I'll wait for you outside then. Hopefully that guy isn't there anymore and we can get back inside our ship."

"Oh you don't need to worry about that."

I paused in getting out of the bathroom before turning back to her, "Eh? Why?"

"Hmm? Oh… Ah! I mean… For someone like him, there's no way he would be that persistent right? Surely he will be gone by now!"

I raised an eyebrow, "I dunno Amber… He seemed pretty persistent to me… Even Lea said that he's like this because he never got rejected before so he's being desperate for our attention or something."

"Well… I guess we'll only know for sure when we get there."

I groaned, "What if he's still there?"

"Then we can always just find a better hotel somewhere and stay there until he leaves! Oh… Now that I think about it… That actually sounds like a better idea… Drat…"

I'm not sure why she suddenly sounds disappointed at the end but I guess her idea was not a bad one.

Besides, I still need to find someone with a Decoder or something that can read the data chip I received from Saulo before I can transfer it into my Codex and combine the files with the other two to see whether that revealed anything more.

I left the bathroom to find Lea and just as Amber had told me, the Alv was standing outside and leaning against the railing that looked out to the streets below outside our room.

"What are you thinking about?" I asked as I approached her.

Lea turned her head in my direction, "Oh, you're awake Captain. Awfully early too."

"I could say the same to you. What are both you and Amber doing up already? She's even using that disgusting shower."

"You saw her in the shower, Captain?"

"Yes? I mean… The sound of the water was actually what woke me up in the first place."

"Oh… And what are your thoughts?"

I raised an eyebrow, "Thoughts? About Amber showering there? I guess I'd preferred if she used my ship's shower instead? Though I guess that would not be possible if that idiot was still there. Why?"

"Ah… No, I thought… Hmm… I thought Captain might jump in and have sex with her in the shower."

I chuckled, "Is that why you came out here?"

"It might be."

I looked out to the streets below where a few Mercs were already setting off towards the hangar for their businesses, a few of them walking alone while others were clearly in the same crew.

"So you never told me what you were thinking about earlier," I reminded her.

"Hmm? Ah. I suppose I did not. I suppose I was simply evaluating my life so far."

"You mean as a slave?"

"Fufufu~ That's right, Captain."

"Are you perhaps having second thoughts about what we discussed yesterday?"

She shook her head, "That's not it, Captain. It's because of that that I'm thinking about how I should earn my worth as your slave. Because after spending a night thinking about it, I realised that it was impossible for me to do so."

I blinked, "Eh? What do you mean by that? You're working as my crewmate and you just followed us on that escort job right? We ended up getting thirty thousand Credits each for that one job didn't we? You basically already earned thirty thousand Credits from that. I mean… Sure, that's not a lot compared to the six million but it's still something?"

She chuckled, "Yes, but when I factor in the food that Captain is feeding me… I don't really know what price to put on it. What I have eaten so far would definitely be worth more than the thirty thousand Credits the hustle had earned me so I would actually fall further into debt."

I waved my hand at her, "Oh please, you're overselling it. I'm literally just mixing together cheap synthfood so they aren't even worth that much in the first place. Besides, making sure my crew members are well fed and in perfect form is something that is expected of me as the Captain isn't it? I don't think the crew members need to have their salaries cut for the food they eat."

Lea opened her mouth to say something but an arm wrapped around my shoulder at that precise moment.

"Ohhhh~ What are you two doing out here? Having a secret meeting without me?"

I turned back to see Amber grinning at me dressed in nothing but a bath towel wrapped around her torso.

I scowled at her, "Why aren't you dressed properly?"

"I came out and saw that you weren't in the room so I got worried~"

"I told you I was waiting for you outside, didn't I?"

"Oh, I thought you meant outside the bathroom, not outside our actual room."

I shooed her back inside, "Well go back and change before others see you and think you're an exhibitionist."

"Awww~ Are you worried that someone else might take an interest in me?"

Oh, no you don't.

I leaned in and reached my hand behind her to grab her by the back of her neck to pull her close to me.

"Yes. You are mine. Remember that."

Without waiting for her to respond, I leaned in and kissed her on the lips.

I felt her shudder in my embrace and held her there for a few more moments before releasing her.

She tried to chase after me with her lips but I held her back and looked her in the eyes.

"Go and dress yourself."

"Oh Gods, you make me so hot, Tera~" She moaned before quickly disappearing inside the room to do as I ordered.

I sighed and leaned against the railing before realising Lea was giving me a knowing smile.

"What?" I asked.

"I just find the dynamics between the two of you interesting, Captain. I don't believe I told Captain what happened to the pirate and the Alv who got together, didn't I?"

"You said the pirate ended up being enslaved to the Alv right?"

"Yes, but that's not the end. It turns out the pirate was a massive masochist and the Alv awoke his sadistic side because of it. Sometimes when people pass by their room, they can hear their moans through the doors and I will say that our doors are quite thick."

Her smile got a little wider and I wondered why she told me about that.

Oh well… I just hope that blonde guy isn't at my ship anymore.

            

    
        Mara, Another Decoder Please?

    
    
    
    
                Thankfully, that guy wasn't there anymore so we returned to the ship unhindered.

Looks like Amber was right all along.

The first thing I did when we went inside the ship was push Amber inside the shower and then started scrubbing her clean.

Obviously, that led to us having sex inside the shower and I pounded her standing up from both in front and behind until her voice that was screaming my name was echoing throughout the ship.

By the time we were done, Amber had collapsed on our bed and had fallen asleep.

See? I knew we woke up too early which resulted in us not receiving enough sleep last night.

Just look at her all tuckered out after only two rounds. Normally she would be up for five at the very least.

As I mentioned earlier, we didn't have any plans so it's not like we need to be up and about at this time of the day either so I let her sleep.

That's why I decided to give Mara a call to ask if there were any Decoders on this station.

The call went through after two rings and I was greeted by the sight of the doctor wearing a usual white coat and seated in her office.

This time however, there were the sounds of screaming coming from the background.

She smiled the moment she saw me, "Hello Tera, it's nice to see you."

"Hello Mara, it's good to see you as well. Err… Should I be worried?"

She cocked her head to the side, "Worried? Why? Are you sick? Or did Amber do something stupid again?"

"No… I'm talking about you… Since there's some screaming coming from over there."

She paused for a moment before reverting back to her smiling face, "Oh yes, there's no need to worry. Someone is just renting my operating table to torture someone. I'm not in danger, thank you for the concern."

…

What?

Ok, yeah sure… Why not, right? I'm sure she sterilises the table properly afterwards anyway.

I nodded, "I see… Err… Did you receive my package?"

Her smile got a bit wider, "Oh yes I did, you shouldn't have, Tera. But I enjoyed every moment of tasting it. Thank you once again."

Yeah, I felt a bit responsible for Amber constantly teasing her about the food I was cooking for her so I tried making use of a delivery service to ship some food to her.

I sent it to her while we were still in the Cietai system so it only took three days to reach her, thus all I needed was to make something that could last the trip.

Nothing too fancy, just some slow cooked pseudo ratatouille that I froze and sent over to her with some instructions on how she should reheat it.

Seems like she received it without any problems.

Mara then leaned forward slightly, "And what is Amber up to? No doubt she got you involved in something stupid again, didn't she? You are in the Denibi system now, right?"

I nodded, "Yeah. Though I would say that I'm the one who brought trouble since we just recently went on an escort mission I picked and that was… Pretty chaotic."

"Oh yes, I heard about that. It was indeed tough on you to guard that council member."

I blinked, "You knew who our escort target was?"

"Of course. I would only charge someone maybe ten thousand Credits at most for information like that, depending on who's asking of course. The gang who he pissed off? I'd make them pay fifty thousand at the very least."

Err… I don't even know how big that would make it but ok?

She then steepled her fingers in front of her, "But I suspect you have something else that you need which is why you are calling me?"

I gave her a wry smile, "Couldn't I have just called to chat?"

She gave me an amused smile, "Mmm… Unless you had a big fight with Amber, I doubt you would call me on your own without her. Where is she, by the way?"

I went towards the bed and leaned back, showing Amber fast asleep with a happy smile on her face to Mara.

"Seems like she's doing well enough. So what do you need, Tera? Information about another Decoder perhaps?"

I went back to where I was before raising an eyebrow, "How did you know?"

"Lucky guess to be honest. I assume the data chips might have led you to even more of them and you need to decode them as well."

"Ah… That's not exactly what happened but I guess it's close enough. I do need something that can read it though. Do you know anywhere around Denibi station that might have one?"

She giggled, which was almost drowned out by the screams coming from the background, "I'll do you one better, Tera. I can direct you to someone who can upgrade your personal terminal into a Decoder. Though I would have to ask if you have a million Credits on hand?"

"Wait… I can change my personal terminal into a Decoder for just a million Credits?"

"The person you'll be looking for there owes me a few favours so he'll be willing to do it for just a million Credits just to strike one off the list."

'Just' a million Credits she says… But I guess… Yeah, that's quite cheap for what its capabilities are.

"But I feel bad for making you do that for me… How much would it be if it weren't for the favour?"

She waved her hand, "It's fine, Tera. I don't mind. In fact, I don't even have any use for him in the first place so these favours would have gone unclaimed."

"But my personal terminal might not be like other terminals though… Would it still work?"

"Well, you could just go and see him since he owns a Decoder anyway. If your personal terminal isn't compatible, then you could also use Amber's or just make use of his temporarily."

I nodded, "Makes sense. In that case, I'll take up that offer."

"Fufu~ I'll send the details to your terminal in a bit. Now do you need anything else?"

"Not at the moment. Do you want to try any other food?"

"Oh, you really do spoil me, Tera. At this rate, I might not be able to live without eating your cooking anymore. Is that how you are trying to rope me into your crew?"

I was about to deny that when she giggled, "I'm just joking, Tera. You don't need to send me anything but if you do want to anyway, I certainly won't be picky about anything you send."

"It's just a small payment for all the help that you've given us."

"Oh, all the information I've given is barely even enough to pay back for what you've made, Tera. I truly am grateful to have met you."

"You're exaggerating."

"Fufufu~ You really are cute, Tera. Anyway, I should go. Talk to you soon, ok? And if Amber makes any trouble at all, feel free to spank her for me."

"I'll keep that in mind."

We then ended the call and I only needed to wait for a minute before I received a message from Mara.

Opening the message revealed the location of the guy and the directions I needed to take to find him.

Seems like the guy was located quite deep within the station on one of the lower floors. Even lower than the entertainment district.

It almost looks like this guy set up his ship in the maintenance area of the station where no one would go.

Definitely someone shady.

I looked back to see Amber still sleeping soundly and thought about what I should do today. Because joining her in bed is looking to be quite a tempting thing right about now.

You know what? Maybe I'll do just that.

But before that, I'll go check on Lea first.

I left my room and went over to the other one, the door sliding open for me to enter and revealing an Alv in nothing but her underwear standing over the hydroponics garden.

"Lea?" I called out.

Her ears perked up and she turned back to greet me, "Oh, is there something you needed, Captain?"

"Why are you in your underwear?"

She tilted her head, "Did I not tell Captain before? I usually dress like this when I'm comfortable."

Oh yeah, she did… She even hinted that she might go naked as well… I totally forgot.

"Right, err… I'm just here to check up on you if you needed anything."

"Not at all, Captain. I should be asking you that question, actually. Do you need anything from me?" She asked, standing up fully to turn towards me.

Crap, just seeing her like that is already making me a little horny… I wonder if Amber would mind if I woke her up for a quick round before we cuddle to sleep?

"Ah, no, it's fine… I'm gonna go take a quick nap so… Wake me up if anything happens ok?"

"Of course, Captain. Have a good rest."

I returned back to my room and was about to wake Amber up until I realised she was lying on the bed with her legs spread open and wearing nothing underneath.

…

She definitely isn't sleeping right now.

Alright then, let's do it.

            

    
        Looking For Our Decoder Guy

    
    
    
    
                "Who is this guy?" Amber asked as we made our way to the lower floors of the station.

"Apparently someone who can help upgrade my Co-- My personal terminal into a Decoder or at least help us decode the data chips we received from Saulo."

"Ehhh… Mara knows this guy?"

I nodded, "I believe so. She did say he owes her a favour which was why we only needed a million Credits for this."

"My apologies, Captain. But who is Mara?" Lea asked from behind.

Oh yeah, they haven't met, have they?

Amber spoke up before I could, "Just some annoying bitch, don't worry about it."

Lea gave me a questioning look and I chuckled before explaining, "She's a Gene splicer and an information broker. She's been helping us with a lot of information recently."

"An information broker? Aren't those the unsavoury types, Captain? They would even rip you off for asking the most common of information if they knew you needed it desperately."

Err… Seeing that Mara admitted she would sell the information about our client to the gang that was hunting him for five times the amount she would normally sell at, I guess there was some truth to that.

But then again, I dare say that most businesses would also work the same way if they could get away with it.

"We… Have an agreement, you could say," I explained, only for Amber to let out a bark of laughter.

"Ahahaha! What she means is that she has Mara curled around her little finger because she is addicted to her cooking and is too afraid to lose the special privilege of being one of the few to be able to taste it."

Come on now, she's just being nice…

Unexpectedly, Lea nodded her head like Amber had just shared something profound, "I see, that explains it."

Explain what? That's not it at all!

Oh whatever.

I checked my Codex to make sure we were on the right track before continuing to lead the way, which was making me question why he even set up his shop down here.

In order to even get here, we had to take the lift down to the entertainment district, head behind a specific bar to use a maintenance hatch to descend down a ladder into a set of maintenance tunnels, then go through an abandoned storeroom to reach a set of stairs which went down at least ten floors before we finally got to where we currently are.

And according to the map, we have another corridor to walk through, then another flight of stairs before reaching some kind of server room before we would get to a hidden door that led to the place the guy was hiding in.

Who would even come all the way down to find this guy anyway?

Actually… Does anyone else even know that this guy is down here? Because moving through these tunnels, it doesn't feel like anyone has been through here in ages.

Like shiiiit… That bottle looks like it has some kind of mould colony growing on it and the colony even looks like it has another colony on it…

I tried not to think about it and just kept pressing forward through the corridor.

At least Amber and Lea weren't commenting about it aside from the earlier instance and that's only after we've already gone so deep in and my only explanation was that we were going to find someone Mara introduced.

I wasn't sure if I should feel happy that they trust me so much that they did not even question me when I gave so little information about it before leading them here.

Also… Did I mention that there were no lights down here? We had to use the flashlight from our personal terminals to light the way which kind of made this entire trip rather creepy.

It almost felt like something was going to jump out at us from the shadows at any moment and I kept looking back to make sure Lea didn't get snatched up by some monster sneaking behind us.

Hey, you never know, ok? And it doesn't hurt to be a little bit more careful.

After walking for another half an hour, we finally reached the door that would lead us to the server room.

Now we were presented with the problem of the door staying closed and not opening for us.

"Seems like the door's out of power," Amber commented after tapping the console beside said door.

That means it's not a matter of the door being locked which I might be able to hack open if it was the case.

Lea looked around the corridor we were standing in, "Perhaps there's an independent generator powering it that we can start up to open it?"

I also joined her in looking around to see if there were cables or wires that we could follow, "Umm… Where would we even start to find this generator though?"

Amber scoffed, "Pfft, there's no need for that. I'll just pry it open. Watch~"

She went up to the door and forced her fingers through the gap between the two halves of the sliding door, forcing it open to accommodate her fingers which she then used to pull open.

The door made a rather loud grinding noise when she did so and I felt my hair stand on end upon hearing it.

She then released the door and I thought it might slam shut but it surprisingly did not.

"Tadah~" She cheered, gesturing towards the now open door.

I narrowed my eyes at the door, "Was it that easy to open such doors."

Amber waved her hand at me, "Pfft~ Of course! It's not like this is some heavy duty, high security armoured door or whatever!"

Right… Perhaps I should try it next time instead of wasting time hacking the door.

Actually… I think hacking it would still be faster so nevermind.

The three of us stepped inside the room and I was expecting this server room to be completely dark too.

Surprisingly though, I could see lights flashing in the server farm which indicated that they were actually online, meaning there was actually power running through this place but the door was cut off from it for some reason.

Maybe the servers themselves were being powered by another energy source?

Also… Who do these servers belong to?

"Oh, these must be the servers for the station's administration. I'm more surprised that it's still running," Amber answered my unasked question cheerily.

"The station's administration?" I asked.

She shrugged, "Yeah, seen these on other stations before. Records the ships entering and leaving the station, the resources and stockpiles, people coming and going out, things like that."

Lea turned to her, "And how did you know this?"

"Cause I took a job to steal the data of one before, duh."

"Why would anyone do that?"

"I dunno. Probably some guy who doesn't want his name to be recorded in the system or maybe they're looking for someone in particular within the station. I wasn't paid to find out why and I didn't care either."

So there's jobs like that too huh…

And now I'm seriously wondering why this guy would set up shop here?

According to Mara's directions, the hidden door should be over--

Clang!

I immediately pulled out my shotgun strapped on my back while Amber pulled out her pistols and Lea pulled out her rifle.

The three of us then pointed our weapons at the place the sound came from almost at the same time.

Illuminated by the light from our personal terminals was what looked like some kind of screwdriver rolling across the ground.

I scanned the area around it but found nothing else that stood out aside from that single screwdriver.

I turned to look at Amber and she nodded back at me.

She started advancing towards the screwdriver while I followed behind her and had Lea cover my back, wary of any other movements in the shadows.

When we reached the screwdriver, Amber checked around the corners to make sure the coast was clear before she bent down to pick up the object.

"Hmm… I have no idea what this is," She admitted before handing it over to me.

I took it and gave it a look over.

It certainly looks like a screwdriver but something tells me it wasn't because while it had the end that looked like a philips head, it was lacking the grooves of one and there seemed to be a wire sticking out at the very tip.

Just as I was about to announce that I also had no idea what it was, something moved in the corner of my eye and I immediately dropped the thing in my hand to pick up my shotgun again.

The 'thing' turned out to be a dark figure who darted in between the server farms and disappeared into the darkness, leaving no other trace behind.

Looks like we're not alone in here.

            

    
        Bimic And Whisper Tale

    
    
    
    
                "Did you see that?" I asked.

"See some idiot running in the dark and almost tripping over himself? Of course."

"I saw that too, Captain. He knocked himself against one of the server farms on the way too."

What the heck, how did the both of you see that? All I saw was some figure running off!

Whatever.

"Do you think that's our guy?" I asked.

Amber shrugged, "I wouldn't be surprised if he was. Who else would be living down here in a place like this?"

Err… I mean… It could just be a squatter or the figure might have also been a Merc hired to do something to the server farms…

But what do I know?

I pocketed the screwdriver thingy thinking that it should belong to our quarry before returning to following Mara's directions.

Her map led me to the corner of the server room where there were rather distinct scratch marks on the ground.

Clearly there was something heavy that was being dragged along the ground here repeatedly.

Though it might look obvious to us here, if we didn't know where to look, we might have completely missed this in the darkness of the room.

I placed my hand on the wall where the scratch marks ended, trying to push on the wall to see if that opened it.

Unfortunately, the wall didn't budge so either there was another way to open this door or it could only be opened outwards, the latter being impossible for us since there was no handle or anything visible that we could tug on.

I turned to the other two, "Alright… It's clearly a door but how do we open it?"

Amber shrugged, "Could you hack it or something?"

Oh right, let me try that.

I pulled up my Codex and tried to scan for anything that it could connect to and found there was indeed a door control that I could connect to.

Unfortunately, it only allowed a physical connection which meant that I had to plug my Codex into through a wire but I don't see a port that I could actually stick my Codex into.

"Look for a plug or some kind of socket around here," I told them.

Lea and Amber nodded and started looking around the walls for a socket of some kind.

Meanwhile, I tried to discern where the part of the wall ended and where the door started by matching the groves that had been carved into the ground.

It seems like the doorway was at least wide enough to fit two people walking side by side, which made me wonder why he needed such a big door for a secret entrance.

"Captain?"

I turned towards Lea who was pointing towards a specific spot on the wall.

I went towards her and found the port that she was pointing at, which seemed to have been covered by a sheet of black tape before Lea had peeled it off.

Nice catch, Lea.

I pulled out the connecting wire and plugged my Codex into the wall, tapping on the screen to start the hacking sequence.

It did not even take me a minute before I had finished hacking it, prompting the door to let out a metallic clack sound before it started to swing outwards to reveal a crack.

Well that was easy.

I unplugged my Codex from the wall and the three of us went back towards the hidden door and I stuck my fingers in the crack to pull the door open.

It was surprisingly lighter than I thought it was, meaning the groves on the ground were made by something else that the guy was moving past the door and not by the door itself.

We peered inside and saw that the corridor led to a turn that had light shining around it.

We weren't sure whether this guy had any traps set for us so we kept our weapons close as we crept towards the light with me leading the way.

I pressed myself against the wall as we neared it, making sure I kept to the darkness until I was at the very edge of the corner.

I then got into a crouch and peered around the corner, only to see a man with frizzled hair wearing something similar to a mechanic's coveralls pointing a pistol down at the corridor while using an overturned table as cover.

That was the only thing in the corridor and he was obviously guarding the door behind him.

Thankfully, he did not notice me and I managed to duck back around the corner without raising any alarms.

Scrolling through my Codex, I looked for the message that Mara sent to me to double check the info she gave me.

I cleared my throat before shouting around the corner, "Hey! You're Bimic, right?!"

There was a pause before he shouted back, "Who sent you?!"

"I'm here for business!"

"Bullshit! Who sent you?!"

"Whisper Tale! Said you could help me!"

Whisper Tale was apparently Mara's alias in the underworld so anyone who deals with her as the information broker would know that name.

There was a stretch of silence before a low growl came from around the corner, "Get over here then."

I turned back to give a look at the other two before stepping out into the light slowly, giving Amber the opportunity to pull me back around the corner should I start getting shot at.

Luckily, nothing of that sort happened and the guy was now standing upright with his gun lowered at his side.

He scowled at me, "Alright, what is it that Whisper Tale said that I could do?"

I raised up my arm to show my Codex, "I need a Decoder installed in this. Heard you could do that?"

He narrowed his eyes at my Codex, "What… What is that thing? Bring it here."

I went towards him and I could see Amber edging closer to the wall out of my peripheral vision, ready to leap out and surprise the guy if he proved hostile.

I showed him the Codex on my arm and he held it and twisted it back and forth to try and inspect it.

"This… I've never seen a personal terminal like this before… Where did you even get this?"

"I found it."

Hey, it wasn't exactly a lie. I did find it on my ship.

He frowned at my answer, "You just started using a personal terminal that you don't know? Really?"

"Hey, it worked and it's pretty good, so why not?"

He shrugged before gesturing to follow him, "Alright then. Fuck it. The machine itself is already intriguing to me so I'll at least take a look. Follow me."

I stopped him, "Could my companions come too?"

He raised an eyebrow, "You weren't alone huh? Should have figured… The pretty ones are always the most sly…"

He mumbled the last part but I didn't catch it since I was busy signalling to Amber and Lea to come out of their hiding place.

They stepped out from the corner and joined my side.

The Bimic guy frowned when he saw Amber, "Golden Amber? You hired a Gold ranked Merc just to watch your back?"

Err… That's not… You know what? Yeah sure.

I shrugged, "This isn't exactly the safest station and the thing I'm asking for isn't something that can be done over the counter by a legitimate shop, can it? For all I know, you have several big, burly men with guns hiding in the shadows."

"Hmph. If I had something like that, did you think I would be hiding down here and scurrying around in the shadows? I most definitely would not."

"So why are you down here anyway? I was under the impression that you had a shop of some kind that you loan out your Decoder for others to use."

"Loan?! Why the fuck would I loan out my Decoder? Something that others in this station would literally kill me to get their hands on?!"

I shrugged, "I met someone else who did that so I just assumed."

"Well, that guy is different from me, ok? If the major gangs upstairs knew there's one right underneath their feet, they'll be storming through those tunnels within the hour. I'm trusting you only because you're referred to by Whisper Tale and I owe her several favours. Got it?"

"Is that why you're down here? Why the server room though?"

"Because what I'm doing is related to the servers. That's all you need to know."

"Hmm… Then I suppose you don't need these back?" I asked, pulling out that screwdriver thing I had picked up.

His hand immediately went to his chest pocket and realised it was empty.

He scowled, "Give that back."

"Is the price of this worth you telling me what you're doing here?"

His jaw tightened before relaxing, "Fine… But follow me, it's not exactly safe out here and I'd hate for someone else to find us."

Without waiting for a response, he turned back around and walked towards the door.

Someone else finding us down here? I mean… We're literally in some dark secluded area of the station behind a hidden door so who could even be here?

Welp… I guess at least we found our guy without too much trouble?

            

    
        What Are You Doing Down Here

    
    
    
    
                We stepped past the doors to enter the room behind the overturned table, guided by this Bimic guy whom Mara had sent me to meet.

The room behind the door was… Err… It was basically a hacker's den I would say…

There were multiple monitors and holographic screens set up all around the room with multiple keyboards for each group of screens set up.

Holograms floated all around and there were markings and drawings all around the wall like I was looking at some conspiracy theorist trying to link different things together to make the most elaborate theory they could create.

There was some kind of generator humming in the corner of the room and on the other end was some kind of workshop set aside for tinkering.

Then, in the centre of the room, was a machine that I recognised as a Decoder, almost similar in design as the other one I used.

I looked around and nodded appreciatively, "This is quite a set up you've got here… So what are you doing?"

"The short answer would be I'm syphoning funds from the station servers and attempting to get rich through that," He answered without turning back.

"And the long answer?" I asked.

"Ugh… Do I really have to?"

"Do you want that thing back?"

"Argh! Fine, fine! I'm trying to uncover the source of a bunch of illicit dealings being held on this station which the station administration is also part of. I'm trying to trace the server logs, message exchanges, money transfers, ship manifests and everything else that goes into these servers to look for something I can use."

"While also syphoning money from them?"

"Hey, I need funds to live as well, don't I? Plus, I'm not going to say no to some extra cash on the side."

"I didn't think you would be of the righteous type to do something like this."

He shook his head, "Oh make no mistake, I was hired to do this. No way in hell I would willingly subject myself to such a shitty job with no appreciation for your work and nothing but all my holograms and games to keep me company."

"Sounds like this was a shit job, so why did you even take it in the first place?"

"Because I thought it would be easy, ok? How would I know that the gangs were also involved and they were helping cover up all of this as well? I now not only have to worry about being able to find anything substantial but also avoid threading on the toes of those gangs and tipping them off about my position. I'm not a fighter, ok?"

I decided not to comment on the fact that he tried to hold us off using nothing but an overturned table alongside with a pistol.

He stopped in the centre of the room and stretched out his hand towards me, "Now, will you give me back the Security Tuner? I need it for doing that."

So that's a security tuner? I'm guessing he uses it to mess with the servers physically so that he could maintain connection to the servers or maybe even just outright steal the information on them.

I didn't need it so I just handed it back to him which he quickly slotted back into his chest pocket carefully.

"Alright… I will just preface this and tell you that I'm not going to do this for free, even if Whisper Tale was the one who told you about me. What I'll do is enable your personal terminal to be capable of hacking and decoding anything it might come across, so you need to know this is not something I do lightly. I'm only doing this because she told you to find me for this which meant that you could be trusted with it."

"Trusted with it? What can I even do with this?"

He turned to narrow his eyes at me, "Seriously? You're the one asking for this and you don't even know what this is capable of? I'm seriously questioning if I should even help you with it now."

"The Decoder was pretty much a means to an end for me actually, not my ultimate goal."

"What? Do you even know what you're saying? What can you even be planning that the Decoder isn't even the final objective for you?"

Amber was faster than I was in answering that question, "It's not for you to know."

Bimic gave her an odd look but decided not to say anything.

If I had to guess, he was probably wondering why the Merc I hired as a bodyguard would speak on my behalf.

I decided to just add, "We're on the trail of discovering some data chips that I need to read but my personal terminal isn't able to read them."

He frowned, "That kind of sounds like a hardware incompatibility rather than a matter of the data chip needing decoding?"

I shrugged, "I guess that's one of the problems. The data chip needs a specialised input socket I guess?"

"Can I see it?"

I turned to Amber and Lea whom both gave me a nod.

I guess it's fine to show it to him since in his eyes, it might just be seen as a pre AI Rebellion tech and I'm just a curious collector who wanted to see what was in the chip.

Pulling out said chip from my pockets, I handed it over to him and he received it with both hands, inspecting it carefully like he would a precious jewel.

"This… Is pre AI Rebellion tech, isn't it?" He asked, figuring it out almost immediately.

I nodded, "I'm trying to see what is in it."

"And you want to turn your personal terminal into a Decoder just for this? I could just let you use my Decoder over there for a small fee, you know?"

"I feel like I might as well have one on hand in the event that I come across more of them in the future, you know?"

He raised an eyebrow at me, "How much did Whisper Tale say that you need to pay me to do this? Assuming she actually did tell you to do that and wasn't expecting me to do it for free…"

"One million Credits," I told him without hesitation.

He nodded, "Sounds about right. I assume you're even ok with forking over that amount of money?"

"Yes."

"Do you even know what a Decoder can be used for?"

"To… I dunno, decode stuff?"

He shook his head, "The best ones are able to hack into anything. And when I say anything, I really mean ANYTHING."

I blinked at him, "Like… Anything?"

"Yes! Why do you think I have one dragged all the way down here? Just so that I can decode all the server files that's locked behind layers upon layers of security!"

"But you claim that you can turn my personal terminal into a Decoder as well? So why not turn your own into one so you don't need one that is that big?"

"For the processing power. Do you even know computers? Sure, I could have one that's the size of a personal terminal, but in order for me to use that to hack into the servers would take weeks or even months. Heck, even hacking open the door would have taken several hours. Which was why you guys broke it down, right?"

Lea, Amber and I all shared a look before I turned back to him.

"I… Actually hacked it open though."

He stared at me, "You… What?"

"I hacked it open. We didn't break down your door."

He suddenly ran towards his console and started tapping on the keys, bringing up a screen that seemed to show the status of his security.

Displayed on it was a status screen for the hidden door and it showed that there was no anomaly with it.

"You… Said you hacked it? You managed to bypass all the security measures, didn't trip up any of my countermeasures… And opened it up? How?"

"With… My personal terminal."

He stepped towards me and stretched out his arm, "Can I take a look at it?"

I shrugged and slipped my personal terminal off my arm and placed it on his open palm.

Before anyone starts saying anything about me handing it over, I already took some precautions like transferring over my personal files into another data chip so my Codex was practically empty at the moment.

Plus, I intend to isolate whatever he installs in my Codex and do a check to make sure there were no malicious codes involved that might land me in trouble or even help him syphon my information to him.

He took my Codex towards the work bench and started inspecting it with various tools, even using some kind of scanner that displayed a three dimensional model of it as a hologram that was projected above the workbench.

It took him maybe about five minutes of looking at it before he turned around and gave me a serious look.

"You… What kind of alien are you?"

What?

            

    
        This Codex Is Alien

    
    
    
    
                "What kind of alien are you?"

"What are you talking about?" I asked, completely bewildered.

Bimic pointed at my Codex that was still on his workbench, "This thing… Is completely unusable by a normal human."

"Eh?" All three of us muttered at the same time.

He nodded, "Here, let me show you."

He picked up my Codex and slipped it onto his wrist before tapping on it.

Normally, that would cause a screen to pop out which was akin to the main menu of the game minus the settings and exit menu but nothing happened despite him continuing to tap it a few more times.

He then slipped it off his wrist and handed it over not to me but to Amber.

She realised what he wanted and peeked at me, which took me a moment to understand that she was asking for permission.

I nodded and she took it to slip onto her wrist to tap on it as well, only for it to have the same result.

"But… She could use it the last time though?" I blurted out, remembering how she manipulated the screens in front of me when we were looking for jobs to do at one point.

"Mmm… If I remember correctly, you were still the one wearing it on your wrist though? I never actually started it up myself," Amber recounted.

Oh yeah, that's true…

Lea then stepped forward and reached out her hand as well, "May I try as well, Captain?"

I nodded and Amber handed over the Codex to the Alv, who also slipped it onto her wrist and tried tapping on it.

The results were the same as the other two where it gave no reaction.

When Lea handed it back to me and I tapped on the Codex just like I always do, it immediately reacted and the familiar screen appeared.

Amber then came over to me and I angled the Codex towards her so that she could touch the screen and sure enough, she could move it around and interact with it without any issues.

I then took it off my wrist and it immediately shut itself off.

"So… What does this mean?" I asked.

Bimic scratched his head, "That's the thing I don't understand… It has some kind of function that only allows certain people to use it. But when I cross referenced its rules for the type of people that could use it, nothing came up. Are you even human?"

"I'm… Pretty sure I am?"

I mean… It's not like I got tested or anything, but Mara did craft that gene mod for me to grow my dick didn't she? Although I guess she didn't actually do a thorough examination on me so I guess even that was beside the point…

Right now, the others believe I appeared here through a space anomaly but I knew I was actually someone who was originally from another universe. And since the Codex came from the same universe as I did albeit in a different media… Maybe that's why it's different?

The Codex was designed to only work for players so maybe it scans if the wearer is a 'player' before it will work?

I mean… That's the only conclusion I can draw from this.

I handed the Codex back to Bimic, "I don't know what to tell you but… Alright. I guess since you're working on it and all… I was involved in a space anomaly which resulted in me losing most of my memories. I found this Co… This personal terminal and it has worked for me from the start so I'm not sure what the details are."

He looked at the Codex in his hands seriously, "Hmm… Perhaps it has a bond function that only works for the first wearer? This is interesting… And you said you used this to hack into my door?"

I nodded.

He looked around the room before settling his sights on a weird looking box in the corner of the room.

He picked up the box and brought it over to place in front of me before handing the Codex back to me again.

"Could you show me how you would hack open this lock box?"

Hmm… I guess I could give it a shot.

I activated my Codex and tried to see if I could link to it wirelessly.

Seeing that I couldn't, I started looking for an input socket that I could plug my Codex into.

I found one on the side easily enough and my Codex also has the plug designed for it too so I just pulled out the wire and plugged into it.

With my Codex connected, I booted up the hacking 'minigame' and finished it in just a few seconds, causing the lock box to let out a metallic clang sound as the locks holding the door shut cycled open.

The door then unlocked itself and some stuff spilled out.

"Waaahhhh!! Don't look!!" Bimic screamed, already diving towards the spilled contents to start stuffing them back into the lock box.

What the heck… There's still porn magazines in this universe? Why do they even print them out on these things anyway?

Even better, why does this guy even store them in a secure lock box like this one?

I tactfully pretended to look elsewhere as the guy shoved all the porn magazines back into the lock box before activating the lock again.

He then took the lock box and shoved it in a dark corner of the room out of our sight before returning back to us.

"Ahem… So… Anyway… Cool. Wait, no! What I meant was what the fuck was that?! You broke into the lock box in less than a minute! How is that even possible?!"

I shrugged, "I dunno what to tell you but it has always been able to do it though…"

"Then what do you even need a Decoder for?! Even this one would have taken at least an hour to break through the security on that lock box!!"

I pointed at the data chip, "I mean… I couldn't read this with my personal terminal but the Decoder could…"

He gave me an incredulous look, "Isn't this just an issue of your personal terminal not having the same input socket as the data chip's? I admit that this data chip is using a rather old and already phased out connector, but all we would need to do is just install one on your personal terminal right? Your goddamn thing is already several times better than any Decoder I know in existence!"

I stared at him, "Err… Ok… Then can you help me install one?"

"You could have just gone to any hardware store and asked for it, you know? Heck… You could get this done for less than fifty Credits…"

"But… It still involves opening up the personal terminal and changing some parts right?"

"No? Wait here."

He went over to his workbench and started digging through the pile of stuff left at the side of said workbench.

He then pulled out something before coming over to me and placing it in my hand.

"What's this?" I asked, looking down at the piece of weird looking metal in my hand.

"It's a socket adaptor… Just plug one end of it into your terminal and then plug the data chip into the other side…"

…

Holy fuck I actually forgot that adaptors like this could exist.

I took the adaptor, plugged it into my personal terminal, then plugged the data chip into the other end of the adaptor.

A new screen popped up and it was basically the hacking minigame that I would usually do and I quickly unlocked it to reveal the data chip's contents.

Oh my god… It was that simple all along… I feel like an absolute idiot now…

Bimic then gave me a look, "So… I'm not that big of a fool to try and ask you for a million Credits just for something as stupidly simple as that… But could I just ask that you help me with something that I'm working on as payment for this?"

I raised an eyebrow at him after copying the files on the data chip into my Codex, "You want me to help you hack something for you?"

He nodded, "I have been trying to break through the security on this one file for the past few months but I've not been able to make any progress. I feel like this would contain quite a bit of information I need for my current job so I really need this file opened."

Amber butted in, "Sounds like you'll need to pay her if she succeeds in doing that."

Bimic nodded, "Yes, yes. I will definitely pay my dues if it's successful, don't worry about that. How do you think I managed to stay down here all this while without being found out? It's not like I don't need food and water down here to survive, you know?"

Oh yeah… How is he getting his food and water?

Guess I'll ask him later. Before that, I suppose I'll see whether I can hack that file of his.

            

    
        He's Doing Corporate Espionage

    
    
    
    
                He led me to one of the holographic screens where a progress bar was slowly filling up, which was an indication of the progress of the decryption of a single file.

The thing was that the progress bar showed that it was still at two percent despite the 'time elapsed' to be nine hundred and twenty two hours.

Damn… At this rate, this would take more than five years for it to be completed. No wonder this guy wants me to help him with it.

I turned to him, "Just saying… I have no guarantees that I will be able to decrypt this."

He shrugged, "Even if you fail, I won't lose anything. I have a copy of the file here so use this instead."

He then tapped on the console which prompted a data chip to slide out from it and he handed it over to me.

I took the data chip from him and raised an eyebrow, "So… You just want me to try and hack into this thing?"

"If you can. I'm honestly not expecting much so it's good enough for me that you try it."

"And that's payment enough for your help with my personal terminal?"

"Yes."

I narrowed my eyes at him, "Wait a moment… You've been trying to decrypt this file for more than a month now and at the rate that it's going, you might be stuck trying to do so for the next five years. If I manage to crack it right now, I would have literally saved you five years of waiting so I think we should get a lot of compensation for this, right? Shouldn't we discuss about that first?"

Bimic grimaced, which told me he actually thought he had full intention of trying to get this cheap labour out of me from the very start.

What a cheapskate.

He sighed, "Alright… But what would qualify as payment for this, assuming that you crack it and that the file behind this encryption isn't just a bunch of useless junk?"

I turned to Amber since she might know the value of this stuff better than I do.

Amber thought for a moment, "Hmm… You're here to do corporate espionage against one of the corporations here, right?"

The guy immediately stiffened before choking out, "I… Ahem… I don't know what you're talking about…"

"Mmhmm… I'm going to guess another corp hired you to come all the way here to dig up dirt on another corp."

"N… No? I already said I was hired to search for illicit dealings on this station."

"By another corp, yes, yes, I know. You were hired by a corp to sabotage another corp, just admit it."

"That's… Not true."

Amber rolled her eyes, "Oh please, are you actually trying to tell me that some good samaritan actually paid money from their own pocket for you to come here and expose the shady dealings going on within this station? If that was the job, you wouldn't even need to hole yourself up here. You could just stay in the hangar bay and browse through the station's net to get all the information you need. The only reason you're here is because you're trying to find logs that would incriminate a specific entity within the station itself."

He clucked his tongue, "Figured you would have experience too… Fine. I'm here for that, but I can't tell you who my client is nor who I'm targeting, ok? I'll lose my credibility if I did that."

"I don't need to know the name of the two corps, I just need to know how big the two are."

Bimic paused for a moment, "Pretty big."

I was going to say that didn't really answer the question but apparently it did for Amber as she nodded, "Alright. I'm assuming they're paying you by the quality of the information that you're giving them and not a flat fee?"

"That's right."

Amber lips curled up to a grin, "Alright. Then we'll claim ninety percent of the fee that they would transfer to you if you were to sell this information to them."

Even I was taken aback by the number that Amber gave so it went without saying that Bimic was outraged by her suggestion.

"Ninety percent?! That's outrageous! Fifty percent!"

Amber turned to me and I realised she was literally just giving a ridiculous number to set the floor for me to start bargaining with him since this was my area of expertise.

I crossed my arms, "That would only be acceptable if I was cutting your waiting time by half. Since I am cutting more than that, it needs to be more. Eighty five percent."

"If it wasn't for me taking this job, you would not be able to get money from selling this file either! Fifty five percent!"

I looked around, "Hmm… I'm going to take a guess that you aren't the only one that this company hired to dig up the dirt, correct? I can just reject your offer and go dig through the servers myself before looking for any other hackers that are also working on this to sell it to them for a higher price. Eighty percent."

"Argghh! Wait, wait! How about sixty five? I'm willing to cooperate and not give you any trouble! The others might even try to shoot you in the back once you trade that away and then take their money back from your corpse!"

I raised an eyebrow at him, "And you won't?"

"Bloody hell, if Whisper Tale was willing to guide you to my doorstep, that means she owes you something. If she knew I offed you, I would definitely end up in her bad graces and I can kiss my ass goodbye."

"Fair enough. Still too low but I am willing to go seventy five percent because you helped me with my personal terminal."

"Seventy! That's the best I can do without going into deficit for the maintenance of my equipment!"

"Alright, deal."

I stretched out my hand and he shook it, completing our agreement.

I then removed the data chip and adaptor I had plugged in my Codex and replaced it with the data chip he had handed me instead.

First thing I did was to run a virus scan on it to make sure there was no malicious code present in the chip itself and only when it returned clean did I go ahead to bring up the hacking menu to start decrypting it.

I completed the hacking process in about a minute and I was now looking at what appeared to be several video files.

I almost opened one to watch what the video was but decided against it and simply pulled the data chip from my Codex and handed it back to Bimic.

He took it from me and frowned, "What? Was the security impossible for you to crack or something?"

I raised an eyebrow, "No? It's already cracked. It contains some video files apparently so go ahead and play it or something."

His eyes widened comically, "What?! Wait… What?!"

He's so surprised that he had to say 'what' twice huh.

Bimic then ran over to another console and slid the data chip into a socket, prompting a holographic window to appear in the air.

Like I had told him, the file was already unencrypted and several video files were displayed within the folder itself.

The hacker gulped audibly and tapped on the screen which caused one of the video files to start playing.

The video showed a man dressed in a black suit that had seen better days as it was tattered and torn at the seams as though someone had beaten him up. A light was shining over his head which cast a dark shadow on his face, obscuring his facial features from view.

He was seated on a chair with his limbs bound to said chair and blood was dripping from his face to splatter against the floor, which was already caked with blood.

A voice started speaking from someone out of view, "Councillor, all we're asking is for you to help us give an order that would help our ships pass through the area unhindered. It wouldn't even bother you and we would even pay you for it. Is that too much to ask?"

No response came from the councillor.

The voice spoke again, this time sounding a little bit more frustrated, "Why the stubbornness, Councillor? You do know that even if you don't agree to this, we can just get rid of you and potentially replace you with someone else that would just do as we say anyway right? We are all civilised people here so we're even willing to give you an opportunity to benefit from this instead of just being disposed of? Wouldn't that be a preferable outcome instead?"

Still silence from the guy that was tied to the chair.

"Very well then. Perhaps if we were to pay a visit to your wife and daughter, they might--"

"Don't…" The councillor finally gasped. "Not… Not them… I'll… I'll do it…"

The video then stopped there.

Well fuck, what did we just find ourselves involved in?

            

    
        The Corp Is Resisting

    
    
    
    
                Bimic showed no reaction to the video and simply went on to play the next one as if it was something that he had seen before.

In fact, Amber and Lea didn't look too surprised by what they saw either.

Is something like that really commonplace for this universe? Sounds pretty bad if that was the case…

The next video showed a different guy but also dressed in a similar suit as the first one. Instead of being tied to a chair, this one was hung up with a chain tied around his wrists.

Also, the video started with some masked dude already using him as a punching bag and striking his fists against his abdomen.

Something came into the video frame and I realised it was just someone walking towards the tied up guy.

His features were hidden by the shadow of the room but we could still see him wave at the masked guy who obediently stopped punching the tied up guy and stepped away from him.

"Are you willing to talk yet, mister Xi?"

The tied up guy who we now know as 'Mister Xi' let out a choked groan.

The shadowed guy started pacing behind him, still hiding in the shadows, "We have been quite generous with our offers so far, so I suggest that you don't push your luck. Whatever you are experiencing now is just a small fraction of what we are willing to do to you if you continue to be stubborn."

He then gestured to the masked guy and he stepped forward to deliver another gut punch before stepping away again.

Mister Xi groaned again, coughing out some blood that splattered on the floor.

"Last chance, mister Xi. Who are the ones that sent you to steal our stash of weapons? What are you planning to do after stealing them?"

The mister Xi guy muttered something unintelligible, which prompted the shadow guy to move a little closer to him.

"What was that? Speak up, please."

"I said… Explosion."

"Wha--"

The chained up mister Xi suddenly exploded like a bomb which caused the video to fizzle out, though not before showing the shadowed guy being blown back to crash into the wall with a sickening crack.

Once again, Bimic showed no reaction to the video and Amber only raised an eyebrow while Lea kept her face neutral.

The next video that he played was of an empty bed which confused me at first. That was until the sound of a door opening could be heard and a man came in dragging something behind him.

He then tossed the thing onto the bed to reveal that it was a badly beaten up woman who I only knew was still alive because of the rise and fall of her naked chest.

"Oh, that's one of the previous station masters of this station," Bimic muttered while scratching his chin. "I always wondered what actually happened to her, now I know I guess."

The guy then chained the woman up to the bedpost and it went pretty much as you might expect where he started raping her right there.

Didn't even matter that her face was beaten badly and her body was bruised and filled with cuts either.

I was about to ask if we could just skip this video when the guy let out a groan as he finished.

"Oh wow, that was like… Fifteen seconds?" Amber chuckled aloud. "Even I lasted longer with Tera~"

Err… No need to announce that out loud, Amber… And I will say that your orgasms are pretty violent you know?

Ah crap, I'm getting hard just remembering about last night…

The guy then got off her and dressed himself before walking over to the camera which revealed his face.

Bimic paused the video at that exact moment, "Oh got it! That's one of the directors of… Ahem… Ah… Err… Pretend you girls didn't hear that, please."

I gave him a look, "I take it that these files are extremely valuable in that case?"

"Oh yes! In fact, I wouldn't even need to stay here after I send this!! I can start packing up right now while I send this to my client! This is huge!"

Even as he was saying that, his fingers were already flying across the console to move the file as an attachment that he was sending through the GalNet to his client.

Once the progress bar popped up to show that the files were in the midst of being sent, he immediately started packing up everything that wasn't nailed down inside the room.

I raised an eyebrow, "Are you really in such a hurry to get off this station or something?"

He paused in the action of folding up one of the computer screens, "Would you even want to stay on this station for a day longer if you didn't need to?"

I shrugged, "Place seems pretty ok to me though?"

"Uh-huh, try staying all the way down here and living off of nothing but packaged synthfood for the entire time here. All the money I syphoned and I couldn't even use it to buy decent food… That was the worst part of it all."

"How are you even getting food here?"

"I order them and get them delivered to me, obviously."

"Then couldn't you order something else other than the packaged synthfood instead?"

"Pfft, I'm from the inner colonies, you know? The synthfood made there tastes much better than the synthfood here because their food processors are all shit. If I had known about this, I would have brought my own food processor! Just tasting the food here already makes me feel like throwing up!"

I froze.

"Wait… Are you telling me that the food here tastes worse than where you come from because of the food processors?"

"Yeah? I mean that's obvious since they're all using the machines from like… Two to three generations ago? Those machines were literally made when we needed to just have food to survive, not for it to taste good. So of course the things coming out of it taste like shit."

Ohhhh! So this isn't just me then! It's really just the machine! I'm actually not abnormal!!

No wait, I came from another universe, I'm still abnormal.

But now I know I could actually be able to taste synthfood that won't make me throw up if I just have them processed in better food processors!

Not that this is something that I was hoping for but at least it means that I don't need to keep worrying about eating crap outside anymore and have to always make my own food.

Hey! As fun as the cooking is, it gets tiring after a while and I'd like to have someone else cook for me too!

I tried teaching Amber and Lea but because neither of them knew what the 'correct' taste of something is, it's hard for them to get the taste right.

Not to say that I wasn't trying but it's still a work in progress at the moment.

Bimic continued to pack his things even as I was celebrating that possibility when a ringing sound came from one of the consoles near the one that was sending the file.

I thought it meant that the file was successfully sent but when I saw the colour drain out from Bimic's face, I knew that wasn't the case.

He rushed towards the console and tapped on it hurriedly, prompting a holographic screen to pop up in the air.

The screen showed a view of a corridor I did not recognise and a hole seemed to have just been blasted open and several people wearing pure black clothes and a helmet that covered their entire head stepped out of the hole. All of them were armed to the teeth with rifles, shotguns and even light machine guns.

I turned to look at Bimic and he got even paler when he saw that.

"No… No, no, no… How did they… How did they find me?" He muttered.

"I'm guessing they're some kind of private security force for the corporation you are working against?" I asked.

"Pre… Pretty much…"

"You don't suppose it's because I decrypted the file for you, was it?"

"No… That can't be possible… You did it while you weren't connected to the GalNet so… FUCK!! When we were watching the videos on my terminal!! The files must have also alerted them and they sent them here!! Fuck, fuck, fuck!!!"

Amber grabbed me by the arm, "Alright! I guess it's time for us to leave then, since we already did our part and all~ If you get paid by your client, remember to send our share our way, ok? Have a nice day~"

Bimic swivelled his head towards us, "Wait!! You're planning on just leaving me behind?!"

"Hmm? What's stopping you from running as well?"

He turned towards the screen that showed the file transfer was not even at the halfway mark yet.

"This… I… I can't… This would be worth so much… Fuuuuuck!! I'll hire you!! Help me stall them, please!!!"

I turned, only to see Amber grinning, "How much are you offering?"

Oh, more business. But is this really worth it?

            

    
        Three Person Ambush

    
    
    
    
                Well… Seems like we got hired to help him fight off some corporation's elite assassin squad or whatever they are to buy time for the files to be sent.

I checked that my shotgun was properly loaded and adjusted my position behind the fallen shelf, waiting for the assassins to appear.

"All that money he syphoned and he didn't even bother getting some automated defences for himself. Stupid," Amber grumbled, also checking on her pistols beside me.

I silently agreed with her.

Like seriously… You already know that what you're doing would be pissing off someone who would have no qualms about killing you if they knew what you were doing and the only defence you have is just a hidden door. Really?

I'd think even the previous gangs I had to deal with had better security than this…

The only good thing he had was his choice of base location because he had set up shop in the computer room of what used to be a storage warehouse but had since been abandoned.

That means attached to the room just a floor below us was a large room with plenty of cover and spots we could use to set up an ambush for our enemies while Lea could cover us from the top.

Right now, the both of us were huddled in our hiding spot watching the door ahead of us where the assassins would be coming from, preparing ourselves to spring the trap on them.

I had already had my shotgun loaded with the shield buster and slug rounds in an alternating order since the armour they were wearing looked to be pretty high quality and they should have shields too.

I would assume that to be the case since Bimic did confirm that these guys were supposed to be the elite enforcers or whatever they are called in that company.

He was even surprised that they had one stationed here since he claimed that this particular branch of the company wasn't as big and should not have warranted such an elite force to be stationed here.

Then I pointed out the videos he managed to get from the servers and he admitted that it was probably because of that.

A few tense minutes passed as we waited for them to appear and I was just starting to think that they might have gotten lost when the door suddenly creaked open.

I kept my head low just as something was tossed out from the crack, the object bouncing on the floor once to fly up into the air right as the door shut itself again.

I quickly covered my ears and closed my eyes while Amber did the same as well, just in time to protect our senses from the flashbang as it exploded in the air.

Once the flash subsided and the ringing sound faded, I picked up my shotgun from where I had dropped it just as the door burst open to allow one of them to come through.

I immediately popped out from my hiding spot and fired a blast towards the first guy, catching him by surprise as he didn't even have his gun in a position to shoot.

As I had predicted, they had personal shields as well and my first shield buster shot impacted the invisible wall around the first guy and shattered it like glass.

Amber followed up with a few shots from her pistol, one of it hitting him in the shoulder only to get deflected by the armour but the second shot magnificently piercing through the side of his neck.

The first guy fell to the ground, his body half blocking the door which caused the second guy who rushed in after him to trip over and stumble into the warehouse.

A shot came from above that would have pierced through his head but his shield saved him from that by expending all its energy and shattering to absorb the bullet shot by Lea.

That made him completely defenceless against my slug round which I ended up shooting at his head anyway and obliterated his face with it, the force of the blow sending him flying back towards the door.

The third guy that tried to enter the warehouse ended up getting knocked down by the second guy's corpse, completely blocking the doorway and preventing the others from entering.

I then leapt out from my cover to switch positions, just so that the people behind them wouldn't be able to pinpoint my location.

Amber did the same as well but she went in a different direction than I did, both of us seeking cover behind a pile of empty metal containers.

There was a loud click coming from behind the door before a hail of bullets shredded through the space that we had been earlier. It even ripped apart the shelf that we were using for cover like it was made of paper.

As if that wasn't enough, another flashbang was thrown into the room and I had to take cover once again before it went off.

I ignored the ringing in my ears and popped out of cover to point my shotgun at the door right as the second wave of them poured in.

First shot shattered the shield of the lead guy and not even a second passed before he was shot through the head by Lea from above, killing him instantly.

"Sniper!!" One of them shouted out, only to receive several shots coming from his left as Amber peppered his shield with her bullets.

I have a feeling that their shields aren't really the best either since it only managed to take four shots from Amber before it shattered, leaving that guy open to the slug round that I fired which blew his chest open.

I shifted my aim to the next one behind him, only to see that he already had the barrel of his gun pointed straight at me.

My mind was screaming at me to duck back down but I instinctively knew I would not be fast enough and prayed that my shield could hold up while I moved.

That proved to be unnecessary as a sniper shot shattered his shield and Amber blew a hole through his head at almost the same time.

Unfortunately, that meant Amber left herself vulnerable to the last guy through the door as he fired his machine gun at her which quickly shattered her weaker shield.

She tried to dive out of the way but one of the bullets hit her in the side as she went down, sending her crashing into a pile of debris.

I sucked in a breath and fired my shield buster round at the guy, only for his shield to tank the hit without shattering like I had thought it would.

He then shifted his aim towards Lea's hiding spot and lit it up, forcing the Alv to take cover from the rain of bullets.

I fired the next shot at, hoping that my shield buster round had weakened his shield enough that my slug shot should shatter it.

But instead of taking the hit, the guy actually picked up one of his dead comrades with the blown off head to use as a shield, blocking my slug round from reaching him.

I was preparing to fire another shot when he swung his arm and levelled his machine gun in my direction, forcing me to dive back into cover just as he started firing.

My shield flared up as it absorbed a few hits but it managed to stay up, but that didn't mean I was out of the fire yet as his machine gun was easily shredding through my cover as he continued to shoot at it.

I heard another shot go off which actually shattered his shield this time, forcing the machine gun guy to stop firing and seek cover from our sniper above him.

I tried to shoot at him as well but the bastard was still using his dead comrade as a shield to block my shots as he leapt over an overturned container to take cover.

It took me a moment to realise that was where Amber was and I hurried up to my feet to rush towards her in case he was aiming to finish her off.

That was when a few more gunshots rang out which did not belong to a machine gun but to two pistols instead.

I was just about to relax when I saw a shadow rush out from the doorway and head directly towards me.

My first instinct was to raise up my shotgun but the figure was faster as they smacked my gun away before thrusting something towards my face.

My body reacted and I shifted my head to the side, avoiding what appeared to be some kind of sword with a glowing edge from impaling my head.

I then felt a blow directed at my abdomen and I was sent flying back to crash into another shelf, giving me the chance to see who my attacker was.

It was another one of those armoured guys but he had a more sleek design to his armour and the blade I had seen was jutting out from his left arm, revealing the limb to be cybernetic.

Ah, he's like those blade guys I faced back then… Well bring it, bitch.

            

    
        Finishing Off The Assassins

    
    
    
    
                I tightened my grip on my shotgun as the blade guy in front of me suddenly disappeared from view.

Trusting my instincts that were telling me about something approaching me from the left, I didn't even look as I fired my shotgun in that direction.

There was a gasp of surprise and I turned to see the blade guy leaping away from me, the remnants of his shield in the midst of breaking apart after protecting him from that shot.

He did not have time to rest and leapt away just as Lea's bullet pierced through where he was just a moment ago.

He then reappeared a short distance away and even though his head was covered, I could tell he was quite pissed.

He then disappeared once again and the feeling came from the right this time.

I leapt towards my left and fired my shotgun to the right, only for pain to blossom from my left arm.

I fell to the ground and found a slash wound on my upper arm, blood already pouring out of said wound.

The blade guy appeared hiding behind a metal crate, using it as cover to hide from Lea while his hand was wrapped around his side.

Seems like both of us got wounded in that exchange, though he got a more serious wound than mine.

He turned his gaze towards me and raised his other arm, causing another blade to pop out as well.

I raised my shotgun to point in his direction, only for him to disappear once more and the feeling to come directly from above.

I shifted my shotgun and fired above me without hesitation while simultaneously leaping back.

There was a loud clang as his blade struck the ground at where I had been.

It seems like the only reason he missed me was because he had to avoid getting shot.

I rolled backwards into a crouch, lifting up my gun to point at the blade guy once again.

I did not even manage to lift my gun up fully before I found myself looking at the lunging form of the blade guy, his arm blades moments from skewering me.

The world seemed to move in slow motion as I watched the blades on his arms get closer and closer towards me.

My hands were moving before I even realised they were and I somehow managed to let go of my shotgun to pull out my vibration knife, using it to parry his arm blades away from me.

I didn't have time to wonder how I even managed to accomplish that since the guy had lifted his other arm into the air to slash down at me.

I swung my knife and parried the blow away, the blow causing him to stumble to the side.

He spun towards me and raised both his arms before thrusting them down towards my chest, aiming to skewer me with them.

I decided to take the risk and ducked under his attack, getting past his guard and activating my knife's vibration effect to stab into his abdomen.

The knife pierced through his armour easily and I quickly dove to the side while pulling the knife with me, cutting his stomach open.

I fell onto the ground and rolled back to my feet with my knife held defensively in front of me in case the guy was going to try something else.

My caution turned out to be unnecessary as the guy stood there while holding his stomach in shock, as though he couldn't understand how he had been sliced open like that.

Lea then decided to put him out of his misery by shooting him in the head, the blow from the bullet knocking the guy onto the ground pretty quickly.

I looked up and gave a thumbs up to Lea before heading over to where Amber had fallen, ignoring the pain from the cut the blade guy had given me on my upper arm.

I leapt over the boxes and found Amber lying on top of a pile of debris, my lover in the midst of pushing herself up with a hand clutching her side where the bullet had hit her.

A few feet from her was the machine gun guy who had several bullet holes in his helmet, courtesy of Amber's pistols.

"Nnghh… Oh… Hello Tera… Am I dead yet? Because I'm pretty sure I can only see such a beautiful sight when I am in heaven-- Wait, what happened to your arm?"

I blinked at her, "I'm more worried about you right now. That looks nasty…"

"I'll live, it's not that serious but it just hurts like a bitch… And your arm?"

"Guy with blades jumped out afterwards and managed to cut me. Lea finished him off so no need to worry. I think we wiped them out."

"Oh, that's music to my ears. I guess it's time for us to loot them? Ow, ow, ow!"

She groaned in pain when she tried to stand up but she managed to grit her teeth and do it anyway, standing back up to her full height.

I immediately went towards her and started inspecting her wounds.

When I managed to pry her hand away from her side, I frowned when I saw what was underneath.

Instead of a bullet hole, I found a cut instead like she had been struck with a sharp object instead of a bullet.

That was when I realised that there was a bloody piece of metal on the ground near where she had been lying down and I looked up at her in shock.

"You… Did you just cut open the wound to dig out the bullet yourself? What the hell were you thinking?!"

She grimaced, "It's fine. This isn't the first time I had to operate on myself. I'm pretty hardy, ok?"

"What if the wound gets infected?! We need to get you to a doctor right away!!"

"You are so cute, Tera~ Ow… I don't need a doctor, just let me sleep for a night and I'll… Nngghh… I'll be fine."

"No, you won't! What did you even use to cut yourself with?! One of the broken pieces of metal here?! That thing must be literally coated with germs by now!!"

"I'll be… Fine. Just… Err… Could you help me get to that big guy?"

She pointed at the machine gun guy and I wondered what she needed from his corpse.

Instead of questioning it, I stood up to let her lean on me before I half carried and half dragged her over to the dead assassin.

Amber then reached down and kicked him over onto his back with her foot before reaching down to rummage through the pouch on his waist.

She then pulled out a rather familiar spray bottle before she used it to spray over her side, creating a foam that quickly solidified over the wound.

She let out a sigh of relief, "Ahhh… That's better. I'm alive again~"

"If that's all you needed, I could have just done that as well, you know? I have a few of those as well," I pointed out.

She giggled, "Ehehehe~ So do I, but why make use of our own resources when we can make use of the other's right?"

There's no need to be so stingy with these kinds of things, Amber… But I'm still concerned about something else though…

"Does this help with the infection problem?" I asked.

"Of course," Amber answered immediately.

Well… Alright then…

Amber chuckled, "Don't worry Tera, I'm pretty hardy and hard to kill. I've done a lot worse before I met you so this is nothing."

"That doesn't mean you should make it a habit. You didn't even need to dig the bullet out, we could have just gone to one of the clinics around here and get you patched up."

"Oh alright, mommy. I'll be sure to let you take care of me next time, mommy~"

I gave her a smack on the head for that.

At that point, Lea had joined us while hugging her sniper rifle to her chest, the Alv looking a little concerned.

"Forgive me for the terrible support I gave earlier, Captain."

"Eh? What are you talking about? That was pretty good wasn't it?"

She shook her head, "No, I did not manage to shoot the last one before he managed to get you. If I was just a little faster, he would not have been able to even hit you."

As though only just remembering about it, Amber let out a gasp, "Oh no!! How could I have completely forgotten about that?! Wait, wait, wait!!"

She quickly dug through her own pouch and brought out the same spray bottle which she immediately used to spray over the wound on my arm.

Even after the foam solidified, she was fussing over me and asking if I hurt or it was not enough.

Geez Amber… Just who is the mother now huh?

On second thought… Don't answer that… Let's just start looting already, ok?

            

    
        We Should Leave Before They Come Again

    
    
    
    
                I sent Amber back to report our success to Bimic while Lea and I started looting the area.

I already went ahead to claim that machine gun and I was wondering if there was a way to loot the blades from that blade guy too.

One of the most unfortunate things I found was that their shields were built into the armour they wore so unless we were willing to strip them, we wouldn't be able to get it.

Which meant that we got busy and stripped all of them and placed their armour aside in a pile.

Then, while Lea went ahead to gather all the bodies in another pile to burn them while organising the rest of the loot, I went ahead to start stripping the shield generators from the armour pieces.

I was intending to have someone check what type of shield generators these were and if they were good enough, I might replace our current ones with these or just keep a few of them as backup and sell whatever that was left over.

As for the weapons, most of them were just using simple rifles so there wasn't anything special about them and I was fully intent on just selling them away.

I was unfortunately not able to tear out the blades from that guy so I just let him burn with the rest.

They did have a few Credit Chips on them which I plugged into my Codex and transferred a total of twenty four thousand Credits into it. Not bad for just half a day's work and that's not even accounting for the extra five percent of the cut that Bimic promised us in order to hire us.

Seventy five percent of whatever that file would get him should be quite a significant number, given how happy that guy seemed to be when we saw the video on the files.

I was a little concerned that they might send another team after us but Amber told me over the comms that something like that was unlikely as they would definitely need time and resources to prepare another group.

These people that we wiped were most likely their fast response group where they would be prepared at all times to be sent out which was why they managed to respond to this so quickly.

Even though I trust her on that, I did not want to risk it either so I was trying to loot them as fast as I could.

What's more, I also made sure to destroy whatever equipment we weren't able to take with us in case there's things like camera recordings on their armour which this company could retrieve and figure out our identities to take revenge on us.

I'm just hoping that there weren't any live streams of the fight or we would be in trouble with them anyway.

I was worried that there might be trackers on the equipment we were taking but Amber assured me that it would be fine and she had a way to deal with it so I took her word for it.

With all the loot bundled up and everything else tossed into the fire to be burned, I went back to the hacker room with Lea following behind me.

When we returned, I saw that the file transfer had just completed and Bimic was finishing the last bit of his packing. The Decoder machine had also been prepped up to move on some kind of levitating trolley alongside with the rest of his tools piled on top of the machine.

Amber was seated by the side watching the entire thing, a hand still clutching her side which told me that she definitely felt pain coming from the wound but was too stubborn to admit it. I made a mental note to get her to rest later.

He saw us enter and flashed me a big grin, "Oh hey! Good job with those guys! I'll be honest, I didn't think you could beat them. Anyway, I just sent the file! They should be reviewing it right now and they'll most likely send me the money after the--"

A call came from his personal terminal, interrupting him.

He paused to tap on it and a screen appeared in front of him, revealing a well dressed man that had his face hidden by a mask as the caller.

"Mister Bimic, those are very interesting files that you have sent to us. It seems like we were right in hiring you after all. We would like to extend our thanks for obtaining these files for us. What would you think about a payment of a hundred million Credits and an invitation to work as our dedicated specialist?"

Woah… That means seventy five million Credits for us? That's a huge payout! We really hit the jackpot this time!

Bimic seemed to think so as well and quickly nodded his head, "You have a deal! I'll be on the first ship out of here and heading directly back to the inner colonies!"

"No need for that, Mister Bimic. We shall arrange a transport for you. Just head to Theeve Orbital Habitat Station and the transport will pick you up from there."

"Oh, I shall do that then!"

"Do you have any problems with our… Dear friend? My informants told me that their offices were quite riled up."

"Ah… They sent a squad after me but I managed to take care of them, don't worry about it."

"Perfect. We shall be sending the payment soon and we will contact you once you are at the station. It was a pleasure working with you, Mister Bimic."

The screen shut off and the guy punched his fists into the air before letting out a cheer.

"I'm rich! I'm rich!!"

Amber cleared her throat, "Ahem… Seventy five percent of that, please."

The guy turned to her, "What? Seventy five per-- Oh!! Ohhhh!! Of course, of course!! I'll send it! I'll send it! Don't worry!"

Wow… Did this guy really forget about our agreement before Amber reminded him?

If he dares to back out of our deal after all that we've done… I'll kill him myself.

On another note… The client offered to hire this guy as one of their specialists, didn't he? But he didn't even decrypt the files himself and neither did he take care of that hit squad himself either, so isn't he being hired based on our achievements instead?

Eh… You know what? I don't really care. It's not like I'm interested in working for a corporation full time after I've seen all the scummy things they are doing so far.

And if Bimic thinks that this isn't an issue… Then I don't really care either.

After all, he's the one who would have to deal with the consequences, not me. Just pay me that seventy five million Credits and we're good to go.

And right on time too, as his personal terminal let out a beep informing him that a hundred million Credits had just been transferred to him.

He then dug out two Credit Chips which he plugged into his personal terminal one at a time, presumably to transfer the Credits he just received into them.

He then handed one of it to me and I immediately plugged it into my Codex to check the amount.

When I saw the amount of Credits inside my Codex jump up by seventy five million, I turned to Amber and Lea to give them a nod.

We have almost a hundred million Credits right now, that's more than enough to get ourselves a more than decent C Class ship which we could use to transport all of us.

The only problem was where we could get one?

As though reading my thoughts, Amber spoke up, "We'll probably need to head towards the inner colonies to look for a good ship manufacturer. They wouldn't sell the good ones in the outer colonies."

That made Bimic perk up, "Oh! If you girls are leaving… Would it be possible for me to hitch a ride to Theeve Orbital Habitat? You know… As a small freebie for getting all of you this nice payout?"

Both Lea and Amber turned to me, indicating that they would leave the decision to me.

I shrugged, "Why not? We could go there and visit Ma… Our mutual friend… While also getting some additional seeds and organic ingredients since we're running low on that as well."

Bimic raised an eyebrow, "Are you a noble or something?"

Amber scoffed, "Oh please. Did you even think before saying that? You'd already be dead for talking like that if that was really the case."

"Ah… That's what I thought but I wasn't sure. But to think that Mercs like you would even think about buying organic ingredients to stock up your ship. You must have came from the inner colonies too, right?"

I only gave him a shrug since I didn't really want to explain to him but he took that as a sign that I did not wish to reveal the truth.

He nodded before packing up the last of his items.

"Alright, I'm ready to go! I say we better get out of here as soon as we can before those guys come back!"

Agreed. Let's go girls.

            

    
        We're Going Back To Theeve

    
    
    
    
                We went straight back to the hangar bay with Bimic since we weren't sure if more of those assassins would be sent after us. If we're lucky, we would be out of the station before those guys even know we already left.

As much as I would like Amber to take it easy right now, she still needed to fly her own ship out first before she could dock with mine.

Lea and Bimic went ahead to board my ship and we stuffed as much of his things as we could into my ship's storage room but we ended up needing to leave some of the things outside in the corridor as there wasn't enough space.

Bimic was looking around my ship in wonder, "So you're really well off I see. I guess that makes sense if you were able to hire a Gold ranked Merc as your bodyguard."

Lea gave me a look, wondering if I was going to tell him that I was actually a Mercenary myself but I decided that there was no need for me to do so and just let him arrive at his own conclusions.

He was about to approach the rooms when I stopped him, "Nope, you're coming with me first. Lea? Take anything you need to my room first. Take your time."

I wasn't sure if Lea had any private stuff in her room that she did not want Bimic to see so this was her chance to move them over.

At first, I had told Bimic that the best I could do was give him a space in our ship's corridor for him to sleep but Lea had offered the room she was staying in instead.

I thought she was going to share the room with him but she intended to move into the room with Amber and myself while he was there.

I felt this was unfair to her but Lea said that she did not mind and Amber also expressed her agreement on the matter.

Since they already said that they were fine with that arrangement and I did not mind it either, we just decided that we would just go with that plan.

I thought Lea would much prefer to sleep with the plants that she was growing but she surprisingly gave her room up rather easily.

I was assuming that she might take a few plants over so that she could feel at ease there, which was also part of the reason I'm dragging Bimic to the cockpit with me and letting Lea do her stuff.

I quickly completed the take off sequence and flew out of the station with Bimic strapped to the seat behind me, boosting us out into space once again.

We didn't need to get far before a familiar ship pulled up beside mine and requested for docking permissions which I quickly granted, prompting Amber's ship to lock its docking hatch with mine.

"You guys do this often, eh?" Bimic commented.

I didn't bother denying it and just nodded at him.

"Damn… You really must be rich huh…"

Why does he keep harping on that?

I mean… Sure, right now we're not poor, but I won't be able to just throw out a million Credits either.

So in that sense, I wouldn't call myself rich actually… But I suppose when we're compared to the common fold in Denibi stations, we could definitely be considered rich.

There was just one thing though…

"Didn't you say you came from the inner colonies? Aren't the standards of living there much higher?" I asked while turning to face him.

He looked away and scratched his cheek, "Eh? Ah! That's right! But you know… It's been a while since I've been there so… Ahahaha!"

I don't get this guy at all. Maybe he's been out in Denibi for too long that it messed with his head or something?

Oh, I know! He ate too much shitty synthfood so he's jealous of us, right? I guess I don't mind making something simple for all of us later.

I'm obviously not going to make anything using the organic stuff or else it would be problematic if this guy grows too attached to my food and refuses to leave us.

Then again, he did say that the synthfood in the inner colonies tasted better so this might be a good time to test out the difference between mine and those synthfood.

Who knows? Maybe he might even give me some pointers on how to improve my cooking?

Setting that aside for now, I set my ship's destination to Theeve system and engaged the autopilot, letting the ship's computer take over the controls.

Right then, the doors to my cockpit slid open and Amber strolled in, though I noticed she had been clutching her side right before the door opened.

I scowled at her, "Go and rest, Amber. You're still hurt."

She pouted, "So are you. Or did you forget you were hit in the arm?"

I nodded at my upper arm that still had the hardened foam, "This? It's just a flesh wound. It barely even affects me while yours is making you uncomfortable."

"Huh? No it's not?"

"Don't even try to lie to me, Amber. I've seen how you clutch at your side the whole entire time, don't even try to deny it."

"Ngghh… I'm sure it'll get better if you rest with me though! So let's go~"

I could continue arguing with her but I decided that I could take a break myself as well. I might not show it but the fight with that blade guy did take a toll on me mentally.

I waved at her, "I'll be there in a bit. Just need to get this guy settled into his room after Lea moves her stuff out."

"Oh, her? I think she's already done. I went to check the rooms before I came in here and she's already settled herself in your room."

That was fast.

"Alright, alright. Then you can go to sleep first, I'll go off in a bit."

"What?! No way!! We haven't even had dinner yet!!"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Are you hungry?"

"I'm never not hungry for your food!"

I can see that…

I turned to Bimic, "Right… Do you want to eat with us then?"

He perked up, "Oh! What will you be having?"

"Just some stuff I'll be making with synthfood."

"Ah… Then no thanks. I have my own."

"But it'll be synthfood that isn't processed by a food processor though?"

"Nah… I'm good. I don't think I can stand the taste of anything outside of the inner colonies already. Don't need to worry about me. I still have enough food packed to last me the entire journey and then some."

I wanted to explain to him that he had the wrong idea but Amber cut in right then, "Oh well! I guess that just means more for us! No need to feel bad about it! We can finish your share too!"

…

Right, I guess there's no need to actually let him know about the food that I make if the person himself was unwilling to partake in it in the first place.

I could just look for someone else from the inner colonies to taste my cooking after I practise cooking a bit more.

Now that I know there are better food processors out there, I'm feeling a bit hyped up that I might be able to eat actual food for once and not just the crap I've been tasting before this.

If I find a way to also make what I cook with synthfood look aesthetically pleasing as well, that would be a complete win for me.

Too bad it's hard to do that when the ingredients you have to work with are such piles of slop.

I went ahead to confirm our heading and lock it in before getting out of my chair.

Bimic also took that as his cue to get out of his and the three of us left the cockpit.

Amber went to our shared room while I guided Bimic to his temporary room.

"Remember, this room is lent to you and does not belong to you. The original owner of this room is literally giving it up temporarily for you so respect that, ok?"

He frowned, "Owner? Forgive me if I'm wrong but… Wasn't that Alv a slave?"

I nodded, "What of it?"

"Slaves aren't allowed to own anything, aren't they? I thought she was just occupying a cage in some corner of the room?"

"Ah… I guess I wouldn't be surprised if some ship captains treat their slaves like that but I'm not that kind of captain," I explained.

He shrugged, "Well alright, as long as the slave isn't sleeping on the bed I'm sleeping I guess."

I believe Lea should have already pulled her bed's mattress to our room so there should only be one bed available there now anyway.

I simply assured him that it was the case and wished him a good night.

Now… I have two girls I need to cook for.

            

    
        You Can't Travel Freely

    
    
    
    
                After seeing Bimic off to his temporary room, I returned to mine and found Lea in her underwear while Amber was occupied in the shower.

I raised an eyebrow at Lea's state of undress, "I thought you would only be taking off your clothes when you're with your plants or something?"

She smiled at me, "That is not exactly correct, Captain. While it is true that the plants make me comfortable, I strip when I feel comfortable. That does not mean that I will only strip in the presence of plants."

I pointed at myself, silently asking if she meant that she felt comfortable around me enough to make her strip.

She giggled, "Ufufufu~ Of course it's because of you, Captain. There isn't anyone else around now, is there?"

"I mean… Bimic is in the other room right now."

"But he isn't going to come in here, is he? That's why I'm comfortable now."

"And Amber?"

"She is a non-issue."

A 'non-issue' she says… Ok… I mean… If that's how she feels, who am I to say otherwise, right?

Putting that aside, I should make something for us to eat now.

And since I don't need to make anything for Bimic, I don't mind tapping into our reserve of organic ingredients to make something nice for all of us.

Let's see… I guess I could make some steak with boiled vegetables and mashed potatoes. No need to preserve them anymore since we're most likely going to stock up on more ingredients when we reach Theeve station.

Still… I should set a note for myself to refrain from spending too much money since we'll be looking for another ship to purchase soon enough.

I went ahead to start preparing the ingredients I needed for the steak while Lea watched me from the side, the Alv seemingly fascinated by the process.

Just as I was about to start searing the steak, a knock came from my door which made me pause and turn towards the source of the sound at the same time as Lea.

The knock came again and I looked at Lea who proceeded to pick up a towel to wrap herself up before moving herself out of sight of the door.

I then placed the steak down before approaching the door, opening it up right as another knock sounded from it.

Bimic was standing there with a concerned look on his face.

"What do you need? Is the room not good enough for you or something?" I asked.

He shook his head, "I… Thought you might want to come and see this… Since I'm not sure if you are aware of it or not…"

Huh? Was there something wrong with my ship that I don't know about?

I nodded at him to lead the way and he turned around to lead us back to his temporary room.

I stepped inside with him and looked around, wondering just what the problem was.

Everything seemed to be in order?

He then pointed at the far wall where Lea's hydroponics garden was, "Do you know your Alv slave is trying to take over your ship?"

I blinked at him, "Take… Over my ship? What?"

He nodded seriously, "Yes. Look! If you look into those pipes, she's manufacturing some kind of weird green thing! What even is that?!"

I blinked a few more times, then I realised that he was serious.

"Wait… Have you not seen a hydroponics farm before?"

"What the hell is a hydroponics farm?"

"Eh? Seriously? You know? The type of farm that uses water to grow crops?"

"Corpse? She's growing corpses?!"

"No, no, no… Crops."

"What the hell are crops?!"

No fucking way…

I gave him a serious look, "Are you being serious right now?"

"Do I look like I'm joking?"

"Where do you think organic stuff comes from?"

"What kind of question is that?!"

"Just answer it."

He puffed up his chest, "They come from the high end stores, obviously!"

"Uh-huh… And where do the high end stores get them from?"

"From the Harvest planets of course!"

"Ok… And what are on the harvest planets?"

He paused for a moment, "The… Factories that manufacture the organic stuff?"

Oh my god… This guy is actually being serious… I don't even know how I should react…

I groaned wondering if I should tell him about the farms and stuff but I figured that he might ask even more questions that I don't really want to answer.

Instead I just pointed at the farm, "Ok… All I can tell you is that those things are safe and it's being done with my knowledge. We're making something using that so don't touch it. If you touch it, I am going to kick you out of the airlock, understand?"

He seemed surprised by my reaction, "Wait… What? Why would touching that make you do that? What even are those things?"

"You don't need to know. Just don't touch it, got it?"

If he's that curious, he could just search it up on the GalNet anyway so there's no need for me to waste my own time to explain.

I then turned and left the confused Bimic behind, returning back to my room.

It seemed like Amber was already done with her shower and she was seated on our bed with only a towel wrapped around her hair and nothing else.

I noticed that the foam was still on her side

"Took you long enough~ What did that guy want?"

"He thought we were making something dangerous in that room. Apparently he doesn't know what farms are…" I explained, going back to cooking the steak.

I thought the two of them would be shocked as well but surprisingly, the two of them nodded in understanding.

"It's normal that most people wouldn't know about it. I was surprised that Captain knew about the hydroponics farm and even how to make them at first," Lea admitted.

I spun towards them after placing the steaks on the frying pan, "Wait… Is that not common knowledge? He even thought that the organic stuff is manufactured on harvest planets!"

Amber shrugged, "Ehhh~ Most people don't care about it enough to learn it. In the first place, unless you're really rich or really lucky to be living in the inner, inner colonies, you'll most likely be eating synthfood your entire life with just the occasional splurge on organic food. Heck, even if you ate organic food your entire life, you might not even wonder about where your food came from anyway. So unless you're directly related to the organic food industry, you might never bother to learn about it."

I don't even know if I should feel sad that it's normal in this universe that people don't even bother to learn where the things they put in their mouth comes from… Or that they are so deluded into thinking that the food magically appears out of thin air…

Then again, seeing the state of the synthfood that I have tasted so far… I'm not surprised.

Ok, that's it… I'm setting a new plan for us.

I seasoned the steak before speaking again, "New plan. We're going to Theeve and I'm going to find a map that can guide us to the inner colonies. Then we'll find an actual good food store and taste the food they have there. How about that?"

Lea and Amber shared a look with each other before turning back to me.

"Umm… Captain… Are you not aware about the restrictions?"

I blinked, giving her a look that told her I most definitely did not.

Amber chuckled, "You need a permit to even be in the inner colonies, Tera~ Not just anyone can go there. If you're caught within the inner colonies' space without a permit, you would be labelled as a criminal and may even be shot on sight."

"What the heck? Seriously?"

The two of them nodded.

"They don't want the 'common riff raff' to taint their perfect paradise, after all," Amber sneered, showcasing her clear disdain for such a rule.

I flipped the steak over, "And how does one get a permit?"

"Hmm… If you aren't born within the inner colonies itself… You'd need to be someone influential, have a lot of money, get formally invited by someone who lives there, or did something worthy of recognition."

"Ok… Aside from the money part and the invitation part… What about the other two? We captured a pirate lord, does that count?"

Amber giggled, "Oh, it does count to a certain degree but not enough. That would get you recognised in that sector but to humanity as a whole, you'd just be seen like someone who managed to catch the local robber in a small town far, far away. You'd need to be some CEO of some top company that is doing business throughout several systems, or be the one that single handedly defeated an entire pirate armada threatening a key human system."

"That sounds rough… How many people even managed to get to that level?"

"There's a number of them to be honest. Another way is that you can reach Diamond rank as a Merc and apply for the permit. They might grant it to you depending on what you have done as a Merc though the chances of success are higher if you're at least Emerald rank.."

Ok, that sounds a little bit more achievable…

God damn… Who knew that the future could be so shit?

            

    
        She Needs To Be Filled Before She Can Rest (*RRR)

    
    
    
    
                "Amber… I said you needed to rest…"

"Mnnghhh…"

"Amber… Seriously…"

"Mggnnhh?"

"Don't… Ugghh… Don't talk with your mouth full…"

Amber swallowed my cock all the way until her nose was pressed against my navel, causing me to moan as I felt her throat constrict around the head of my cock.

After we had cleaned up the dishes, I was expecting myself to take the first shift at the cockpit since a person is required to stay at the controls in case of an emergency even if the ship was on autopilot.

I was already breaking that rule by leaving it unattended to cook for the girls so I did want to get back to it as soon as I could.

Yet Amber chose that time to push me down onto the bed with a different kind of hunger in her eyes.

She didn't even care that Lea was in the room with us. In fact, I have a feeling that she was doing this precisely because Lea was in the room with us.

Amber then proceeded to strip my pants off and proceeded to start sucking me off while her hand pumped my cock.

The pleasure coming from her mouth was enough to melt away my protests and I found myself laying back on the bed with my hips raising up slightly in response.

I was dimly aware of Lea watching us from where she sat on her own bed that she had placed on the floor beside ours, but I wasn't in a state of mind to care at the moment.

Amber concentrated her sucking on the tip of my cock while her hand pumped my shaft.

She even started rotating her head around my cock which only intensified the pleasure I was feeling.

My hand instinctively went down to stroke her head, prompting my lover to let out a soft purr as she continued to pleasure me orally.

Her other hand slipped between my legs and I shuddered when she started running her finger up and down my nether lips, teasing my slit over and over again.

My hips shook as the pleasure kept me on the very edge of an orgasm, my lover deftly pleasuring me just enough to keep me from cumming while maximising the pleasure I was feeling.

Just as I was about to ask her to let me cum, she stuck her finger into my pussy before curling her digit upwards to press against a specific spot inside me.

I thrusted my hips upwards and shot out the first spurt of my seed into her mouth, my lover keeping her mouth on my cock to take everything in without complaint.

I gasped when I finished spurting the last of my seed into her mouth, my hips giving way as I fell back on the bed and allowing cock to slip out of her mouth.

Amber pulled back with her cheeks still puffed up with my seed inside and she slowly swallowed them, enjoying the taste of it like it was some kind of delicacy.

I paused to catch my breath before giving her a pointed look, "Aren't you injured?"

Amber licked her lips, "I told you it's not even that serious~ In fact, doing this would make me feel better~"

"Uh-huh… Sure it will… You're even doing it in front of Lea… Don't you think she wouldn't like us doing this in front of her?"

Both of us shifted our gaze to the Alv who was seated on her mattress.

Lea raised a hand, "Please pay no heed to me and continue."

Amber turned back to me with a grin, "See? It's fine~ Just give in to the pleasure, Tera~"

"I'm supposed to be watching over the controls though? What are we going to do if we crash into something or get attacked by pirates?"

"Pfft, it's a straight path to the Warp Gate, Tera so we're not going to crash into anything. And even if we meet pirates, they'll have to hit us with an interdiction blast first which your scanners would warn us ahead of time anyway~"

"You just want to have sex, don't you?"

Amber slipped a hand in between her legs before pulling back out and showing me her wet fingers, "Is it not obvious enough?"

I rolled my eyes, "Fine then… Lie down, I'm not going to have you strain yourself."

"Tera, I'm really fi--"

"Lie. Down."

Amber shuddered and obeyed my order, switching places with me so that she could lie on her back on the bed.

I got up and took off the rest of my clothes, trying my best to ignore our audience who was trying to hide the fact that she had one hand hovering close to the straps of her panties. No doubt she was also turned on by the sight in front of her.

I pried open Amber's legs, my lover showing no resistance as she spread them open for me easily.

With a hand on my length, I guided the tip of my cock to rest at her entrance, preparing myself to push inside of her.

She had a look of anticipation on her face and my cock twitched at the sight.

Deciding that I could not wait either, I pushed my hips forward, moaning as I felt her nether lips part before my entry.

Amber's moans mixed with mine as her walls squeezed on me, her pussy literally swallowing up my length until I was fully sheathed inside her.

I then felt her lock her legs behind my back, cutting off my retreat while she bucked her hips.

I matched her rhythm and started fucking her for real, slamming my hips against hers to fill the room with the lewd sounds of flesh slapping against flesh.

Over to the side, I was aware of a wet shlicking sound which prompted me to turn to the side to see what was causing it.

My eyes met with Lea's as I found her hand stuffed inside her panties making a back and forth motion, leaving no room for doubt on what she was doing over there.

Instead of stopping herself, she merely held my gaze and continued to thrust her fingers in and out of her sex, as though she was trying to get off on my gaze alone.

In fact… It actually does look that way as she seemed to get more turned on by the minute and her other hand lifted up to start massaging her own boobs.

I had my gaze torn away from her when Amber reached up to pull me down towards her and turned my face around so that she could lock lips with me.

All the while, our hips continued to smack against each other and I could feel her love juices splash against my waist with every thrust of mine.

She broke our kiss to whisper in my ear, "Cum, Tera~ Cum inside me~ Ahhhh~ I want to feel your cum inside my womb~ Fill me up with your cum~"

I groaned and increased my pace, aiming to do exactly as she had asked.

Her moans were sending shivers of pleasure down my spine and that was when the proverbial dam broke.

I felt my body tense up as I reached the point of no return, letting out another moan as I slammed inside her one final time before I orgasmed.

Amber screamed out my name as she felt my seed flood her womb, my lover also orgasming at the same time as her body shook violently under me while her grip on me tightened even more.

Lea seemed to have orgasmed too as I heard her moan followed by the Alv's hips quivering visibly.

All three of us rode out our orgasms and I was almost tempted to start a second round when I felt Amber's walls squeeze down on my shaft.

I know that if I were to start a second round again, we would go for a third, then a fourth, then a fifth… And by the time we were done, it would be next morning already.

Thus, I tried to pull myself out of her, only to realise that she still had her arms and legs wrapped around my back while she was still reeling from her post orgasm bliss.

"Amber, I need to go now…"

"Hnnngghh… Just one more, Tera… My pussy isn't full yet… I just need one more spurt from your cock to fill it up, pretty please?"

"You'll want even more afterwards…"

"I promiseeeeee~ Just one more~ My pussy aches for you, Tera~" She moaned, grinding her hips against mine.

I felt my cock twitch inside her as her walls squeezed on my shaft.

…

"Fine… Just one more and that's it… Then you're going back to resting, ok?"

"Yes daddy~" She moaned, pulling me in for another kiss as she started thrusting her hips back and forth to slam herself against me.

Just for the record… I managed to stop at two before going back to the cockpit…

            

    
        Apparently, This Is A Dream Ship

    
    
    
    
                "I'm boreeeeeed," Amber groaned.

I turned from where I was seated in the cockpit to raise an eyebrow at her, "You can always just go back to sleep like I told you."

"I already told you I'm fine already, Tera! It's been a night! Look, look!!"

She pulled up her shirt to show me the place where she had been shot.

That foam thing really works because there's not even a scar left there after a day and it wasn't just her either because the wound on my arm was also gone the next day.

When Amber was showing it off though, Lea looked like there was something she wanted to say but in the end chose to purse her lips before walking off to check on her plants.

Bimic was also with us in the cockpit though he was keeping himself busy by tinkering with some kind of device in his hands.

I asked him what that was the first time I saw it and he said that it was just something he was working on after seeing my Codex. Apparently he was trying to replicate it.

I thought he would ask to inspect my Codex but surprisingly, he did not.

Speaking of which, I already opened the file I got from that data chip and found its contents were similar to the other two.

When I moved it into the same folder, even more images were unlocked though the number did not even reach a tenth of the total files within the folder.

I wonder how many of these data chips were there?

Also, with a galaxy this big, I'm surprised we've already encountered three of them. Granted, two were from the same place but the third one we had literally obtained through sheer luck and nothing else.

Had someone else responded to Saulo's distress beacon, we would not have found it.

Amber got off her seat and came over to me to hug me from behind, "What are you doing?"

"Just looking through the GalNet for ships that we could buy. Frankly… I have yet to find one that would suit our needs…"

Amber shrugged, "I'm not surprised. We need a ship that has a hangar bay big enough for both of our ships that would also be able to hold its own in a fight. We'd at least need a D Class Frigate or Light Cruiser for that. And those ships definitely won't be able to be manned by just the three of us alone. We'd need a crew to staff it."

I laid back in my seat, "And those ships cost upwards of five hundred million at least… That's way out of our budget right now… I guess the other way is to sell off my ship and get a C Class ship that has a hangar bay that can house your ship."

Amber gasped, "No way! If anything, I should be the one selling my ship instead! You can't sell your ship, Tera!"

I raised an eyebrow, "Why not? I'm most likely going to fly the new ship instead of this one after we get it anyway, right?"

"This is a Verlandi, Tera! Do you know how rare this is?"

A loud crash came from behind and the both of us turned to see Bimic had fallen off his chair and was now in the midst of getting back up.

He stared at us with wide eyes, "Wa… Wait… This is a Verlandi?!"

Amber tilted her head at him, "You mean you didn't know? What ship did you think we were in this entire time?"

"I'm a land bound Merc, I don't pay that much attention to ships! But seriously, are you joking right now?"

"Does it look like we're joking?"

"No… No way… I never thought I would even be able to see a Verlandi, much less fly in one!"

I turned my chair to face him, "What's the big deal about a Verlandi? I know that they're rare and all but is it really that big of a deal? Aren't they too generalised and also too expensive for their ship class?"

"That's not the point though! It's… It's a Verlandi! They're like the ship that pretty much all Mercs dreamed of owning at one point in their lives especially when they just started out! It's got everything a Merc could want! Especially after 'Speed of Light'!"

Speed of light? What is he talking about?

I know the ship is quite fast for its class but as far as I know, it is not able to travel at the speed of light.

Amber leaned over, "'Speed of Light' is a movie that was quite popular a few years ago. The main character used a modded Verlandi and everyone loved it."

…

Ah… I think I get it… It's basically like the case with the De Lorean car isn't it? Now I understand why people reacted like they did when they knew about my ship.

Bimic was looking at me in disbelief, "Wait, are you really some kind of alien? How do you not even know about this?!"

"I got involved in an anomaly and lost my memories. Does that explain everything?"

Obviously that wasn't true but he didn't need to know that.

And seeing that Bimic quickly shut his mouth after hearing that, it was good enough.

I turned to Amber, "Is that why you don't want me to sell it either?"

She puffed up her chest, "Of course!"

…

Bimic jumped back to his feet, "Hey? Can I take pictures?"

"No," I answered immediately.

"Wah… What?! Why?!"

"You're stepping over your boundaries. No pictures."

"But… But…"

"My ship. I said no."

The guy looked dejected by my rejection but decided not to press the issue and sat back down on his chair. The difference was that he was no longer interested in the device he had been tinkering with and was now looking around the cockpit like he was in some kind of exhibition instead.

I can allow him that much at least, as long as he isn't taking recordings of my ship and potentially leaking them outside.

I turned my chair back before picking up my Codex again, "Anyway… Isn't your ship important to you as well, Amber? Are you willing to sell it just like that?"

She shrugged, "If I had to pick between selling your ship or mine, I'd definitely pick selling mine over yours, Tera."

"Mnn… Well, it's not really a priority right now anyway. We're still doing good with our current arrangement so no need to make any big changes. Besides, we're still a small team of three and I don't exactly want to just hire anyone."

Amber nodded, "Mmhmm, mmhmm~ I totally agree! I wouldn't accept just anyone random after all!"

Seeing that she had been working alone all this while, I had a feeling she would say something like that. But somehow, I have a feeling that was not what she was referring to.

Anyway, the reason why I didn't want to just hire anyone was because of the current relationship I have with my crew mates.

One of them is currently my lover and the other is my slave who… Well… Literally watched me have sex with my lover last night while masturbating by herself…

I could have addressed it and asked her what she wanted but I just felt that I didn't want to deal with that while Bimic was still here.

Clearly, Lea has some interest in me, but I'm not sure if she was feeling that way just because I had shown her a new side of cooking which sparked her interest, or that she was actually interested in me as a person.

To be honest, it's hard for me to tell how she really feels especially when I have grown accustomed to Amber's way of showing affection.

Like right now, Amber was practically shoving her boobs in my face without feeling awkward, though I guess the fact that I now have a feminine body might be attributed to some of those actions.

But Lea always remained cool and sometimes even seemed aloof.

To put it simply… I don't really want to deal with it right now…

Hey, give me a break ok? I'm literally new to this universe and I don't even know a lot of what the common sense of this place is! What's more, I'm already in a relationship with a girl who by all rights should have been out of my league yet she's completely smitten with me! All of this is new to me!

Also, I've known all of these people for less than half a year, you know? Everything is just going so fast for me!

So you'll just have to forgive me if I decide to kick this proverbial can down the road for a future me to deal with instead.

Anyway, as I was saying…

[Warning. High energy readings detected.]

I was brought out of my musings when warnings started sounding out from the console, right before another warning came about an interdiction blast.

Ah… Fuck…

            

    
        People Are Pretty Shameless

    
    
    
    
                I immediately braced myself as the interdiction hit our ship, forcing us out of our travel speed and back into the ship's normal speed.

I immediately allocated power to the rest of my ship's systems while I took over the controls, prompting Amber to rush out of the cockpit to head for her own ship.

As Amber was leaving the cockpit, Lea came through the door at the same time, both of them swapping places as Lea took her seat at the turret controls.

Bimic looked a little concerned as he strapped himself in, "They… They're not some corporation ships, are they?"

I shifted my gaze to the map just as six red dots appeared on it, indicating the location of hostile ships.

My scanner showed that the ships have been identified to be of pirate origins and two of them were even piloted by pirates that had a bounty on them.

"Seems like just a bunch of pirates," I told him.

He breathed out a sigh of relief.

Ironic that meeting pirates were much preferred to being hunted by the corp that he had just stolen from.

I received the notification that Amber's ship had detached from mine and I readied myself for a fight as the pirates made a beeline towards us.

"I have them in range, Captain." Lea reported.

"Target the ones with the bounties first, wait for my signal to fire."

"Understood."

I turned my ship around to face them and the pirates quickly dispersed, two of them flying straight towards us while the other four tried to flank us from the top, bottom, left and right.

A notification for an incoming call came from my console and I quickly answered it, thinking that it was Amber.

Instead, a man I did not recognise appeared on the screen and he started sneering at me the moment the call connected.

"Hey there! That's a nice ship you have there! If you don't want to die, give it up and we'll even escort you back to Denibi Station in one piece!"

I smiled at him, "Mmhmm~ And you have a nice bounty on you as well~ You and that friend of yours add up to two hundred thousand Credits huh? We'll be cashing in on that~"

"So you're a Merc huh? You think we're afraid of you just because of that?"

"How good are your shields?"

"Huh?"

"I'm asking how good are the shields on your ship?"

"Why do you even--"

"Fire."

Lea obeyed and fired my ship's railgun at the same time I fired my photon laser at the lead ship that the guy with the highest bounty was piloting, which happened to be the guy who was calling me right now.

The photon laser was stopped by the ship's shields but defending against it drained all of its energy and caused it to shatter, leaving it completely defenceless against the railgun that followed soon after.

The kinetic projectile pierced straight through the ship's cockpit and I got treated to the sight of the leader being blown up through the video call as his ship was destroyed.

Amber took that as the signal and sped her ship away from me to engage the one below us, her ship moving so fast that the pirate she was targeting did not even have time to manoeuvre his ship away before she was already on top of him.

With two shots from her ballistic cannons at close range, the shield and the ship was shredded to pieces before the pirate was engulfed in a ball of flame while Amber flew past it.

The other pirates converged on me, two of them firing their weapons while the others focused on getting closer.

"Hold on tight!" I warned, pushing my controls to execute a roll to avoid the shots and firing back at them.

I engaged my thrusters, feeling the G forces push me back in my seat as my ship accelerated towards the pirates, weaving through even more lasers that had been aiming at where I had been moments ago.

I repositioned my ship right under the second ship that had the bounty as well, the pirate clearly surprised at being outmanoeuvred like that.

"Lea!!" I called out.

She needed no other command as she fired the railgun on top of my ship, blasting a hole through the bottom of the ship and rendering it scrap.

My shields flared to life as two ships turned to start shooting their energy blasters at me while the last one turned away to engage Amber instead.

I pushed down on the control sticks again, accelerating my ship forward and turning it around to bring my guns to bear on the pirates.

Pulling on the trigger, the space between us was lit up by a hail of energy projectiles from my chain guns, shredding through one of the pirate fighters before it could avoid it.

The second one managed to use his comrade as a shield to buy time for himself to dive below my ship, aiming to attack me from my blind spot.

I didn't need to worry about that since I noticed a different coloured dot on my map heading towards the only remaining red dot on the map.

Just as the pirate got ready to fire, his shields and hull were shredded apart by kinetic projectiles fired from Amber's cannons.

She then did a celebratory roll as her ship flew past the exploding wreckage, spinning back around to fly back to my ship.

I let out the breath that I didn't even know I had been holding and relaxed in my seat.

Right as I was about to give Amber a call to ask her to return, another warning came from my console about high energy signatures approaching us.

I expected it to be more pirates but the map showed three blue dots instead of red, indicating that they were not recognised as hostiles.

The scanners also indicated that the three ships belonged to Mercenaries so these guys must have noticed the fight here and came to investigate.

Amber hovered her ship just below mine as we turned to face the newcomers.

The Mercs stopped a short distance away, as though surveying the carnage in front of them before I received a call request.

This time, the call also brought in Amber while a man that had a bull's head appeared on the screen.

At first I thought it was an alien but I realised that he was simply another human that had modded himself to have the head of a bull instead.

The bull guy nodded in greeting, "Hey, what happened here?"

"Seriously?" I blurted out before I could even stop myself. "Can't you tell just by looking?"

"Well…. There's these two pirates that we have been tracking for the past few days to get the bounties on their heads. We were waiting for them to let their guards down when they suddenly sped away from us. We thought we were spotted so we hid ourselves and when we picked up their trail again, we found this place. Did you kill them?"

"If the two pirates you were looking for had a combined bounty of two hundred thousand Credits and it was a pirate group of six ships, then yes."

"Fuck!" The bull head guy swore. "We wasted all those days tracking them for nothing! Hey, you don't think you can transfer the kill credit to us, could you?"

Transfering the kill credit eh? That's basically him asking if we could let him claim the bounties on this group of pirates by transferring the records of the kills to him instead.

I frowned, "We risked our lives to fight back against these pirates and you're asking if it's alright to just let you take the credit for them?"

"Not for free, of course. We are willing to pay half of the bounty on their heads for this."

Amber cut in right then, "Ahahahaha! Half?! For doing what? Stalking them at a distance? Ahahahaha! Please, I know your type! You weren't waiting to ambush them once they let their guards down! You were stalking them and waiting for them to attack someone before you swoop in and take them out while they're distracted or sustained some damage! You just didn't manage to appear in time for this one because you thought the two of us would be easily taken out by them instead!"

Oh wow… I did not think that they were even planning that. I actually thought that he was really tracking them the entire time and felt a little bad about stealing the credit from him.

Heck, I was even prepared to just give them a part of the credit but definitely not half. Like maybe ten percent?

But after Amber said that, judging by how the bull head guy seemed to rustle up at her words, I assume she hit the nail right on the head.

The Merc didn't even bother saying anything and merely shut off the connection before turning his ship around and flying off with his buddies.

Huh… And here I was prepared to shoot them down too…

There's really shameless people out here, huh?

Oh well, time to loot the wreckages~

            

    
        There's Other Types Of Ships Too

    
    
    
    
                The rest of the trip out of Denibi was uneventful at least.

That is… If you count the fact that Amber and I were still having sex every night despite the fact that Lea was in the same room as us.

It's scary to admit this but I've actually gotten used to it.

At least we didn't all sleep in the same room at the same time since one of us would always be at the cockpit afterwards and we're only together to have our meals while Bimic kept watch.

No, I wasn't allowing any of us to be asleep and leaving Bimic as the only one awake to watch the ship since I didn't trust him completely.

That's why so far, it was either Amber and myself sleeping or it would be Lea and me while the other one was manning the cockpit.

And right now, I was just getting ready for bed after getting out of the shower with Lea already seated on her own bed.

I stretched my arms over my head, letting out a yawn before noticing that Lea was watching me with a silent gaze.

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Is there something on my face?"

Lea shook her head, "Not at all, Captain."

"Hmm… Then did you want to tell me something?"

"Yes, I wish to talk, Captain."

Oh… I didn't think she would actually say yes to that. I legitimately thought she was just looking in my direction while lost in thought and I just happened to be there.

I went over and sat on the bed, "What do you want to talk about?"

I had assumed she might want to talk about our relationship or something after what had been happening the past few nights.

"I wanted to talk about Captain's plans for the new ship."

Oh? That was not what I expected, but ok.

I nodded at her to go ahead, wondering what she might have in mind.

"Captain, you have been looking at ships made by the human corporations so far. May I suggest to consider an Alvan made ship as well?"

Ah… I actually never thought about that.

I didn't even realise that I was looking at specifically human made ships all this while.

I mean… To be fair… We've only gone to human occupied systems so far and I don't even know how far away the closest alien system is.

According to what I learned from Amber and my own searches on the GalNet, there's many other alien civilisations that are a part of the alliance that humanity made if I'm not wrong.

And so far, the only alien I've met is Lea who is an Alv.

I wonder if it's because the sectors we have visited so far are on the opposite end of where the borders between humans and the other civilisations meet?

I guess that's something I should find out later.

First things first though…

"What's the difference between human ships and Alvan ships?" I asked.

Lea straightened herself, "All Alvan ships above B Class would have a room dedicated for hydroponics farming unless the buyer repurposes it. That would save us the cost of refurbishing one of the rooms for such a role."

I tilted my head, "Eh? So if someone were to go and buy a ship from an Alvan manufacturer… Won't they be able to learn about hydroponics and spread that around?"

Lea shook her head, "If it's a non-Alvan Captain buying the ship, they will always strip out the parts first before selling it. And if someone captures an Alvan ship with the intention of stealing the technology, we have protocols to handle such cases as well."

"Are you allowed to tell me about those protocols?"

"For example, the gardens do come with a self-destruct sequence that can be initiated remotely to completely wipe out all traces of the tech."

What the heck? They would really go this far just to keep that technology a secret?

Then again… I suppose it's something that their entire civilisation is specialised on so of course they would make sure that this tech doesn't fall into the wrong hands.

I'm assuming that the humans also guard the tech for their Warp Gates very closely as well and most likely have various kinds of security on the Warp Gates themselves to prevent the tech from being stolen too.

I then turned to her, "But… I'm the Captain though? So they would strip it before selling it to us anyway, right?"

Lea hesitated for a moment, "I could explain to them about our situation to stop that… But even if they do, we would at least already have a room that was meant for that so our cost for setting up the farm would be lower as compared to a human made ship."

Hmm…

I booted up my Codex and navigated to the GalNet, doing a search for Alvan ships that were on sale.

A quick glance through the list for C Class and D Class ships and…

I lowered my Codex and gave her a pointed look, "Lea…"

"Yes, Captain?"

"Why are Alvan ships one point five times more expensive than Human made ships?"

She blinked at me, "They… They are?"

I waved my hand at the holographic screen to turn it around, allowing the Alv to see the prices for Alvan ships with roughly the same specifications as Human ships arranged side by side. Beside each of the ships were their price tags and they were pretty much consistently one point five times more expensive than a human ship with the same specs.

Lea actually looked surprised, "I… I did not know they cost that much, Captain… Even the ship that I was on did not cost that much according to the owner of that ship… It was designated as a D Class but it only cost around three million to four million Credits, less than that of the human ships in the same category."

I pushed the screen towards her, "Could you do a search on that ship?"

She obeyed and started tapping on the screen, bringing up information on the ship as well as a site that was selling it at the same time.

Lea then pushed the screen back to me and I took a look at what the ship's specs were.

Comparing it to another similar D Class ship on the human side, it does look like this one was less expensive so why were the other Alvan ships I found that much more expensive? They couldn't have made a site that was accessible only for Alvs, right?

Oh what am I talking about? They most definitely could have done so.

I was just about to ask Lea to search for some of the Alvan ships to double check their prices when I finally realised one very crucial difference between this Alvan ship and the rest. One very important factor that completely explained why this one was cheaper than the others.

"Lea… This ship does not have a Travel Drive… It is incapable of Travel speeds…" I pointed out.

She blinked at me, before her eyes widened in realisation.

Yep… If those Alvan ships were outfitted with a Travel Drive, that would bump up the price to be more expensive than the huma made ones.

For a ship to not have a travel drive, it will take a really long time for you to go anywhere.

Just take our trip out of Denibi for example… A ship with a Travel Drive might take two or three days to travel from the station itself to the Warp Gate. Without one, you might be looking at a two week travel time at the very least.

Then again… From what I know about Alvs, they do live long lives so a travel time like that to them isn't a problem for them.

Lea must have overlooked that since she forgot her companions aren't Alvs.

"My apologies, Captain…"

I chuckled, "Ahahaha~ It's ok. I'm flattered that you're comfortable enough to consider us as one of your own."

"That's… Ahem… Thank you, Captain."

Obviously that wasn't the real reason why she thought about it but I just decided to give her a way out of that awkwardness.

I then looked back down at my Codex again, "I suppose it's true that we would be able to save on the cost of setting up a farm with Alvan made ships, but the cost of entry for these ships are quite high and out of our budget right now. Anyway, it's not like we're in a rush anyway and I already discussed this with Amber two days ago. We might not even get a new ship yet since it might require selling one of our ships."

Lea nodded, "So we might be selling Amber's ship then?"

"Huh… Even you think that selling my ship is not a possibility?" I asked, wondering if she also watched the movie Amber told me about.

Lea looked away, "It's… It's the first ship that I have served on board with Captain… I do not wish this ship to go to someone else…"

…

I see… I guess with two votes against mine, that means we're not selling any ships yet then~

            

    
        Pleasure Stations

    
    
    
    
                We were one more Warp Gate away from Theeve system, which meant that we were now in more civilised space so the likelihood of us getting attacked by pirates were lower.

The autopilot rerouted us to the next Warp Gate and fired up the ship's Travel Drives, boosting us towards it at its max speed.

I double checked that our route was indeed correct before relaxing in my seat.

I then spun the chair around to see Lea and Amber behind me, both girls looking at me in anticipation.

A grin appeared on my face and I slowly placed the cards I had been holding in one of my hands on the crate we were using as an improvised table.

"Straight Flush," I announced with a flourish.

Amber let out a bark of laughter, "Ahahaha!! She got you there, Lea!!"

Lea pursed her lips, looking down at the community cards that were dealt in the centre of the table. More specifically, she was looking at the final card that was dealt which had given me the combination I needed to beat her flush.

"Captain bet on the last card?"

I shrugged, "I mean… I already had a flush like you, right? The last card just bumped it up to a straight flush."

Lea sighed, "Well played Captain."

I gave her an apologetic smile as I transferred the pot to my Codex, the numbers jumping up by three hundred Credits.

Yes, we're playing poker.

It seems like this card game also exists in this universe so I didn't even need to spend time teaching them. In fact, Amber and Lea were more surprised that I knew about it instead.

Obviously I wasn't winning all the time and Amber was surprisingly bad at the game since she didn't really have a poker face at all.

Lea on the other hand showed that she was either very experienced or had an innate talent for it because most of the time I could not even tell whether she had good or bad cards in her hand.

Amber gathered the cards and started shuffling them, "Hey, why don't we up the stakes a little?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "You want to increase betting increments?"

"No, no~ I meant something else~ Let's bet our clothes instead~"

I gave my lover a pointed look, "You mean we should start playing strip poker…"

The blonde haired Merc let out a surprised gasp, "Oh! You know what it is too? That will be easy! Let's play it!"

"No," I refused immediately.

"Ehhhh… Why not? It'll be fun!"

"Because it's going to be humiliating for anyone who loses. I'm sure Lea wouldn't like the idea either, right?"

Lea raised her hand, "I don't mind. We're all girls here, aren't we?"

I pointed at myself, "I'm not."

Lea shrugged, showing that my answer doesn't change anything.

Amber giggled, "Come on, Tera! It'll be fun!!"

"You just want to either see me naked or get naked yourself to seduce me, don't you?"

"Ehehe~ Was it that obvious? Let's just play a few rounds of it!"

Before I could reject the idea again, the door to the cockpit slid open and Bimic came in, yawning loudly.

He then noticed what we were doing and his face immediately lit up, "Oh hey!! You didn't tell me you were playing cards! Let me join too!"

He quickly sat on the floor in an empty spot beside the box, inviting himself into the game.

Not that I have a problem with it since more people means more money in the pool anyway so why not, right?

"Just so you know, we're betting in increments of ten Credits, ok? We're just playing this casually, after all."

"Oh, I got a better idea to make this more fun!" Bimic grinned while giving me an odd look.

"Really? How?"

"Let's play strip poker!"

"Denied."

"Absolutely not."

Both Lea and Amber rejected his idea even faster than I could.

Amber was even looking at him like she was looking at trash, "What kind of degenerate are you to even think about suggesting such a thing?"

Lea was also giving him the exact same look while saying only a single word, "Trash."

…

I stared at them but both of them seemed to be intentionally avoiding my gaze.

Ok, sure, Bimic's a guy so that's different and I'm sure none of us want to show off our bodies to him and we don't want to see him naked either.

He quickly lowered his head, "Ah… That was just a joke… Hehe…"

"It better be."

"Bad taste."

Ok, you two, stop bullying him already and let's just play.

"Speaking of which, have you gone to a casino before? There's supposedly a casino in one of the stations within this system we're in," Bimic asked, recovering from his earlier slump quickly.

I checked the map, "Hmm… I think I see it. The Linc Pleasure Station, am I right?"

Bimic nodded, "I've heard some good things about that place, how about we stop there for a few hours as a rest stop before we continue?"

I raised an eyebrow at him, "Aren't you on a schedule or something? You're being employed by that company you were working for, weren't you? I don't think that being late for the first meeting is a good idea…"

Bimic shrugged, "There wasn't exactly a time limit imposed on when I should reach the station in the first place. Anyway, if it wasn't for you girls giving me a lift, I might have needed to spend at least another two or three days there looking for a ship to get me off the station. They would most likely not head directly towards Theeve station anyway and I would need to make a few more stops along the way so you could say I'm ahead of schedule right now!"

I turned to Lea and Amber to see what they thought about it.

Amber shrugged, "We're also not in a rush anyway so I don't mind stopping by the station for a day or two either."

Lea did not seem to agree with that, "Captain, I would recommend against going there."

Oh? That's a surprise. I thought Lea would actually want to go as well.

Amber was just as surprised as I was with Lea's answer and my lover turned to the Alv and gave her an odd look, "Why not? I'd think you would earn a lot of money over there!"

"I do not condone such gambling habits. To play casually is something I do not mind. But such places are designed to get you hooked on it and once you do, you would find yourself on a very slippery slope that spirals you down into the abyss of addiction."

Well, I'm fully aware of the dangers of gambling myself and I don't gamble much back in my original universe anyway. I'm only curious about what a gambling station might look like in space.

Then again, I'm also concerned that I may be drawn into their games and end up losing a lot more than I plan to.

I thought about it for a moment before asking Bimic, "What's so special about that place?"

The Merc grinned, "You mean aside from the multitude of ways you could get rich from?"

"Or lose your Credits on," Lea interrupted.

Bimic grimaced but decided not to acknowledge her, "Ahem… There are also other forms of entertainment there. That's a pleasure station after all!"

"Yeah, what is a pleasure station?" I asked.

Bimic was giving me a look like I had asked what a rock was before Amber came to my rescue.

"A pleasure station are privately owned stations that primarily host amenities focused around entertainment. That includes facilities like casinos, brothels, bars, nightclubs, drug dens and various other kinds of shops."

I blinked at her, "Drug dens?"

"Most of these stations are owned by the very rich and they would have paid off officials to be recognised as an independent entity so most conventional laws don't apply there. Which also means that you could get shot in the face by the owner of that station and they wouldn't even be charged of a crime."

"Isn't that basically just Denibi station all over again?"

"Ahahaha! It certainly is! But the good thing is that they rely on people coming to spend money in the station to do business so unless you have personally offended the owner of the station, you would usually be safe. In fact, they normally make visitors deactivate any combat implants and also leave weapons at the door to maintain the peace within the station itself."

Bimic leaned a little closer, "Also… In case you are ever hunted by anyone, government or otherwise... As long as you're on good terms with the owner of the station, you can seek shelter on their station and no one will be able to touch you."

I raised an eyebrow at him, "You sound like you speak from experience."

"I am. So are we going?"

I thought about it and…

"No."

What? I don't want this guy to stay on my ship longer than he has to, ok?

Even if we want to come back here, it'll be after we drop him off.

            

    
        We're Back At Theeve

    
    
    
    
                I completed the landing sequence of my ship in the docking bay, officially arriving at Theeve station once again.

It actually hasn't been that long since we left here but after all that happened, it certainly felt like a pretty long time.

We helped him unload his stuff from my ship and we finally went our separate ways, concluding our business with him.

Also, just saying… That guy lost about ten thousand Credits after our Poker game.

That's why he currently has a sulky look etched on his face right now. I guess it's almost like he spent ten thousand Credits to hire us to give him a ride here, which is quite a rip off when you take the fact that he only had his own food to eat into consideration during the trip as well.

At least sulking was the only thing he did so there wasn't any trouble between all of us.

We bade our final farewells and we went our separate ways with Bimic, the Merc going off to search for a place where he could stay to wait for his pickup.

Now that we were left to our own devices again… I wondered what we should do now?

I turned to my two companions to ask that specific question.

Amber grinned, "We can always fly out to that Pleasure Station right now~"

I rolled my eyes, "I don't mind but… At least drop by Mara's place first, don't you think? Anyway, I made some food for her already so let's head over there first."

"You're really spoiling her a lot, Tera. Are you really trying to buy her over with your food?"

"She's been giving us information for free when she could be charging us money for it so I would like to return the favour at least."

"Oh, trust me when I say that what you've given her is more than what she's given you, Tera. Why else do you think that she's willing to give you the information for free?"

"Maybe as payment for taking you in?"

"Oh, now that you mention it, that could be true too. Ehehehe~"

At least she seems happy about that fact…

Lea then turned to me, "Should I be concerned, Captain?"

"Eh? Concerned? Concerned about what?" I asked.

"Concerned that you may be attacked because of me."

I blinked at her, "Why would I be attacked because of you?"

The Alv then gestured towards the side and I turned to see several other people who had been walking past quickly avert their gazes.

They were clearly watching us just now and after realising that I was looking back at them, they tried to pretend they were busy with something else.

When I turned back to face my companions, I noticed from the corner of my eye those same people slowly turned back to look in our direction.

"Why are they looking at us like that?" I asked, feeling a little creeped out.

"Me, Captain. They are looking at me."

I was about to ask why again when it clicked.

"Wait… Is it because you're an Alv?"

She nodded while Amber chuckled.

"Can't blame them, I'm sure a number of them have never even seen a real Alv with their own two eyes before. It's pretty much only humans on this side of human occupied space after all~ We'll need to travel further before aliens become a more common sight."

I could feel concern creeping up my spine, "Is it a good idea for us to come here then?"

Surprisingly, it was Lea who had answered instead, "It's fine, Captain. I do not mind. It would not even be the first time I would be subjected to such kinds of attention. I was merely voicing it out so that Captain is aware of it. If anyone were to attack Captain, I will do whatever I can to protect you."

"Don't you have it backwards? The people here are more interested in you than me, right? So wouldn't it make more sense that they would be attacking you instead?"

She gestured to her collar, "They might want to own me instead so they would approach you to try and buy, beg, coerce or force you to transfer your rights over me to them."

Great… So we need to worry about assholes trying to steal or kidnap Lea away from me here…

Now I'm really thinking we shouldn't have come here…

As though reading my mind, Lea raised her hand again, "Just so that Captain knows, in certain parts of the galaxy, the opposite would be true and the other races might see Captain as the one they wish to steal away from me."

… Err… Ok? Seems like aliens are all weird no matter which part of the galaxy you're from, huh?

I sighed, "Alright, guess we'll have to be careful around here while you're walking with us. Let's go and meet Mara first then. And like you said, there might be unsavoury people around who might plan something bad so stick close to us, ok?"

"Understood, Captain. Then if you would excuse me."

I turned to her, wondering what she wanted to be excused for when the Alv came up to my side and slipped her arm around mine before slipping her hand smoothly into my palm and then interlocking her fingers with mine.

I stared at the Alv who was busy looking out into the crowd and not meeting my gaze, acting as though she had not just done what she did.

"Wahhh! Not fair! Me too, Tera!!" Amber gasped, hurriedly moving to the free space on my right and hugging my arm with hers.

I looked at the two girls, "Ermm… This would make it difficult to walk, girls…"

""It will be fine!"" Both girls answered almost at the same time.

… Alright then… I'm not dense enough to know what they're trying to do so let's just shut up and enjoy the touch of the two girls cuddling themselves on me as we made our way towards Mara's Gene Clinic.

Along the way, we obviously drew quite a bit of attention from the people around us as we walked down the street arm in arm.

Truthfully, I think the problem could be solved if we just got a hoodie for Lea to wear which would hide her Alvan features anyway. Wouldn't doing this have the opposite effect where we now pretty much drew more attention to us?

Or was it just because it's better to show that the Alv was already taken and to get others to back off?

I suppose it worked in a way since no one approached us and merely just watched from a distance.

We then reached the more unsavoury parts of the station where Mara's clinic was located and we had to move in a single file because of how narrow the alleys were.

But even then, they still insisted on holding my hands while we moved and I decided not to protest.

Just like earlier, the people we passed by were staring at us, though I could practically feel that the lust rolling off them as they watched us with their gazes.

I almost thought that a few of them might try something but surprisingly they didn't. In fact, they quickly averted their gaze when they either saw Amber in front of me or Lea who was behind me for some reason. It almost felt like they were intimidated by them?

We turned the corner and we finally reached Mara's clinic, only to see several armed men wearing a sort of uniform while red and blue lights were blinking around the area.

Wait, what the heck? Is that the police? Why are they in front of her clinic?

Sensing that something was clearly wrong and fearing the worst, I rushed towards the clinic only for an armoured guy to step in front of us and block the way.

"Woah, hold it there. This is a crime scene, you're going to need to take the long way around, ladies."

I gave the guy a look, "What's going on here? There's supposed to be a Gene Clinic, right?"

"Police business. You don't need to know. Please move away from here, lady."

I pointed at the clinic they were standing in front of, "Our friend is the owner of the place. Please… Is she alright?"

"Lady, I'm telling you to fuck off already, did you not hear me the first time? If she's really your friend, then go somewhere else and wait for the news of something."

I was about to start demanding for him to tell us whether Mara was alright when a voice came from behind the police officer, "Is that you, Tera? What are you doing here?"

The police guy stepped aside to reveal Mara walking up to us still dressed in her doctor's coat and looking none the worse for wear, which meant whatever happened here was not life threatening, thank gods.

"Mara! What happened here? Why is the police here? Are you alright?"

As though my words triggered her, she suddenly stopped and her face changed significantly.

"I was robbed… Something very important was stolen…"

Oh shit… Mara's an information broker so the things that she kept might have been very important information that might ruin someone if someone else found it, right?

"What was it?" I asked, expecting the worst.

She sucked in a breath, as though to mentally psyche herself up while she straightened her back.

She then gave me a very serious look and told me two words and nothing else, "Your food."

…

I'm sorry, but what?

            

    
        They're Stealing All The Organic Food

    
    
    
    
                I'm sorry, did she say my food?

Like… My food got stolen? What even is she talking about? Isn't my food with me right now?

Well, not exactly… Amber is the one carrying it just so that Lea and her could hold my hands but that's beside the point.

The police officer who had been blocking us seemed to hesitate a little when he saw our interaction with the doctor.

"Sorry but who are you girls? You're not civilians?"

Mara gave the officer a look, "They're Mercs… You can let them in, she's the original owner of the stolen property."

The dude got the message and quickly stepped aside.

I guess he wasn't intentionally being a dick but he just didn't want random people messing up the crime scene?

Anyway, that's not important now… The more important thing I want to know is what the hell is going on.

I got Mara's attention again, "Hold on… What did you say was stolen?"

Mara looked at me seriously, "Your food, Tera… The one that you made and had it delivered to me. It was stolen this morning."

I blinked at her, "The same one that I sent over to you more than a week ago? Why was it still there? You should have finished eating it within a few days of receiving it already!"

The doctor gave me an incredulous look, "How could anyone be expected to eat something like that all in one sitting? Especially when they don't even know when would be the next time they could taste something like that again?"

"Please don't keep food and eat them past the expiry date, Mara. You'll give yourself a bad stomach…"

"I'd be willing to go through that if that meant eating your food, Tera~" Amber added.

Don't add fuel to the fire, Amber… I know for a fact you would already but no need to encourage someone else to do it as well…

I decided not to comment on her words and continued, "But it's just some leftovers, right? Why would the police be involved in this?"

Mara frowned, "You made those using organic food, didn't you, Tera?"

"Err… Yes? Why?"

"Then that's every reason to get the police involved. Did you forget how expensive an organic meal costs around here? This is still theft."

Oh… I guess this would be similar to someone stealing several tens of thousands of Credits or something? But… I dunno? To me it's just food so I don't really see this as a big deal?

Maybe I would understand if they stole like an entire warehouse full of black caviar but come on… Just for one box of leftover ratatouille? That's a bit much, isn't it?

As if reading my thoughts, Mara continued, "This isn't the first case. There's a string of thefts all revolving around organic food and ingredients being stolen on this station."

I blinked at her, "Wait… A food thief?"

The officer who had prevented us from entering earlier spoke up, "It's been going on for at least two weeks now. At first we thought that it might just be a coincidence but they have been specifically targeting and raiding places that had organic food. We believe it's someone trying to make a profit from selling them off to places where the cost of organic ingredients are higher."

"Aren't there better things to steal than that?" I asked.

Mara answered instead, "For some reason, there was a sudden increase in demand for organic ingredients around the Denibi system. Most likely it's smugglers trying to make a quick profit from this and since most transports that deliver these goods come from the inner colonies and are thus well defended, they target places like this instead."

Huh… Last I remembered, that place doesn't even trade in organic foods right? Why would there be a sudden increase in demand for them? Perhaps someone decided to start an organic restaurant or something?

I gave Mara a look, "But… Leftover ratatouille… They broke into your clinic, which last I remembered even had an automated turret defence system, just to steal that?"

Mara turned to point at two body bags that I didn't notice at first laying outside the door of her clinic.

"There were at least six of them. Two of them got shot before the other four managed to disable my security turret," She explained.

"By hacking it?"

"No, by destroying it. Good thing I have insurance coverage on that. The irritating part is that they don't cover foodstuffs so I can't get them to pay for that to reimburse you."

No, no, no… I need to reiterate again, this is goddamn leftover ratatouille for god's sake. This really isn't that serious at all.

I would be more worried about the fact that these guys actually broke into your clinic in the first place.

"Were you hurt?" I asked.

Mara shook her head, "No. I was not in the clinic at that time. Otherwise they would not have been able to steal these. My security warned me of the break in when they already broke into the clinic itself and by the time I rushed back here, they were already trying to leave. That was when I started shooting at them which forced them to abandon their dead comrades to escape."

Ok… I'm not sure if I should be worried about her decision to fight them since… You know… I don't think it's worth endangering yourself just to protect some leftover ratatouille… But ok.

So I guess we're dealing with some serial thieves who are also packing some heat since they managed to destroy that turret. And while breaking into the place, they lost two of their members and decided to leave their corpses behind, serving as possible leads to who they were.

I guess I can understand why the police are involved in this now.

"So is everything alright now? Did they steal anything else? Surely they didn't break in just to steal some ratatouille, did they?"

"Oh, nope. That's all they took. Didn't even touch any of my drugs or gene mods."

"Aren't those gene mods even more expensive than that?" I pointed out.

My gene mod cost six hundred thousand Credits by itself and I doubt my leftover ratatouille would even reach that amount in value.

Mara shrugged, "If you were to ask me, I would say that your food was much more valuable than those gene mods."

I waved my hand at her, "No way. I know the value of the gene mods you have. There's no way some leftover food could be worth more than all that."

"I would rather they steal the gene mods than your food. At least those are easily replaceable and would be insured."

…

Ok, I guess that makes sense.

I then looked at the others, "So what happens now? Do you need help capturing those guys or something? Actually, what am I talking about? This isn't any of our business, is it?"

The officer spoke up again, "It indeed isn't. If we require help from Mercs we would put in a request for it. But for now, it's just some stupid smugglers breaking in and stealing stuff which is no different from some criminals."

I turned to Mara, "What about you, Mara? Do you still need to be here? Doesn't seem like you could continue your business for the day either. Or do you need to give them a statement?"

She sighed, "Already done that. I'm just upset that those guys actually managed to steal it from me. I was even saving that for dinner tonight…"

Seriously, that thing is already more than a week old, you should have finished it days ago instead of saving it until now.

I gestured at the box Amber was holding, "It's alright. I made something else for you so why don't we--"

Mara immediately rushed towards Amber and tried to grab the box off her hands, only for the blonde haired Merc to lift the box above her head to keep it out of her reach.

The doctor growled at Amber, "What are you doing?"

"Oh what's this~ Does Mara want this? Maybe if Mara tells me that I'm the best thing that has ever come into her life, I might even consider giving this to you~"

"Please, you can't even claim that with a straight face when Tera is standing right there."

"Ok fine, second best."

"No."

"Oh come on! Why do you always bully me?!"

"Because you still make stupid decisions despite everything you stupid girl. Now give me that."

"Nuh uh~ Not until you say it! Oh! And also say that I'm better than you were in your prime!"

"Not happening."

"Then I guess I'll just have to--"

"Amber… Stop bullying Mara," I interrupted.

Amber pouted at me but gave the box of food I made to Mara obediently.

Mara visibly shuddered when she received the box from her.

She then opened up the box, revealing the contents of it which were steak and potatoes that I made using the last of our organic ingredients.

She was just about to reach into it to grab one of the roasted potatoes when I suddenly had a weird feeling coming from above, almost like what I would feel dealing with those people that can move at blinding speeds.

I was about to shout a warning when both Mara and Amber moved their hands upwards at the same time, grabbing a hand that appeared out of thin air and stopping a guy from reaching the box of food in Mara's hands.

Woah wait a minute… Where did this guy come from?!
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                Amber and Mara were holding on to the guy's arm that appeared out of thin air and, judging by the look on his face, he was also surprised that he was actually caught.

The two of them then slammed him onto the ground unceremoniously, knocking the wind out from the guy.

He recovered surprisingly quickly and tried to pry his hand out of their grasp, only to be pulled back by the two women.

The guy then pulled out what looked like an energy blade and I was already in the midst of pulling out my shotgun when he brought the energy blade down in an arc.

Except he was not aiming to cut either of the girls but instead, he severed his arm at the shoulder, cutting his limb loose.

I thought he was mad for doing that until I realised the arm was a prosthetic as sparks flew from the place he had cut instead of blood.

His figure then disappeared again and there was a shout coming from the other police officers which drew our attention.

I turned to look in the direction of the shout and found three of the officers being flung away from where they were standing, all of them crashing onto the ground dazed but still alive.

At where they had been earlier was another guy who had glowing arms and he rushed to pick up the two body bags to heft over his shoulder.

Several of the officers were in the midst of pulling out their weapons from their holsters when the guy who had cut off his arm disappeared and reappeared in front of the body bag guy, right before a smoke cloud exploded out from under his feet and hiding both of them from view.

The officers were not deterred by the smoke and started firing a few rounds into it, stopping after at least a dozen or so shots were first.

When the smoke cleared, all we're left with is an empty spot with no body in sight.

Ok… Err… Did the thieves return to ambush us and also steal their comrades' bodies away? I think that's exactly what happened here…

There was a high pitched whine and we quickly realised that it was coming from the arm that the guy had cut off.

Amber quickly pulled the arm out of Mara's grasp and threw it into the air before tackling me towards the ground.

I was still confused about what was going on before the arm suddenly exploded in the air, leaving nothing behind.

When everything settled down again, one of the police officers was shouting at the others, "They got away! Set up a perimeter immediately! Find them!"

I guess that's the guy in charge around here.

The officer that had barred us from entering didn't even say anything to us and sped off with his other colleagues, following the order that was given.

I'm not sure how they would be able to catch these guys since they managed to break through your guard and escape without any of you being able to do anything about it but what do I know?

The place that had been full of police officers was suddenly emptied out within a few seconds, only leaving a handful of them behind to keep watch on the crime scene.

Amber finally got off from me after making sure the place was safe and helped me back on my feet.

Mara and Lea were also fine so honestly, it was a little unnecessary for Amber to do that especially since I also had a shield on me as well.

Mara covered up the box that held the food I made for her, "I think we should go somewhere safer. We may now be targeted for this."

Lea raised her hand slightly, "May I suggest that we stay away from the ship? They might still be tracking us in order to find another opportunity to steal from us."

I was about to agree with Lea's suggestion when Mara turned to her, "And who might you be? An Alv slave?"

Lea nodded, "Captain has saved me from captivity and I am eternally grateful to her."

Mara looked at Amber who quickly pointed at me, prompting her to switch her gaze to me instead.

I answered her unasked question with a nod, indicating that I did indeed purchase an Alv slave.

Mara narrowed her eyes at Lea, "Your homeworlds are literally on the other side of this sector, how did you even get captured to be sold on this side of the galaxy?"

The Alv gave her a small smile, "I'm afraid that is something that I cannot share."

Mara narrowed her eyes even more but Lea maintained that smile that did not reach her eyes.

Eventually, Mara decided to drop the matter in favour of turning to me, "Alright. I agree with what she had suggested though, so we need another place to go."

I turned my gaze to Amber and she immediately shook her head, "Did you forget? My place was a rental. I don't actually live here."

I then looked at Mara, since she's an information broker after all so surely she had some hideouts or something right?

As though reading my mind, she also shook her head, "I'm not like those people who would have secret bases. The information broker thing is just a side job for me, not the main one."

Alright… In that case…

"I suppose… Maybe we can rent a place somewhere?"

"Oh yes! How about one of the nice hotels? Those would be a nice choice!" Amber suggested.

I raised an eyebrow, "Wouldn't those be quite expensive?"

"Oh we could just spend a single night there in one room, that wouldn't be too expensive!"

"Uh huh… One night with all of us in the same room huh. I wonder what might happen?"

She gave me a knowing smirk, "I wonder what~"

Mara turned to me, "Leaving aside her impure goals, I will have to agree that it's the safest place for us right now. A luxury hotel would also come with top class security so the risk is much lower than us staying in a cheaper place."

Well, I'll agree with her that this would be preferable as compared to leading these guys back to my ship where they could potentially try to sneak on board and steal even more of our stuff.

They've already shown that they were quite competent and they even had cybernetic mods so these really weren't just random thugs you could find out there. The only reason they lost two guys was most likely because of their carelessness.

"How much would we be spending for a night?" I asked, a little concerned that this would impact our savings meant for a new ship.

Amber waved her hand, "Oh we can afford it, don't worry. One room at the best hotel here would probably be just a few thousand Credits or so."

Oh, ok. That's less than I thought.

… Wait, no, that's actually pretty expensive for a station like Theeve. That's like a few hundred dollars a night if converted to my old World's currency isn't it? That's pretty expensive…

My sense of value is crumbling a little after earning so many Credits in such a short time…

Amber raised a finger, "Oh, and what's more… They also serve organic food as well~"

Oh~ That definitely sounds enticing. Although I'm a little disappointed by the last time we ate organic food prepared by someone else, maybe this time it would be better?

Ok, ok, I know the likelihood of that happening is pretty low but at least let me dream a bit ok? If worse comes to worse, I'll just ask them for permission to borrow their kitchens.

"Well alright, I suppose I wouldn't mind experiencing some nice hospitality for once," I admitted.

Mara seemed to perk up at that, "That's good, because I know just the place we can go for the night. From my sources, their food and service is actually pretty decent so we shouldn't be too disappointed."

'Too disappointed'? It sounds like she already knew that she would be disappointed already.

Amber turned to frown at Mara, "Hey… You're sharing that, aren't you?"

Mara's expression did not even change when she responded to her question, "Oh? You wish to share the food Tera had made for me? If you admit that I will forever be better than you and that you're just a troublesome little girl, I may consider it."

"You witch!"

"Call me whatever you want, but I'm not giving this up to you."

I felt a tug on my arm and found Lea giving me a look of concern, "Are we fine with them like this?"

"Don't worry about it, they're usually like this."

Lea obviously wasn't too convinced about that especially since Amber started trying to steal the box away from Mara and the doctor was holding her back with one hand pushing against her face without much effort.

This really felt like I was watching an older sister bullying her younger sister but I shall keep such thoughts to myself…

Anyway… I suppose we should go now?
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                The hotel they picked was certainly grand, I'll give them that.

The building itself towered over every other building in the area and the decorations were certainly more lavish than I thought it would be.

Heck, they even had a water fountain at its entrance.

Just so you know, that fountain by itself most likely cost more to maintain and build than the entire building.

Water ain't that cheap out here especially since there aren't any ice asteroids in this system so this station is literally depending on off station imports to get their water.

That's why the fountain itself was already an indication of how affluent the owners of this hotel were, which is pretty much bumping up my expectations for this place.

I mean… If they could spend that much just to decorate the front of their hotel, the inside should be pretty good right?

Lea was looking at the fountain with narrowed eyes, "How extravagant."

Amber grinned, "I know right? This place must be pretty great!"

"Why would there be such a hotel in a place like Theeve?" I asked.

"It's a front," Mara explained as a matter of factly. "The entire hotel itself is a front."

I turned to her with wide eyes, "Eh? Then doesn't this mean it isn't a good place for us to stay? What are they even a front for?"

"A drug and slavery cartel."

"And we're walking right in there? Won't we be one of their victims too?!"

"The hotel itself isn't where they get their victims, it's mainly used as a place for transactions."

I read between the lines and understood what she meant.

Basically the slaves and drugs would already be acquired elsewhere before they are smuggled here into the hotel.

Then the clients buying those goods would stay in this hotel in order to make those purchases so they intentionally made this hotel to be so high class because the clientele looking to purchase these goods most likely belonged to those standards.

In other words, we would be seen as potential clients, not victims.

Oh, that means I could be expecting even better treatment, can't I? I'm going to be making full use of that. In fact, this sounds like potential business opportunities to me!

Like I said, I'm not above making money through less than legal methods, which was why I was inspecting the black markets in the first place.

In fact, another reason why I agreed to come back to Theeve station was because I found a potential trading route between this station and the places we've visited.

Finding out that the demand for organic food has skyrocketed back at Denibi station has somewhat altered a bit of my plans though but it's not that big of a deal. I'm an adaptable person especially when it comes to changes in the market.

"Hmm… Would we be able to extend our stay later?" I wondered aloud.

Mara turned to me, "They have a market here and if you buy something, you can make that request from them and they might allow for an extra day or two at no charge."

Damn, now the price of the room seems relatively cheap to me. Funny how these places have better hospitality and actually treat you better than the legitimate places.

Putting all that aside for now, let's go check in.

We walked past the fountain and reached the main doors of the hotel, where not only were there valets present to open the door and greet us, there were also armed guards and two of them were even wearing power armour.

They're really trying to show off I see.

Mara was the one who made the reservations at the hotel and I was a little concerned since we didn't bring any extra clothes nor toiletries with us but she assured us it would not be an issue.

But before we could enter the place, however, there was a space right before the main lobby where several guards were present alongside automated turrets hanging above on the ceiling, all of them accompanied by only a single valet.

"Dear guests, please deposit any weapons at the counter and deactivate any combat implants before you enter the hotel."

Mara already told us about this ahead of time so it didn't come as a surprise for us. Thus we complied and I deposited my shotgun, my pistol and even my vibration knife at the counter.

I've been holding them for so long 

We went right up to the counter where a rather attractive woman with fox ears greeted us with a bow.

"Welcome honoured guests, to Palladium Stars, where your dreams can be bought. How may I assist you today?"

Mara stepped up to the counter and pulled out her personal terminal, pulling out the wire to plug into a socket on the counter without even acknowledging the woman.

I leaned over to Amber, "Is the staff a human?"

She nodded, "She just modded herself to have Vixlopian ears. Kind of easy to tell because she doesn't have their tails."

"Vixlopian?"

"A race of aliens with fox ears and tails. Really fluffy tails too."

No way, there's actually an alien civilization of fox girls?! Where have they been all this while?! Why haven't I met one yet?!

There was a beep from the counter and I staved off my questions to see a screen pop up that showed what I guessed to be the booking details of our group.

The woman with the fox ears bowed again, "Your booking has been confirmed. An all-inclusive luxury suite room for four for a night's stay. We have added all of you to the hotel's systems so you are free to use our amenities as much as you like. If you require anything else, please do not hesitate to contact one of the staff. We hope you enjoy your stay with us."

She didn't even seem fazed that Mara completely ignored her and simply disconnected her personal terminal from the counter before turning away. Almost as if this was an interaction she was used to seeing.

We followed Mara towards the lift lobby and I caught up to her to whisper, "Any reason why you were so stand offish to the counter staff?"

I was expecting her to tell me something like it was some kind of hidden rule or maybe even a secret message for a guest to do this as the explanation.

Instead…

"I find talking to people I don't like tiresome," She explained easily.

…

"But you're a doctor?"

"A Gene Splicer, to be precise. But most of the talking is handled by my counter staff. I'm just making the splices to be taken by the patients."

"Does that mean…"

"That I like you, Tera? Of course. We had sex, didn't we?"

I wasn't really going for that but I guess good to know? And didn't you claim that the sex was just testing out that the gene mod you made was working fine?

I decided not to bring that up and simply nodded my head and kept my mouth shut.

We reached the lift where another valet and a guard was also present, the valet having called for the lift the moment he saw us walking towards his direction so we didn't need to wait for it.

Sofar, the service we're getting is pretty great, which I guess should be expected since we literally paid about thirty six thousand Credits for this, way above the initial estimation of 'just a few thousand Credits'.

To be fair though… There were options for a few thousand Credits, but we went for the best package they had since we decided to just treat ourselves for the night.

I had thought it was too extravagant but the package included a dinner and breakfast service made using organic food instead of synthfood which was what convinced me to take it.

And truth be told… With the amount split between the four of us, it wasn't really that expensive.

We entered the lift and the valet bowed to us, holding the pose until the door closed.

There weren't any buttons on the lift panel so I wondered how we were supposed to select our floor when the lift started moving on its own.

I'm guessing there's some sensor or someone else involved that knows where our room was supposed to be and it automatically sends us there.

As the lift ascended towards our floor, Amber suddenly let out a gasp of surprise, prompting me to turn towards her wondering what happened.

Amber turned to me in excitement, "Tera! Alcohol is free during dinner!! We're gonna get wasted tonight!!"

…

You know what? Yeah, let's just get wasted tonight. We paid for all this right? We might as well just make use of all the benefits that are given to us.

And since I haven't actually gotten myself black out drunk before, this sounds like the perfect opportunity for me to do so.

Alright, let's all get drunk tonight!
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                First thing…

The room we were given was pretty nice.

There was a spacious living room connected to two bedrooms with each having their own attached bathrooms that even boasted a bathtub.

Each bedroom had a king sized bed and the room also came with their own minibar stocked with alcohol and synthfood.

Amber immediately flung herself onto the couch and sunk into it, “Ahhhh! This is definitely worth the price! The couch is so soft!!”

I looked around the living room, mentally making notes on how I would like to decorate my new ship when I got one eventually.

I have nothing against my current ship but while it does fulfil our needs, it could still be better.

In my old apartment, I at least had better accommodations than what my ship has right now. The most telling thing was the fact that we were still sitting on the floor to eat our meals and we did not have a proper dining table.

I’d like to have a ship that at least had a proper kitchen with a dedicated dining area by itself. Then another room that could function solely as a hydroponics garden to give Lea more space to work with.

With all that and the requirement of having a hangar bay big enough for two ships, that meant we’d need a rather large ship which was out of my budget for now.

Well, we’re not in a rush to get a new ship so it’s fine for now at least.

What’s more, with a bigger ship, we’d need more crew members to maintain it as well. Right now we don’t even have a mechanic which is quite problematic for long voyages.

We’re still getting by right now since we make short trips and could simply rely on the maintenance crews on the stations we visit to help check on our ship, but if we start travelling to further systems, we’d need someone on board to make sure everything is running smoothly.

It would be a death sentence if our engines were to die halfway and leave us stranded in space.

I was pulled out of those morbid thoughts when I felt someone grab my hand and pull me forward.

I found myself falling and I landed on top of Amber, my blonde haired lover smiling up at me as she entwined her fingers with mine.

“What are you thinking about over there with such a serious face, Tera? Maybe… How you’re going to have your way with me on this couch right now?” She grinned.

I grinned back, “And what if I said yes?”

She gasped and shifted her hands down to the hem of her pants to try and take them off before I stopped her.

“Not now, Amber. Control yourself.”

“Ahhhnnn~ But we’re on vacation right now, aren’t we? What’s a good vacation if you aren’t going to be fucking me all the time?”

I pushed myself up from her, “First of all, this technically isn’t a vacation. We’re here to hide from those thieves that have been going around trying to steal organic food so that they don’t track us to our ship. Second of all, we’re not alone. At least think about the other two who are with us.”

I turned to gesture at our companions, only to see Mara completely absorbed in eating the food I made for her. The doctor was slowly taking very small bites of her food while her face looked like she was in a trance of sorts.

On the other hand, Lea was standing at where she was and raised her hand when she saw me looking at her, “Please don’t mind me Captain. Just continue.”

…

“Ahem, as I was saying, we’re not exactly here for vacation. Who knows? Those guys might still come back for us.”

Amber also sat up on the couch to point at Mara, “For what? To steal something that would already be in her stomach? I doubt they’d be crazy enough to make her vomit it back out just so they could sell it.”

Honestly… I’m not even sure about that because I have a feeling that they might even do something like that if given the choice.

Amber continued, “Anyway, even if they do try and attack us, they’d have to get through the security of this hotel first. Unless they plan to wage war on this cartel, I doubt they would even attempt it.”

“Now you’re just raising flags… I bet they’re definitely going to attack us now.”

She waved her hand, “Ahahahaha~ Alright, alright~ But even if they do come here, they would target the hotel itself instead of us, right? Since the hotel kitchens do have organic ingredients, they would aim to steal that instead of coming after us.”

Ok, that makes sense. Which meant that while the hotel might be a target, we would not be affected by it. Except…

“That’s not good. What if they stole all the food before we got to eat them? We would be left with synth crap instead.”

Amber gasped, “Oh shit… Yeah, that would be a problem. Hey, do you think the hotel would let us help them fight those thieves if they appear?”

I smirked, “What happened to being on vacation?”

“Well, not if they are going to ruin our vacation with their presence!”

I’ll agree with her on that one.

I got up from the couch, “Anyway… Wasn’t this place meant to be a place where some illegal trade is being held? What do we need to do to get into that?”

Amber turned to Mara’s direction, but the doctor was completely absorbed in eating my food and didn’t even notice that we were looking at her.

I guess she’ll be occupied with that for the rest of the day until dinner time with how she was eating it.

Amber chuckled, “I guess our information broker is out of it at the moment. Ehehehe~”

“Why not just contact one of the staff members?” Lea suggested innocently. “Just let them know about your interest and that you know about it. The worst that could happen is that they claim not to know what you’re talking about, right?”

Huh… I guess since we already know that this place is a front for a cartel, they wouldn’t be calling the police or something to arrest us for asking, right?

But…

“What if they think we’re undercover police though?”

“Pffft, if anything I bet they already have the police in their pocket for them to be able to build a place like this in the first place! Besides, they wouldn’t be paying for a suite for one night just to try and bust them.”

I guess that’s true.

Alright fine.

I went over to the small console by the door that functioned as an intercom between the guest and the staff of the hotel.

Tapping on the screen to activate it, I quickly called the room service and only needed to wait for it to ring once before it was answered.

The screen changed to show a young woman who immediately bowed when the call connected.

“Thank you for calling, honoured guest. How may we assist you today?”

“Where is the market in the hotel?” I asked without hesitation.

I thought that if I showed that I already knew about it, the likelihood of them telling me about it was higher.

Plus, I didn’t really specify what type of market I was talking about so it could be a legitimate market for all they know. But if they are receiving those kinds of clients here, then she should know exactly what type of market I was referring to.

There was a very brief pause and I noticed that her gaze seemed to shift a little as though looking at another screen for a split second before her eyes moved back to me. An action done so quickly that you would have thought it was merely a trick of the light.

She maintained her smile, “Will you be interested in going there right now?”

I nodded.

“A staff will be there to guide you in a moment, honoured guest. May I ask if there are any goods in particular that you are looking for? Perhaps you might have an appointment with someone to purchase a specific item?”

I shook my head, “No, we’re going to be browsing.”

“I understand, honoured guest. Please wait for a moment for a staff member to guide you there. May I ask if you will have companions joining you?”

I turned towards the room and I found Amber and Lea nodding at me. I guess they’re also interested in looking around.

As for Mara… Well… She still seemed completely absorbed in eating the food I made for her… And I doubt she’s going to be responsive anytime soon so I guess we’ll just leave her here.

“Just two more,” I answered her.

“Thank you, honoured guest. The staff member will arrive in a minute. We hope you have a pleasant day!”

She bowed again and I shut off the call.

Well, that was pretty straightforward. Much easier than finding the black market with their passcodes and everything… If you ignore the price of entry that is.

            

    
        The Convention Beneath The Hotel

    
    
    
    
                As the woman I called had assured me earlier, a staff member appeared at our door and offered to guide us to their 'market'.

We had to leave Mara behind since she was completely absorbed in eating so I left her a note on the table to tell her we were going to the hotel's market.

The staff member was a man who seemed to have modded himself to have cybernetic eyes since they were glowing the entire time.

He brought us back to the lift and this time he entered with us instead of letting us enter on our own.

The lift then started descending back down towards the ground floor but continued past it to reach the basement level.

Of course their black market would be underground, why would you expect it to be anywhere else?

The door then opened and we were greeted by the sight of what looked like another security checkpoint with automated turrets on the ceiling and more armed guards watching the lift lobby.

All of them immediately turned their gaze towards us when the lift doors opened, although they at least did not show any signs of hostility but were only just watching us with a cautious gaze.

Our guide simply strode towards them and passed a card to one of the guards who slotted it into a machine before pulling it back out to pass it back to him.

Lea, Amber and myself had to stand in a scanner that shone a light over us before the guards finally let us through.

Seems like they're taking security quite seriously here.

We finally passed through the checkpoint and our guide continued to lead us down the featureless corridor until we reached an armoured door in the process of sliding open.

By the time we reached it, we were able to step past it without waiting.

Behind the door was what looked like an exhibition hall with various stalls and things on display. The centrepiece was something that looked like a tank or something but it had spider legs instead of tank threads.

It felt like we had just stepped into some kind of convention instead of a market if you asked me.

The staff member bowed, "Honoured guests, we welcome you to our humble market. Do you require further guidance through the hall?"

I shook my head, "We will manage on our own."

He deepened his bow, "Of course, honoured guests. Please enjoy yourselves."

He then left us through the door that he had led us through, letting it shut behind him while we stepped further into the hall.

Truthfully, it definitely did not feel like I was entering a black market considering how well dressed the other people were.

But when you saw what kind of things were on display in those stalls, you would know instinctively that this place was not just a normal convention.

Sure, there were stalls that seemed to be selling guns which could be considered to be normal merchandise in this station. But then you'll see the stall right beside them with people in cages all chained up with collars on their necks.

At least the slaves look like they were dressed well.

Ironically, I later learned that most of the slaves being sold here were actually legal slaves but they were just brought here to find high profile buyers. The weapons being sold were actually more illegal than the slaves because they were either stolen or illegally modified.

What an irony.

Putting that aside though, there were several interesting things around here.

There was even a place that was selling power armour and that's what I immediately went to look at the moment I saw it.

The stall had several pieces of them all lined up in a row and a bespectacled man was standing in front of them trying to advertise the power armour to a group of well dressed men.

"Now, if you want to impress the others at a function, I would highly recommend the X-two Guardian Series right over here! They're not only capable of defending you, they are also decorated to look good! Look here, they even have cup holders!"

The salesperson tapped on the chest of the power armour and a set of three cup holders ejected out from its abs to arrange themselves in a row.

I thought it was pretty stupid but a few of the onlookers let out gasps of amazement.

Really? That was enough to get you guys impressed?

"Right now I'm having a sale on these bad boys! Just a hundred and sixty million Credits for this one!"

Holy shit… I mean… I knew the power armour would be expensive but that thing is even more expensive than an average C Class ship!

Judging by the nods and the looks the other patrons were giving, it looked like the price wasn't unreasonable at all.

I thought I was already quite well off after earning this much money but now I know I'm still considered poor in these circles.

The salesman wasn't done, "But! If you want to really impress your friends at a high class party, there is no better choice than the G-seven Royal Sentry X-five!"

He tapped on a console that prompted a pod beside him to open up, revealing a power armour that had golden trims along its edges.

Needless to say, the onlookers were quite excited by the sight and a few of them even took a step forward as though already deciding on purchasing it.

The salesperson jerked his thumb at it, "Not only does this look great, it has better specs than the X-two! I'm talking about better armour, better mobility, better shields and it still has cup holders as well! All of this just for a hundred and eighty million Credits! It's a steal, I tell you! Now do we have any buyers? I have a limited number of these today for this special price!"

At least four of the onlookers immediately raised their hands and were approaching him with the intention of purchasing one for themselves.

Even though it was out of my budget, I felt that this at least gave me some understanding of how much I could expect to pay for a top of the line power armour.

While that was going through my mind, someone from the side spoke up.

"What a scam… That so-called 'G-seven Royal Sentry X-five' is just basically the same as the X-two but with some gold paint on it. There is literally nothing different in terms of specs at all. You're charging twenty million more just for some gold paint!"

I looked in the direction of who was talking and found a person wearing a hood over their head standing just a short distance away from me.

From the voice and the fact that they were almost a head shorter than I was, I figured that the person was most likely a female.

The hood was hiding her appearance from where I was standing but the salesperson clearly recognised the girls as his face immediately turned into a scowl.

"Godamnit Ries, no one asked for your opinion! You're only here to help me do maintenance on my products, not comment on them!"

"Pfft, you mean I'm not here to expose you. Come on now. If you want to scam them, at least use real gold trims instead of just gold paint. Although if you do that, I suppose it would also lower the armour's defensive integrity by about two percent so that would be a bigger scam."

One of the customers scowled at the salesman, "Hey, what's the meaning of this? Did you really just try to trick us?!"

The salesman quickly changed his face, "Dear customer! Please don't listen to that girl spouting nonsense! She has no idea what she's talking about!"

"Uh-huh, if that's the case, would you allow everyone to do a scan of the two power armours and compare their stats side by side to see whether I'm telling the truth?" The hooded girl asked.

I secretly brought up my Codex to do just that and… Sure enough, the scans showed me that the two power armours were actually the same model so the hooded person was definitely telling the truth.

A few other patrons also did the same and the moment they realised they almost got scammed, they quickly stormed off after throwing some expletives at the salesman.

I'm more surprised that they even let him off that easily instead of giving him a beating because I was fully expecting that to happen.

"Wait! Wait! If this one doesn't interest you, how about… Wait!" The salesman cried out but no one else paid attention and the crowd that had been in front of his stall quickly dispersed.

The guy slammed the table angrily, "You bitch! What are you doing here?! You're supposed to be at the back! Not here!"

"You told me to do maintenance on the armour didn't you? I'm here for the ones behind you."

"Not during a sale you… You… Oh. Hi there! Are you interested in any of my power armour?!"

The salesman quickly changed his tone when he noticed that my group still stayed.

Errr… Should I leave?

That was when the hooded girl turned around and I managed to peek into the hood, noticing something very distinct.

Are those cat ears?!

            

    
        Check Your Contracts

    
    
    
    
                Those are cat ears I see under the hood right? I'm not seeing things am I?

Wait, wait, calm down now. She might just be a modded human… But that's still cute though!

But if she just modded herself, why the hood? Because I'm assuming she's using it to hide her cat ears, right?

Maybe it's just for fashion?

The salesman mistook my silence as interest and rubbed his hands together, "How about it, dear customer? May I interest you in the G-seven--"

"We were already here when you got exposed," Amber interrupted him with an upraised hand. "So no need to try and scam us too."

The hooded girl grinned while the salesman glared at her from behind.

I was curious so I tried asking, "Just so that you know, we're Mercs. So we don't need any of your fancy but impractical stuff. Do you have anything here that is actually more practical than decorative?"

The salesman clapped his hands together, "Why yes! Of course I do! I have the Komaka Series V-seven right over--"

"Those got recalled back to the factories because their joints have a tendency to lock up which resulted in at least seven pilots losing their limbs," The hooded girl interrupted.

He coughed, "Ahem… That… Those only happened to the older models. This one is the updated one…"

"Which was actually built off the older models by the same company where the only thing that changed was the addition of a bigger shield capacitor that doesn't address the joint issue, which was why they were recalled as well."

The salesman grimaced, "O… Ok… If you are worried about something that only had a one in a million chance of that happening to you--"

"Actually, only seventy thousand of these units were produced, so it's a one in ten thousand chance. Or to be more precise, a zero point zero zero zero one percent chance. And that's only counting the seven who lost their limbs, there were multiple others who had broken limbs or some other injury related to that problem. That percentage would go quite high if we were to include those. Should I start counting?"

"Aaaanyway! I can see that this is not to your taste! How about the Enforcer G-seven zero eight? This one is pretty popular amongst Mercs! I can personally guarantee its effectiveness! Decent armour, decent shielding, decent load and it even has an in-built close combat system that can be activated to speed up its strikes!"

Surprisingly, the hooded girl remained silent this time so either she did not know much about the armour or the salesman had not told a lie yet.

As though emboldened by this fact, the salesman continued, "For just today, I'm willing to let this one go for just twenty million Credits!"

That was the part the hooded girl scoffed at, "That model has been out for at least a decade and a half already. Sure, it still holds up decently against the current generation models but it's already considered an antique at this point. The reason why it's popular amongst Mercs is because it's still a decent entry level power armour but you'd be stupid to pay more than two million Credits for this."

Holy shit… Assuming she was telling the truth, he Just tried to scam us for more than ten times the market price? I'd think even other unscrupulous merchants wouldn't try to bump up the price by that big of a margin…

The salesman stomped the ground with his foot in a fit of rage, "That's it! You get out of here right now! Go back to the storeroom!!"

The hooded girl smirked at him, "Oh, you don't need me to check on 'those pieces of crappy armour that were making weird noises behind the stall' anymore?"

"You… You… Get back over there and shut your mouth!"

She huffed before turning to us, "If you're serious about buying one, the G-seven zero eight is indeed not a bad starting machine if you're on a budget, but not for the ridiculous price he had given you of course. If you aren't that tight on money though, I would recommend one of the Sentinel series from Galactic Armaments. Pretty good for their price which you could get from eighty to two hundred million Credits."

I looked at the salesman who was still glaring at her, "Don't suppose you have what she just suggested?"

He quickly changed his attitude again to smile at me, "Oh, I do! Have a look over he--"

"Don't buy it from him though, his stock of them are all pretty bad," The hooded girl interrupted again.

His face changed again and he scowled at her, "What do you mean I have the bad stuff?! I literally stole these from--"

He covered his mouth as soon as he realised he had screwed up over there.

Right… So not only does he scam his customers, his stuff isn't even legit… Why the hell does this place even allow someone like him to set up shop here?

The hooded girl smirked when she saw him slip up, "Mmhmm~ Maybe next time you would learn that screwing over your hired help who is literally keeping your things running might not be the best of ideas."

She was about to step past him when he reached out his hand and stopped her, giving her a death glare which she received without even flinching.

"Fuck you, you damned bitch! I've had it with you! You're fired!"

Instead of being shocked or angry at the declaration, the hooded girl simply stretched out her hand towards him, "Alright. Where's my pay then?"

"Pay?! You still dare to ask for your pay?! After you screwed me out of all those possible sales?! You're already fortunate that I'm not asking you to pay for the damages, you ungrateful pussy!"

She crossed her arms, "You signed the contract with me that I will get paid even if I was laid off by you. The terms also stated very clearly that I would not be responsible for any sales at all, which meant that all of the responsibility lies in you. So you still owe me my pay."

Lea leaned over very slightly, "Do you think we should leave, Captain?"

Amber spoke up before I could, "Leave? Why? It's just starting to get interesting! I'm more upset that I don't have some popcorn for this!"

I'm actually inclined to agree with Amber, you don't see a show like this everyday after all. I say just let them cook!

The salesman pulled out a rolled up piece of paper from his jacket to unfurl it and shove it in her face while pointing at it, "Oh yeah?! Did you miss out this line over here that says your only responsibility is doing work on the equipment and not to engage with clients?! You broke the contract right here by telling everyone about the products!"

"Oh, but you missed the point right here that says that on my twenty minute break time, my work responsibilities would not apply to me? So in that short break time I'm given, I am actually allowed to talk to potential clients about your products. And look at the time! I still have five more minutes of my break time! So pay up!"

Oh damn, at this moment I'd say that the hooded girl is winning this. And judging by the scowl on the salesman's face, I think it's safe to say that I was right.

But then, the salesman suddenly grinned, his demeanour completely flipping around.

His finger went towards the bottom of the page and tapped at the corner of the empty space, "Seems like you really missed this part here that says that the contract becomes null and void when you are fired for any reason."

All of us narrowed our eyes at the page and… There's nothing there?

"There's nothing there," The hooded girl said what I had in mind.

"Oh, but there is!" He chuckled, reaching into his pocket to pull out some kind of flashlight.

He then shone it on the edge of the page where he had pointed earlier and something showed up at the very edge of the page.

All of us leaned in closer and I realised there were several words written in fine print that I could not even make out despite how hard I was straining my eyes.

Thankfully, I had Lea to read it out for me.

"All terms of this contract will be null and voided if the employee is fired by the employer for any reason and no remuneration shall be owed to the employee upon such a termination. This clause supersedes all other clauses in this agreement."

The hooded girl glared at him, "You bastard! How dare you?!"

He then rolled up the contract once again while smirking, "I dare. So get out of my face you stupid cat, I have merchandise to sell."

"You sure you want to do this? Because if you come running back to plead me for any reason to come back, I'm not going to!"

"Hahahaha! Just get out of here before I call security!" He waved her off.

I thought she would continue to argue but surprisingly, she seemed to accept her loss and stormed off.

Geez, that was definitely not how I thought this interaction would end…

            

    
        She's A Neko Alright

    
    
    
    
                Watching the hooded girl storm off, I decided that we should just follow after her.

Hey, that's a possible cat girl! I'm not going to just let her walk off now, am I?

Amber and Lea also followed behind me without protest, though I'm pretty sure Amber was doing so because she was expecting a continuation of the fight.

"You gave up pretty easily there," Amber commented as we followed behind her.

She said nothing until we were out of sight before she stopped to turn around and fact us.

"Why are you following me?"

I looked at the others who looked back at me.

I wasn't about to admit to her that I was following her because I saw her cat ears and I wasn't letting a cat girl just walk out like that.

But what else could I say?

Lea came to my rescue, "We were concerned if you were alright after that man pulled such a thing on you."

She placed her arms on her hips, "Oh really? I thought you might be trying to get me to pay you for wasting your… Hold on… Are you a real Alv?"

Lea didn't seem surprised by her question and simply gave her a nod, "Yes I am."

The girl then took a moment to look at Amber and I before checking our surroundings to see that no one else was paying attention to us.

She then narrowed her eyes at her, "How have you not gotten swarmed by others then? Pretty sure the humans here would be clamouring all over you if you were an actual Alv."

Lea simply pointed at her neck where the slave collar was.

The hooded girl narrowed her eyes slightly before turning to face Amber and I.

"So that's it huh? Are you planning to enslave me too?" She asked.

I raised an eyebrow at her, "How did you even come to that conclusion?"

"Why else will you follow some stranger that you just met for the first time?"

"I don't know? Maybe I thought that you could guide us around or something?"

"Do I look like a tour guide to you? Because if you didn't realise this from what happened earlier, I just got fired from my job as a mechanic."

"And you don't seem to be that upset about it?" I pointed out.

Sure, she seemed unhappy about it, but she accepted her loss quite easily as compared to how combative she was earlier while she was arguing with him.

Her face quickly changed into a mischievous smile, "Heh~ Well let me just give you a piece of advice. Don't screw over someone who knows your business better than you~"

I was about to ask what she meant when I heard a loud 'boom' emanating from behind us.

When I looked over in the direction of the sound, I realised there was now a small plume of smoke rising up into the air.

"Did you cause one of his power armour to explode or something?" I asked.

"Pfft~ What do you take me for? I'm not that vindictive. One of them was already on the verge of blowing up which was why I was there in the first place. He stopped me from fixing it so it has nothing to do with me~"

She may say that… But I have a feeling the truth is actually deeper than that.

The girl then gestured at Lea, "So what's her deal then? Why are you parading an Alv slave like her around?"

I blinked, "I am not parading her around though?"

Lea also added, "And I am following Captain of my own accord. She had rescued me from a black market trader and I am indebted to her."

The hooded girl raised an eyebrow, "Really? First time I've seen an Alv who is happy to be enslaved."

Lea shrugged in response.

That's news to me… Lea certainly didn't seem that bothered by it and was even prepared to sleep with me too.

The girl then pulled up her hood and… There it is! The cat ears! I knew it!! They're so cute!! Look at them twitching slightly when she revealed them! I want to pat her head so bad!!

"I guess you already realised this but I'm a Maochatte," She explained, although I only half heard her since I was too busy looking at the pair of brown cat ears that were peeking out of her head of brown hair.

I managed to return to my senses quickly to ask, "So why the hood? Do they not like you here?"

She raised an eyebrow, "Is this your first time here or something?"

"Yes?"

"That explains why you're not even concerned about letting your Alv slave walk around in full view either. If everyone around knew I was a Maochatte, I would be getting stares and idiots asking me if they could touch my ears or my tail. Hmph! How would you humans like it if I asked if I could touch your boobs and ass all the time, huh?"

Amber giggled, "I wouldn't mind Tera touching my boobs and ass all the time though~"

She ignored Amber's comment and stuck out her hand towards me, "I've not introduced myself yet, have I? I'm Ries Balade, but you can just call me Ries. I'm a mechanic, as you might be able to tell."

"I'm Tera, a Mercenary. This is Amber and Lea, both part of my Mercenary team."

She then pulled up her hood again before nodding at Lea, "Just a word of advice from me… You might want to cover her ears because there's definitely going to be people who would try and take her from you."

"Thank you for the suggestion, I'll keep that in mind," I thanked her with a nod of my own. "Although I would still want to ask if you could guide us around for a bit?"

"You want me to guide you around? Why should I?"

"I'll pay you for it?"

She chuckled, "Are you like some naive noble who came out to play Merc for fun? Did you think I would accept something like that? Why would you even trust a stranger to guide you around?"

"Because you seem to know about all of these things better than us?"

"Uh-huh… Still doesn't mean I have to help you though? I'm not interested in doing it for money either."

Ugh… I guess I'm being too much of a creep now aren't I? I'm only approaching her because I'm seeing an actual cat girl for the first time in my life.

I turned to the other girls, "Alright… I guess we'll just have to go look around on our own. How about we--"

I didn't get to finish my words before a shout came from behind, "There she is! That's the terrorist!!"

We turned to see the salesman from earlier pointing a finger at Ries, his face contorted In rage. Behind him were four armed guards who looked almost as pissed as he was.

Ries furrowed her brows at him, "Oh, I'm a terrorist now?"

"Of course you are! You blew up my merchandise and attempted to derail this hotel's good name! I saw her fiddling around at the back of my stall earlier but I thought she was just a thief I scared away! You guys need better security! I'm demanding compensation from this!"

Oh wow, this guy's a professional scammer for sure. He really came up with a story like that so quickly?

One of the guards started approaching her, "You're coming with us right now."

Ries fumed, "Oh hell no! That bastard is lying! I was supposed to do maintenance on the machines but he fired me before I could! If he didn't, I would have been able to prevent this! He's just trying to take advantage of you guys to pay for his stupid decisions!"

The guard paused and narrowed his eyes at her, "Do you have proof?"

"Yeah! He has my employment contract!"

Everyone turned to him and he scoffed, "Oh please, at least use a better lie. I've never even met you in my life! And everything was blown up in that explosion so I lost everything!"

I understood the hidden meaning behind that statement. He meant that even the evidence she was relying on had been consumed by the explosion or he had taken advantage of it to get rid of it.

The guard turned back to Ries, "Well?"

There was an edge in his voice and I realised he did not care about the truth behind it and just needed someone to blame. So if Ries did not have anything else to prove her innocence, he was prepared to make her the scapegoat.

Amber then leaned over at that moment, "I have a video of your argument if you want it~"

Ries swivelled her head to face her, practically demanding for the video with her eyes.

Amber raised a finger, "Not so fast~ You'll have to pay for it by becoming our guide~"

"I'll do it! Hurry up!" She agreed immediately.

Oh wow, that was a quick change of heart…

            

    
        She Likes Big Guns

    
    
    
    
                "And… I suppose that's some kind of drug stall or something?" Ries explained lamely.

I also nodded halfheartedly at that explanation.

"And that one's… I guess that one is selling some stolen stuff? I dunno."

I gave another non-committal response to her words.

She then turned and pointed at another stall, "And that one is selling the newest XM-seven energy minigun! That piece can fire seven thousand rounds per minute and with a large enough battery pack, you could hold down the trigger for a solid three minutes before you need to reload it! In-built cooling systems would make sure that the weapon doesn't overheat while it's firing and you can even hotswap the cooling unit as well on the go! You can attach it as a shoulder mounted or even a wrist mounted weapon on a power armour or even mount it inside a ship as a point defence weapon! With eight barrels of-- Ahem… Yeah… It's a pretty cool gun."

She stopped herself halfway through her explanation unprompted when she realised she had started rambling.

Yeah… I pretty much understood what kind of person she was within the last few minutes of meeting her.

After Amber showed the guards the footage that she had secretly taken of their argument, which I later learned the only reason why she recorded them was because she found it amusing, the guards took the raging salesman away for almost ruining the hotel's business.

As Ries had promised, she started guiding us around the place although it was clear she was not that interested.

She would only just give half-hearted responses and barely explained anything in regards to the things being sold at those stalls.

That is… Until she comes across a stall that was either selling heavy weaponry or mechanical parts like power armour or ships.

Her face would light up and her eyes would sparkle as she told us everything she knew about the things being sold at the stall, just like what happened with that minigun earlier.

I'm not gonna lie…

That's cute as hell.

And also… Why the hell wouldn't I be interested in what she's talking about? She was just about to tell me more about that minigun and it already sounds so cool!

I looked at her in surprise, "Eh? Wait, why did you stop? You were just talking about the eight barrels, right? What about them?"

She blinked at me, "The… Eight barrels?"

"Yeah? Something about the XM-seven energy minigun having eight barrels?"

"Ah… Ahh… Yeah!! The… The gun sports eight barrels made from specially drilled barrels that would ensure optimal accuracy with minimal bullet spread even with sustained fire! With its on board computer systems, you can even link it to your neural interface if you have one installed in your head to fire it remotely!"

I can just see the top of her hood twitch which was an indication of her ears twitching in excitement underneath it.

She's soooo cute~

If only I could see her without the hood and watch her ears twitch around in real time. What a shame.

Still, I guess seeing her being so excited while talking about these guns was already a big plus.

She then skipped ahead and pointed at another store, "That one's selling a B-three Velra multi-rocket launcher! Eight separate launch tubes with each one capable of being loaded separately and both lock on and dumb-fire capabilities! This baby is capable of shooting down a squadron of A Class fighters on its own or even a B Class Heavy fighter from the atmosphere with concentrated fire! Not only that, it also has a speed loader that you can use to load in all eight launch tubes in less than ten seconds! What's more… Eh?"

She suddenly stopped talking of her own accord and her eyes widened when she saw something else.

Ries then rushed forward and stuck her face against one of the glass display cabinets of another store, causing the others around her to jump at her sudden appearance.

"Wooooow!! That's Galactic Armaments' P-five Autocannon!! I never thought I would be able to see one here!!"

We went over to her and I looked into the display case that was twice as long as I was tall and wide enough to have two people lay in it side by side.

Inside the display case was a cannon that was meant to be mounted on a ship and this one seemed to have gone through some custom job as there were custom designs and paint on the barrel and mount of the weapon.

What design, you ask? Of course they had an anime girl painted on it…

That didn't seem to faze Ries though as she was practically salivating over the weapon while she pawed on the display case.

"Firing six hundred and fifty millimetre titanium sabot rounds capable of punching through even double layered plated armour on C Class ships! Boasting a fire rate of forty rounds a minute, it can render an unprotected ship into scrap within seconds! This one is even modded with a Talhreen autoloader that increases its rate of fire by fifteen percent and a Quick Target Acquisition System that allows it to automatically track targets! This is a gem! Hey, hey, is there a demonstration of this weapon being used?"

Ries was looking at the store owner with a pleading gaze.

In contrast, the store owner did not share her enthusiasm and waved at her dismissively, "Go away if you're not planning to buy anything."

The hooded girl pouted at him before huffing and storming away from the store with us following behind her.

Amber was snickering at the exchange but at least she did so quietly so I don't think Ries noticed.

She next approached another stall and this one was selling slaves.

The Maochatte was obviously not interested in it so she was gesturing towards it with a flippant air, "Here we have one of those slave traders you guys are so proud of."

The store owner quickly stepped out and greeted us with a smile, "Hello there! Are you perhaps interested in my wares? I have some good slaves available for sale! Be it labour slaves, sex slaves or crime slaves, I have them all!"

Ries looked pissed and was obviously about to tell him off when Amber stepped forward and asked, "Do you have any slaves that aren't human?"

The store owner looked at Lea standing behind her and grinned, "A cultured one are you? I do, actually. They're at the back. Would you like to take a look?"

Amber turned to me and I shrugged, showing that I did not mind either way.

She turned back to the store owner, "Alright, let's see what you got then."

"Of course, of course! Right this way!"

He gestured for us to follow him and we fell in step behind him, with Ries clearly not happy about our decision.

"Are you girls crazy?" She whispered in a hurry. "This is clearly a trap! He's going to bring all of you out of sight and then have some people jump out and demand you give up your Alv to him! Then afterwards he'll put her up on sale again and force you to buy her back!"

"Oh we know~" Amber whispered back.

Wait, we do? Because I actually thought he was bringing us to his secret stash of slaves where he would be showing us non human slaves for us to peruse.

I obviously didn't plan on getting a new slave at this time but if he had someone that I felt would be an asset to our team, I would not be against purchasing them either.

So you're really telling me that this is actually a trap?

God damn it… And here I thought I would be able to see other aliens…

Ries then frowned, "If you know that it's a trap… Why are you even following him there? We should just get out of here right now before he--"

"In here now. I assure you that my slaves are all top quality and you would not be disappointed by them!" He called out, opening a door that seemed to lead to an unused store room for us.

Ries took a step back, "Oh no… I'm good. I'm just here as their guide so I'll just wait outside for them. You can all just go in without me."

"That wouldn't do. We can't have one of our guests be treated so discourteously, could we?"

The store owner then clapped his hands together and four large sized men came out from their hiding spots and surrounded us in a semicircle, cutting off our escape route.

All of them were unarmed but they cracked their knuckles threateningly, showing us that they were not above using violence to get us through the door.

Amber chuckled, "What are you being shy for? They're already inviting us in to see their wares so let's all just go and take a look!"

The store owner chuckled, "Of course, of course! Just step this way please~"

Oh boy… What did I get myself involved in this time?
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                We were practically forced through the doors and we found ourselves in what appeared to be a storage room of sorts.

The doors closed behind us and two of the men stood at the doors while the other two moved to flank our sides.

Two other men were also waiting inside the room and they stood by the salesman's sides, looking like some kind of bodyguard.

All of them were looking at us with quite an unfriendly gaze and if I didn't know that it was a trap earlier, I certainly knew that it was now.

But well… I decided to just play dumb for now to see how things went, "So, where's the slaves?"

The salesman gave me a pointed look, "Wait… Are you being serious right now?"

I gave him a confused look, "Wasn't this why you brought us here? Why else would you bring us here then?"

He shared a look with the guards before all of them started to laugh.

"Ahahaha! Oh wow! We got ourselves a really bright one, lads!"

One of the guards smirked at the merchant, "Hey boss. She isn't that bad looking either. You think we could just take her along as well?"

The salesman looked at me up and down before smirking, "While that may be true, we still have some standards, boy. We're only here for the Alv."

I pretended to be clueless and tilted my head at him, "What are you talking about? Do you have Alv slaves for sale?"

"Hahaha! We will soon enough actually!" He laughed before gesturing to Lea. "I will not waste time here. We're willing to buy your Alv slave from you. Since it looks like she's quite well behaved, she must have been trained properly, right? I'm willing to offer two million Credits for her."

I acted surprised, "Huh? Sorry, but she's not for sale though?"

"Oh, but I think it would be in your best interest to sell her to us right now."

The guards around us cracked their knuckles.

I turned towards my companions to see their reactions.

Amber had a head lowered slightly which I recognised as her combat stance so she was ready to fight at any moment.

Lea did not seem that concerned and was even looking quite relaxed as though the topic of the conversation was not about her.

I'm guessing she was acting that way to play the part of being a 'well trained slave.'

Ries kept swivelling her head around and looked understandably nervous since she felt that she was dragged into someone else's problem unnecessarily with no way out.

Right now, my aim was to have the merchant lower his guard enough so that I could grab him to reverse our position. But he's currently hiding between two of his guards so I could not approach him easily which was why I was acting clueless to try and bait him towards us instead.

Confirming the status of my companions, I turned back to shake my head at him, "I'm flattered that you think so highly of her but maybe we can talk about selling her after you show me the slaves you have? I'm more interested in buying at the moment."

He frowned at me before taking a few steps forward, "Are you being serious right now? Do you really have no idea what is going on here?"

"Err… Are you not showing us your slaves that you are planning to sell to us?"

The salesman facepalmed and a few of the guards also let out groans. I also heard a soft groan coming from behind me which I was sure came from Ries.

"There's a limit to how stupid someone can be, you know? I think we should just--"

While everyone else was still distracted, I moved forward and grabbed the merchant's arm before pulling him towards me and spinning him around to wrap my arm around his neck.

I tightened my grip and a choked gasp came from the merchant, prompting all his guards to take a step forward.

"Not another step or I'm snapping his neck," I warned.

The guards paused before one of them scoffed and took another step forward.

They don't think I'm capable of doing that huh…

I tightened my grip on his neck and the merchant gasped, "Sto… Stop! Stop!!"

All the guards froze and I relaxed slightly, still putting pressure on his neck but allowing him to talk at least.

"All of you, stand in the corner over there," I ordered, gesturing to the corner in question by jerking my chin.

None of them moved so I pulled my arm back again.

"Gack!! Do… Do what she says!!" The salesman cried out through the chokehold.

They grudgingly obeyed, all of them slowly moving towards the corner that I indicated.

One of them tried to be slick and attempted to walk close to us to get to the location but Amber stood in his way, blocking his attempt at moving close to me.

He saw that as a chance to get a hostage of their own and made a grab for Amber.

I almost snapped the merchant's neck while I moved towards her to stop him but my worries were unfounded as Amber easily grabbed both of his wrists and stopped him in his tracks.

The guard only had a moment to realise what had happened before Amber pulled downwards, bringing him to the perfect height for her to smash her knee into his chin.

There was a loud crack before the guard that was two heads taller than her stumbled two steps back before falling backwards to crash onto the ground.

She turned back and grinned at the others, "Anyone else? Come on, I'll take anyone on!"

Amber? Why are you taunting them?

Two of the guards actually responded to her taunt and charged towards her, completely ignoring the fact that I still had their boss as a hostage.

Err… Hello? Do you guys want me to break his neck over here or something?

The two guards rushed towards Amber and she did the unexpected thing of leaping towards them as well.

The first one tried to grab her in a bear hug but she kicked off the floor and used him as a springboard to catapult herself towards the second guard behind him.

The second guy was caught completely off guard and received a flying kick across his face that forced him to take a few steps back, dazed from the blow but still in the fight.

Amber had used the impact to launch herself back towards the first guard who was in the midst of turning around, only for the blonde haired Merc to slam the heel of her boot on his face as she landed on top of him.

He was once again used as a springboard as Amber kicked herself off of him and flipped in the air to land on her feet behind him.

As the guard was still reeling from being kicked in the face, Amber swung her leg up in a roundhouse kick to smash her heel into the back of the guard's head.

The man then crumpled onto the ground like a puppet that had its strings cut, his limbs giving way and leaving him in an unconscious heap.

The second guy had recovered by now and was a bit more wary of approaching Amber after seeing her dispatch two of his comrades so easily.

Instead of charging at her, he stood his ground while maintaining a wrestling pose where his arms were spread out to the sides.

The good thing was that the other guards seemed to be content with just watching instead of helping him gang up on Amber, though I would say the fact that I was watching them while holding their boss had something to do with it.

Amber ended up being the one to charge towards him, my lover rushing up without an ounce of fear on her face.

The guard pulled his arms back before lunging forward in an attempt to grab her, only for Amber to slip through his hands as she slid between his legs.

As she slid past, her fist punched upwards right in between the guy's legs, causing everyone that had a dick in the room including myself to wince in pain.

The poor guard fell to his knees while clutching his crotch, his voice coming out in a high pitched groan before Amber put him out of his misery with an axe kick to the top of his head.

The guard's eyes rolled to the back of his head before his body fell forward, smashing into the ground with a loud crash.

Amber placed one of her feet on the unconscious guard and turned to smirk at the rest of the guards, "Anyone else? I'm ok with all of you coming at me together you know?"

Amber… Don't push your luck…

Fortunately, no one else took up her offer and obediently stayed where they were in the corner.

Right… So what am I supposed to do with this guy now?
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                So… What am I supposed to do with this guy?

I mean… He obviously intended harm on us but we've beaten his guards into submission at this point…

Maybe…. We can extort him now?

On another note, Ries seemed to be in shock right now with how she was looking at the scene with wide eyes.

Beside her was Lea who still looked completely unbothered. In fact, I think there was a hint of disappointment on her face for some reason. Not sure why though?

Maybe she was disappointed by the human's greed or something? She did predict that something like this might happen after all.

As for the merchant… He's been very quiet ever since Amber went to beat up three of his guards with minimal effort.

I believe it's because he thought I was actually going to snap his neck because of his guards' actions but come on, even I'm not that unreasonable.

I was just thinking that we could ask this merchant to pay us some Credits for giving us trouble before Amber let out a disappointed groan from the side.

"Really? You guys outnumber us and you don't even dare to fight little old me? How pathetic."

Amber… What are you doing?

One of the guards started shuffling away from the crowd towards my direction with his gaze locked on me.

I frowned at him and tightened my grip on the merchant, "Not another step. Tell him to back up."

"Unnghhh!! Back… Back up…" He groaned in a weird voice.

Wait… Somehow I feel that the way he was struggling in my chokehold isn't him trying to get away from me…

The others seem to have also noticed the oddity in his voice and looked over in my direction.

Then I noticed that Amber's face turned from confusion to disgust then to pure rage.

She stormed up to me, making me wonder if I did something wrong before she delivered a punch into the merchant's guts.

The impact made him blurt out a very, very weird line.

"Ngghh~ Harder mommy~"

…

What.

"Let him go, Tera… This piece of shit was enjoying it the entire time!" She roared, giving him a kick in between the legs.

I did as she asked and the guy fell onto the floor on his side with a look of bliss on his face.

That was also when I realised he was sporting an erection which was what Amber probably saw that made her mad.

This son of a bitch was getting off on me choking him… Fuck.

Ugh… I don't even want anything to do with him anymore…

He suddenly grabbed my foot with his hands, "Wait! Please do it more! Choke me out, please!!"

What the flying fuck dude?!

Amber stepped on his back, "Get off of her you fucking sleazebag! Not only did you try to fucking rob us, you're perving on us now?! Do you actually want to die or something?!"

"Ahhh~ Yesssss! Step on me harder!!"

I looked at the guards and it seems like this side of their boss was something they were seeing for the first time as well, judging by how they were looking at him.

I managed to pull my leg out of his grasp while he was preoccupied with being stepped on.

He then tried to grab my foot again but with Amber stepping on him, he wasn't able to.

"No!! Please wait!! I'll pay you! Just choke me out! Please!!"

Seriously, what the fuck is wrong with this guy?

I narrowed my eyes at him, "You brought us here to rob us and expect me to do that just because you are paying me? Do you think we're--"

"Two million Credits!! I'll pay you two million Credits just to choke me unconscious!!"

…

I'm just saying… Two million Credits is a lot of money.

Before I could say anything though, Amber answered him for me, "You can take that money and stuff it up your ass! You think you can buy my lover just using some money?! Fuck you!"

Oh wow, I didn't know Amber was that possessive of me. I guess she doesn't like the fact that someone tried to buy me with money or something?

"Wait! How about three million! I can offer three million Credits!"

Three million Credits just to choke him out? How bad is this guy's fetish…

Amber sneered at him, "You want to be choked out? I can knock you out for free, how about that?"

"No! It has to be her! The way she holds my neck, the pressure from her arms and also the sensation of her chest pressing against my back… It's too perfect!! I cannot find this anywhere else!! It has to be her!!"

Oh my god… This guy is definitely beyond saving…

Good thing Amber saved me from being tempted by that two million Credits offer…

I looked at the guards, "You guys work for someone like this?"

One of them grimaced, "Look lady… It's our first time seeing this, alright? We didn't know he was like this either…"

"You help him kidnap girls and you don't know he's like this?"

The merchant spoke up after hearing that, "I don't kidnap them! I buy them!"

"Weren't you forcing me to sell you my Alv slave so that you could sell her away for a bigger profit? That's why you wanted her and didn't even try to take the rest of us, right?"

"But I still buy them? And I was planning to have her abuse me first before I sold her away, so it's not just for profit!"

I don't even know how does that make this any better…

He then continued, "And for the record… I've had multiple human girls choke me before and I've found that they don't satisfy me as much anymore! So I've started looking for girls of other races instead! That's why I wanted to buy your Alv!"

Oh my god… Ok, I'm done with this shit… Can we just leave already? I don't even want to be in the same room as this guy anymore.

Look, even his own guards were questioning their own life choices with the face they were making at that moment. I bet they're going to hand in their resignation letters after this.

I gave Amber a look, "Let's just get out of here already…"

The slave trader panicked, "Wait! Could I just ask that you step on me as well?! Please! Just one time!! I won't ask for anything else!! I can give you anything you want!"

"Err… No thanks… Really… I don't need anything from you…"

"No! Please!! Just one--"

Amber kicked him across the back of the head and he slumped down onto the ground, unconscious.

Well, I'm glad that's over with…

I know people can be real degenerates but I didn't think I would actually meet one as bad as this…

I was about to turn around and leave the place when I saw Amber kneel down beside the unconscious merchant before flipping him on his back.

"What are you doing?" One of the guards asked before I could.

She gave the guard a look, "I'm pretty sure we deserve some kind of reparation after we had to go through all of that, right?"

"Wait, you're just stea--"

Another guard placed his hand on his colleague's chest to interrupt him, "No, no… She's got a point. Just take his Credit Chips and go. I'm done with this shit."

Oh… Well, alright then. Carry on, Amber.

She dug through his coat pockets and pulled out several Credit Chips before skipping over to me gleefully.

"Here you go~ My present for you~" She giggled.

Ummm… Thanks? I feel that it's kind of ironic that you rejected his offer for choking him out for money but would happily loot his unconscious self for the money that he had on him.

I guess if I asked her about it, she'll just say that it was semantics.

I pocketed the Credit Chips before leaving the room with the girls in tow, the guards didn't even bother to try and stop us and just went to pick up their unconscious colleagues and their boss.

The moment the door closed behind us, Ries turned and gave Amber and I a pointed look.

"Who are you two, really?"

I raised an eyebrow, "Didn't I tell you? We're Mercs."

"What kind of Mercs are you to handle those guys like that?! I've seen Mercs ok? They are definitely not like that!"

Amber grinned, "Because we're awesome, that's why. Got a problem with that?"

"No? But you're definitely using some kind of combat mod, right? How did you get those past the hotel security without deactivating them? I must know!"

Amber scoffed, "We're not. Those were pure skills you witnessed."

"Gene mods then? But no… Even those would be detected and have to be suppressed… Is it--"

She was interrupted when my Codex started beeping, indicating I was receiving a call from someone.

I brought up my Codex and realised it was Mara calling me.

Oh, I guess she was done with her lunch. Good timing too.
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                I tapped on my Codex to answer the call from Mara, the screen popping up with a live feed of her being projected on it.

"Hello Mara, finally done with your meal?" I joked.

She actually took me seriously and nodded, "Yes I am. It's as wonderful as always, Tera. Where are you now?"

I looked around, "Errr… To the right of that giant tank thingy or whatever that thing is--"

"That's an ATAV Ruger Spider Tank," Ries cut in.

"Ah, yeah. I'm to the right of that ATAV Ruger Spider Tank. In front of two stalls that seem to be selling White Powder."

"Is there someone new with you?"

"Yeah… Long story, I'll tell you when you get here."

She nodded before we ended the call.

Amber chuckled, "I was expecting her to be occupied with it until tonight to be honest. In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if we had to have our dinner without her."

Lea seemed to agree with Amber since she was nodding silently behind her while Ries just looked confused.

Speaking of which… I think I should get a hood or something for Lea so the previous incident doesn't happen again.

This time it ended alright but we never know if something more problematic might occur in the future.

Putting that aside…

"What's this spider tank?" I asked Ries.

Her eyes lit up immediately upon hearing my question, "Oooohhh!! The All Terrain Armoured Vehicle Ruger Spider Tank! It can be used in both high and low gravity environments, has protection against high heat, freezing cold, acidic and even toxic biomes. A hundred and eighty millimetre main cannon and a ninety millimetre secondary autocannon for both long and medium range engagements! It even has the function of locking its legs down to turn it into an artillery platform! It was extensively used in the War of Nietar to eradicate a hive nest which allowed the planet to be secured!"

"Actually, that is incorrect," a voice spoke up from the side.

All of us turned to see Mara standing there with her hands in her coat pockets.

Ries frowned at her, "What do you mean it's incorrect?"

"I'm talking about the War of Nietar you mentioned. Only three were deployed there and they were used primarily to defend a landing zone against a swarm from a hive nest instead of attacking it. Sure, that culled the numbers enough for an assault to be led against the hive nest but they did not take part in the assault itself and remained behind to defend the landing zone."

The Maochatte frowned, "But that's not what was reported…"

"Oh no, the information that you have actually came from Ruger Heavy Dynamics, the manufacturer themselves, that was embellished to promote the tank. No one bothered to correct them so that became the accepted narrative."

"Can you prove it?"

"Search 'Nietar Hive assault', filter out any reports made by Ruger Dynamics and you'll realise that all of them have literally zero mentions of the tank taking part in the assault."

Ries immediately took out her own personal terminal and started tapping away frantically on it, presumably to search what Mara had suggested.

While she was occupied with that, Mara walked over to me and jerked her chin at the Maochatte.

"So who is she?"

"Err… That's Ries. We found someone selling power armours and she was the mechanic working for that guy. Apparently the seller was trying to scam everyone and she went ahead to expose him which caused her to get fired. Long story short, we got her to show us around the place since she knows quite a bit about guns and stuff."

"I see. You should have just called me to guide you though."

"Well… You were quite occupied when we were leaving."

Mara shrugged, "Could you blame me? It's something you made after all."

I was about to point out the fact that the food I made for her wasn't really that big of a deal when a cry came from Ries.

"Ahhh! I got lied to!" The Maochatte cried out in despair while stuffing her personal terminal back into her cloak.

Mara gave her a sympathetic look, "No need to feel bad about it, you're not the only one to be mistaken about that. If it's any consolation, I did not know about the environmental protection capabilities of the machine until you talked about it."

Ries covered her face with her hands, "But to think I was mistaken about a machine… That means I didn't do enough research on it! This is so embarrassing!"

I didn't really know how to comfort her so I just stayed silent while she groaned for a while before she recovered on her own.

"Ugh… I'm gonna have to revise my knowledge of everything else at this point. Anyway, who are you?"

I jumped in, "Oh right, this is Mara. She's a Gene Splicer and an information broker."

Ries nodded, "Well, I guess that explains how you know about that… Is she part of your Mercenary group too?"

"Ah… Not really. She's a friend. We're just having a vacation trip together here."

The Maochatte raised an eyebrow, "A vacation trip staying in one of the most expensive places in this station? Are you really nobles just having fun playing Mercenaries or something?"

I grimaced, "Well… Let's just say that we're treating ourselves after completing a really profitable job."

"And you're down here because…?"

"Well, I was hoping to find some stuff here that I could potentially buy to sell off at other stations, you know?"

"Ah, so you're planning on smuggling stuff then? Oh! That means you have a ship right? What's the ship class?"

"It's not that big of a ship. It's only a B Class Heavy Fighter."

She raised an eyebrow, "What are you planning to smuggle with just a small ship like that? If you're rich enough to stay in this hotel, you should be able to get a better ship that's at least C Class right?"

I nodded, "That is true. We could definitely afford a C Class freighter ship if we want to… But we need a ship with a hangar bay big enough to accommodate two B Class ships."

Ries alternated her gaze between the other girls and me, "You have two ships? I was under the impression that all of you were living in a single ship."

"Yeah, no. We do want to upgrade though but if we want a ship with those specs, we'd need to look at a D Class ship instead."

She then pulled out her personal terminal, "I think I should be able to find a good ship for you if you can tell me the specs you want and your budget. Let's just start with your budget first."

Oh, this would be easier than just trying to find a ship myself.

"I would say… Maybe about sixty to seventy million Credits?"

"Is that the budget for the entire ship including amenities and weapons or just the ship itself?"

"Just the ship itself."

If we buy a ship for seventy million Credits, we would be left with about ten million or so to pimp it out. Not really a lot of money given what we plan to do with it but we could just make adjustments and additions to it as we earn more later on.

She frowned a little and tapped on her terminal, "For that money… That would be a little difficult finding a ship that could fit two B Class ships… How many people are there in your group?"

"You're looking at them."

"Just three of you? Why do you need three ships for three people? Can't you just sell one away? That would solve your problems and you could even get more money to outfit your new ship too."

I shook my head, "I'd prefer not to sell any of our ships if possible."

"Why? What do you even have? Because if it isn't a Verlandi, I don't know why you wouldn't want to sell it away."

Oh wow, she knows that ship too huh?

I just stared at her without saying anything.

She raised an eyebrow, "Why are you looking at me like that?"

I lowered my head a little and made a face at her.

It took her a moment more before her eyes widened comically.

A gasp was just in the midst of escaping from her mouth before she quickly clamped her hand over it to stifle the sound.

She then looked around, making sure no one else was paying attention to us before she literally pressed herself against me and tiptoed just to get close to my face.

"Are both of them Verlandis?" She whispered.

"Only one. But I don't want to sell the other one if I can help it either."

She made a weird noise and ran around in a circle while wringing her hands before she pressed herself against me again. This time, her eyes seemed to be a little bloodshot.

"You have to take me to your ship! Please, please, please!! Otherwise I'll kill myself!!"

What the fuck, calm down girl!
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                I managed to get the hyperventilating cat girl to calm down for now.

Seriously though… I now understand why the ship is special but I don't think people would respond like this right?

If someone else told me they had a time machine in the shape of a certain car, I would just ask to see pics of it and that would have been enough.

I then explained to Ries that we were keeping away from the ship now because of some circumstances and we needed to wait for some time before we could return to it.

She was obviously not that happy about it but at least she's no longer looking like some crazy girl that was starved for several days.

"How long would you be away from the ship then?" She asked as we continued looking around the rest of the floor.

"Honestly, we were planning to stay here for maybe two or three days before heading back."

"Nngghh… That's so long… Could I just go take a look at it myself?"

Amber answered for me in my stead, "Assuming you owned a Verlandi yourself, would you trust someone you just met to go and take a tour of your ship unsupervised?"

"Fuck no."

"Then of course we're not letting you go and take a look at the ship on your own."

The Maochatte clucked her tongue, "Fine…"

Lea spoke up right then, "A question, if I may, Captain?"

I nodded at her to go ahead.

"Why are we even entertaining her request though? We do not have any obligations to do so, do we?"

All of us turned to look at Ries at that moment and the cat girl stared back at us.

There was silence for a few seconds before Ries slowly pointed at herself, "I… I can't?"

Mara stuck her hands in her pockets, "She's right though. I was under the assumption that you owed her something, Tera. Why else would you be so accommodating to her?"

Amber also nodded, "Yeah! She was even mean to us at the start!"

"Wait, wait! I already apologised for that didn't I?! And I paid for it by guiding you around too!"

"In exchange for saving your ass from the guards."

"Ngghhh… Please? I've always dreamed of seeing one up close! I'll do anything!"

Amber immediately smirked at that, "Anything?"

"Yes! Anything!!"

"Would you spend an entire night eating us out just to get on the ship?"

"Yes!" She answered without a moment of hesitation.

"Damn, I was joking but I guess you're really desperate huh?"

"It's a Verlandi! Do you know how rare it is to come across one in this galaxy?! You'll have better luck finding a Credit Chip containing a million Credits floating around in space than finding a Verlandi!"

She then paused for a moment as though processing her own words before she gave me a look, "It is an original Verlandi right? Not some imitation made in its image?"

"It's an original," I told her.

I'm pretty sure it's an original at least, considering how I obtained it.

Ries then nodded sagely, "Then I rest my case! Anyone who knows what a Verlandi is would be foolish to give up on this opportunity!"

Lea then shook her head, "That was not the question though. I was asking why Captain should even listen to your request?"

The cat girl hesitated for a moment before clapping her hands together, "Oh! You're looking for a new ship right? I can help you find one! And I won't even charge you anything for it! I can also help you do some maintenance on your ship free of charge!"

"That sounds like something that would benefit you more than it would benefit us?" Amber pointed out.

"Ughh… I would pay you for it but… As you saw, I didn't even get paid for my last gig so money's a little tight for me at the moment… I don't really want to join the maintenance crew on this station for work since I would be stuck as the only Maochatte around here… If you're staying for more than a day, I'd need to spend Credits to extend my stay too…"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Are you staying in this hotel?"

She scoffed, "Of course not. Do you think I'd still work for a sleazy human like that bastard, no offence, if I could afford a room here?"

I guess not.

Amber gave me a look, "Are you going to suggest that she stay with us or something?"

I gave her a wry smile, "Well… To be honest, I was just thinking about how our crew didn't have a mechanic for a--"

"I volunteer!!!" Ries raised her hand immediately even before I could finish my words. "Please allow me to work with you! I graduated at the top of my class for Ship Engineering and Maintenance and I have six years of experience working with and on board ships!"

Amber narrowed her eyes at her, "You just want to join us for the ship, don't you?"

"Yes Ma'am!"

At least she's honest about it…

Amber shrugged and turned back to me, "You're the Captain, Tera. I don't mind her at least."

I scratched my cheek, "Well… We can have you on probation for a while and see how you do? Plus we need to discuss salary too."

"Oh! As long as I'm fed, I don't mind just being given the bare minimum pay as long as I can work on your ship!"

"What even is the bare minimum pay for ship engineers?" I asked.

Mara smiled at me, "As of this year, it's at nine hundred Credits a month."

I blinked at her, "Don't you mean nine hundred Credits a day?"

The woman shook her head at me.

Wait, wait… Nine hundred Credits a month?! That's like ninety dollars a month, you know?! How the fuck does anyone survive on that?!

Mara continued, "Just saying, it was five hundred a few years ago, so it was only recently increased."

I turned to Ries, "And you're fine with that?"

She shrugged, "Unless I have to buy the parts to maintain the ship myself, I don't need that much money. And I'm not that picky about what I eat either so you don't need to worry about my diet. I'm fine with just eating synthfood leftovers too!"

"Wait, that's not the point though. How does anyone survive on that kind of pay?"

Lea raised her hand slightly, "That's the salary that debt slaves would get, Captain."

I blinked at her, "But you don't take a salary?"

"I'm not a debt slave, Captain. The minimum was set so that a debt slave would at least have a salary to pay off their debt eventually. For a slave like myself, I'm bound by the agreements we had made in the contract."

Ah, so that's actually not a wage that a person is expected to survive on.

Amber giggled, "Did you forget, Tera? If they are on your ship, their living expenses are taken care of by the ship Captain. They might only need to spend that money when they wish to purchase items or luxuries outside of the ship."

I guess I forgot about that…

Sorry, this is just me remembering about my old life where I had worked minimum wage jobs at one time to make ends meet and those were not good times. That's why I wouldn't wish the same fate on anyone else either.

"So what's the normal wage I should be paying her then?" I asked.

Ries spoke up before anyone else could answer, "I don't need that much! Please just give me the opportunity to work on your ship! Let me try out for the position and you can pay me whatever you want!"

I'm not sure if I should even accept a condition like that… I guess we can just accept her suggestion for now and we'll decide whether we're keeping her after she has worked for us for a while.

Who knows, she might turn out to have a lot of theoretical knowledge but not much practical skills. Why else would she land herself in a job with that scammer, right?

Wait…

"Why did you even agree to work for that guy in the first place?" I asked.

"That slimey human? Because he was coming here of course. I wasn't going to turn down a way to get into this market field with all sorts of hardware you don't normally see in the open market and even get paid for it," She explained as a matter of factly.

I knew it… This girl doesn't care about making a living at all, she's basically just placing her passion above everything else.

I bet if I told her that she would need to pay for her own food and accommodations on my ship, she would have also agreed to it and probably worked another job just to be able to stay on my ship.

Of course, I'm not an asshole so I won't be doing that if she's competent.

Anyway… I guess we found our mechanic crewmate?

            

    
        Time To Eat Their Food

    
    
    
    
                Putting aside our new temporary mechanic for now… We focused on why we were here in the first place…

To find goods that I would be able to buy and sell somewhere else at a much higher price.

So far, I have a few candidates for this including the White Powder I saw earlier but the profit margin for buying and selling them were a little low.

I also thought about the possibility of doing some gunrunning, but I realised that it would be a rather big risk since I was a nobody and the gangs in Denibi wouldn't trust me as much as their current suppliers.

So unless I intend to make this into a long term commitment, the risk and returns for this venture doesn't balance out.

That's not even taking into consideration that my cargo hold isn't exactly that big either so I'm limited in the things I could buy and sell.

The best materials for me would be anything that doesn't take up a lot of space but has high value.

Something like… Well… I guess the drugs are one… But as I said, it wasn't really worth the effort for the profit we would make from selling that particular thing.

My companions didn't have an agenda like I did so they were simply enjoying their time looking around this 'market'.

I really can't bring myself to call this a market because it seriously looks more like a convention than anything.

That is… If you ignore the things being sold here of course.

I even saw a few stalls that were literally selling harvest organs and I was wondering who would even buy that.

Mara then told me that underground clinics and also what she called 'hobbyists' would be their main customers.

I decided I didn't want to know more about it so I didn't ask.

I've already walked through most of the area but I've yet to find anything that I could potentially buy to trade.

It's not like there weren't any options, but it's just that the options were not good enough in my eyes.

I sighed, "Is there nothing good here at all?"

Mara turned to me, "If you don't find anything that catches your eye, you can always just come back here tomorrow morning. They will have a new lineup tomorrow."

Oh, that's good to know.

Amber grinned, "It's fine isn't it? Even if we don't find anything here, we could just go to the main black market instead to look for stuff."

That's true. I was just so hyper focused on this place that I forgot we had other options.

I guess because of the price of entry, I was expecting this place to be the best choice and if I wasn't able to find what I want here, I unconsciously thought that I wouldn't be able to find better options elsewhere.

I then checked the time on my Codex and realised that we had been here for quite a while and it was already close to dinner time.

"Looks like it's almost dinner time. Should we head out?" I asked.

All of them agreed except for Ries who waved at me, "In that case, I'll meet up with you later?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "You're not joining us?"

"Did you forget? I'm not exactly a guest at this hotel?"

I turned to Mara, "Would they allow us to bring her along?"

Mara smiled at me, "I'm sure they would be willing to overlook us bringing an additional guest in as long as we don't expect them to prepare an additional course for her. If I had to guess though, you would end up making the food anyway."

Lea and Amber nodded at her words in agreement.

Come on girls… It can't be that bad right? Surely the food here would at least be good enough to be palatable after all that money we spent!

Oh well, I guess we'll just have to wait and see.

In the meantime…

"I guess you'll be coming with us then. I can share some of my food with you if you are hungry," I told Ries.

"Wait, wait, wait! I can let her eat mine! Let me share yours instead, Tera!" Amber protested.

Err… I guess Amber isn't hungry or something? I don't really mind, I guess.

Ries's eyes widened, "Wait… Are your meals going to be organic?"

I nodded, "We went for the all inclusive package."

"Oh no, no, no. I definitely can't accept this invitation then! IThat's way too much for me! Please go ahead without me."

Surprisingly, Amber went forward and grabbed her shoulder, "Oh but I insist~ I was even kind enough to offer my own share of it just to feed you, are you going to say no now?"

"Eh? But… If I didn't go, you would have more to eat and you wouldn't need to sha--"

"No, no, no~ I insist!"

"E… Eh? Ah… Ok?"

Huh? For Amber to turn down her share of organic food… Is she expecting it to be that bad?

Oh wait… I think I know what she's trying to do… She's leaving more space for her stomach so that I can cook for her later, right? Come on… If the food is nice enough, I wouldn't go and trouble their chefs for this.

Sigh… I guess if she's still hungry, I don't mind trying to make something for her as a snack.

We left the hall and there was a staff member outside which we got to lead us to their restaurant that was located on the second floor for our dinner.

There was a waitress at the entrance who scanned us to check our identities, her lips curling downwards slightly when the light shone on Ries.

"Honoured guests, may I check if this lady is accompanying you?" She asked.

"Yes, we picked her up to be our companion for today," Mara explained without looking at the waitress who asked the question.

"Ah, I understand. Do we need to prepare an extra course for her? It will be an additional--"

"Unnecessary," Amber cut in before she finished her words.

She's really insistent on sharing the meal with me huh?

"Of course. Please allow me to guide you to your designated dining space, honoured guests."

The waitress gestured towards the interior of the restaurant before walking ahead of us.

Our dining space turned out to be a private room that was reserved for us, just like the restaurant we had been to when I first ate an organic meal with Amber and Mara.

This one had no windows, however, and the waitress made sure to tell us that the room was soundproof and the food will be brought to us course by course. If we needed anything, we just needed to contact the staff through the use of the intercom by tapping on a specific area under our table.

I took a seat at the opulent round table and rubbed my hands together, expecting the meal to be as decadent as what I imagined a five star hotel would serve.

Who knows, maybe they might have fillet mignons? It's been a long time since I had something like that~

No, I don't know how to make one myself, that's why I'm hoping they have them.

It didn't take five minutes before the door opened and our appetisers were served by a pair of waiters.

Two bowls were placed in front of me and I looked down to see what was our first course.

Hmm… Salad and what looks like mushroom soup?

And the salad looks… Err… Like they just took some random vegetables and tossed them in a bowl.

Ok… I guess this is pretty normal? Let's just try them out for now without judging…

I picked up my fork and stuck it inside the bowl, lifting up a few pieces of the salad to my nose to give it a sniff.

Umm… There's no dressing? That's odd… Maybe it's meant to be eaten without one?

I was about to open my mouth to eat it when I realised everyone else was just staring at me.

"What?" I asked.

"Nothing. We're just waiting to see your reaction to know how disappointed we should be," Mara answered.

Now that's a little mean, don't you think? The waiters haven't even left yet, you know?

I decided to just try it anyway and brought the fork into my mouth to taste the salad.

I started chewing and… It's fucking tasteless.

It just tastes like I'm chewing on leaves… In other words, it tastes like sadness and disappointment.

I called out to the waiters just as they were about to leave, "Excuse me? Do you have any dressing?"

One of them stopped to give me a look that showed he had absolutely no idea what I was talking about.

"My… My apologies, honoured guest. May I ask what is a 'dressing'?"

Oh you've got to be fucking kidding me…

            

    
        I Want To See Your Chef

    
    
    
    
                They don't even have salad dressing…

What kind of place serves this kind of salad without dressing? And it's not like the salad itself tasted good either.

I waved the waiter away and decided maybe the soup would taste better.

Dipping my spoon into the bowl, I brought up a spoonful of it and tasted it.

…

Well… How should I say this?

It's not bad… But it's… I guess for the lack of a better word… It's normal?

I would say this tastes like those kinds of canned soup that you might find in supermarkets that you simply heat up in a microwave.

It's like… So watery too… Ughhh…

"As I thought. It's that bad huh?" Mara mused, pushing the food idly with her fork.

The doctor tried a mouthful of the salad, chewing it slowly with her mouth before shaking her head to show her displeasure at it. At least she did not stop eating it.

Lea only tasted just a little bit before she outright just pushed the bowl of salad away from her, as though the mere sight of it disgusts her.

Ries seemed a little unsure and scooped up a few pieces of the salad to put in her mouth.

Unlike the other two, the cat girl gasped before she started to shovel even more of it into her mouth, clearly enjoying the food in front of her.

I felt something poking on my arm and I turned to see Amber waiting there with an expectant look on her face.

"You sure you want this?" I asked.

She nodded, "Yes, please!"

I shrugged, stabbing the fork to pick up several pieces of the salad before bringing it over to her mouth.

She opened wide and let me feed her the greens. I was fully expecting her to make a face of disappointment but surprisingly, she squealed a little and swallowed before looking at me again.

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Is it good?"

"Oh no, not at all~ It's definitely tasteless as compared to the food you usually make for us~" She giggled.

"But you were eating it like it's delicious?"

"Because you're the one feeding it to me, Tera~ Hehehe~"

I groaned, "Was this why you wanted to give your share to Ries? Just so that I could feed you?"

"Would you be mad if I said yes?"

"No… But it feels like this was unnecessary… If you wanted me to feed you, you could just ask…"

"I could, but it's not like I would be able to stomach these after tasting the food you've made, after all. And I already knew that you wouldn't like it either so this is a win-win for us!"

"Hmm… It's only the appetisers for now, right? Maybe the main courses would be better."

Mara scoffed, "I wouldn't count on it."

At least let me dream a bit, Mara…

I fed Amber the rest of my food and she ate it all without complaints.

Mara also finished her food though I could tell she was disappointed with it. Lea refused to touch the salad but she did finish her soup while Ries licked her plate and bowl clean and even finished off Lea's salad after the Alv gave it to her.

The waiters soon returned and took away our empty plates before replacing it with what looked like a slice of seared fish.

I had expected it to be completely devoid of any sauces since they didn't even know what a 'dressing' was, but surprisingly this one at least had sauce on it.

Ries looked down at her plate and there was a line of drool going down the side of her lips.

"Can I… Really eat this? This is fish, isn't it?" She asked.

Amber gasped, "Oh, this is fish? This is my first time seeing one!"

Mara nodded, "Now I think this is truly worth the money we paid. This is quite decadent indeed."

I poked the fish with my fork, frowning when I felt the fish push back against my fork.

This thing is overcooked… How the fuck do you fuck this up?

I watched the others and Ries was pretty much devouring a piece of fish ravenously like it was the first thing she had eaten in months.

Even Lea and Mara seemed to be enjoying the fish as they cut a piece of it to savour the taste.

Hmm… Maybe it's just my fish that was overcooked?

I sliced into the piece of white meat and popped it in my mouth before doing the same for Amber.

Hmm… Yeah… It's overcooked, but I'll admit that it wasn't as big of a disappointment as the salad and soup.

Amber moaned, "Ohhh~ This one is actually pretty good, Tera~ But maybe it's because this is my first time eating fish~"

Mara turned towards me, "How is this one, Tera?"

"I think mine's overcooked," I muttered, feeling a little unsure.

I don't know what fish this was so maybe it was just supposed to taste this way? But something tells me that was not the case here.

Mara shifted herself over to me with her plate, "What about mine?"

I pressed my fork into the meat and found the same consistency as mine.

"I think yours is overcooked too, Mara…"

"What about mine, Captain?" Lea asked, also moving beside me.

"I just want to preface this by saying I've not made any fish dishes here yet, so I'm basing my answer on what remains of my memories, ok?"

"That's ok, we trust you, Captain."

If you say so…

I stuck my fork into her fish and sure enough, I got the same results.

All three pieces were consistently overcooked… That's a little suspicious… How does one overcook three different plates of fish at the exact same consistency?

Unless…

I looked at the other girls, "These foods were made by machines…"

Amber tilted her head at me, "Is that a problem?"

"I think these might not be actual organic food…"

Lea looked up from her empty plate, "It's not? That can't be… It's so delicious though!"

"Do you mind if I go and look at their kitchens?" I asked.

Amber grinned, "Oh, we were actually taking bets on when you would decide to go there on your own~ Looks like I win, bitches~"

Mara rolled her eyes at her before going ahead to push the button that would call for the waiter.

We didn't need to wait long before the door slid open and a waiter came in with a bow.

"Honoured guests, how may I assist you?"

I pointed at the fish, "Are all your ingredients organic?"

He paused, as though completely caught off guard by the question.

"We do have synthfood stocked in our kitchens, but the course planned for dear honoured guests are all made using organic ingredients."

"Can we see your kitchens?"

He blinked at me, "I… I will need to check with the chefs. Could honoured guests wait for a moment?"

I was about to agree with his request but Amber stood up, "There's no need for that. We're just paying a visit to the kitchens, it shouldn't be that big of a problem right? We'll just take a look around and go."

No, no, you can't just barge into a kitchen like that Amber, that's definitely not ok.

I gave Mara a look silently asking her to help me and she stood up from her seat.

"That's right. If there's nothing wrong in there, it shouldn't matter right? We're just going to take a look."

Wait, seriously? Am I the one that is weird for thinking that it isn't ok?

On second thought, don't answer that… Because I think it really would be me that is weird.

The waiter seemed quite unsure now and it was obvious he wanted to stop us but either couldn't or didn't know how to.

Ries was also looking at us in surprise, "Eh… Wait a minute… Are you all seriously doing this?"

The Waiter seemed to return to his senses at that moment, "Plea… Please wait a moment, honoured guests! I will get the manager here to guide you as I do not have the clearance for this!"

Mara turned to him, "Are you seriously asking us to wait on you? Quite audacious, aren't you?"

"N… No, that is not what I mean, honoured guests! He will be here in a moment!"

As though on cue, there was a knock on the door and the waiter quickly scrambled to open the door for the person behind it.

A man in a suit stepped in and gave us a curt bow, "Greetings, honoured guests. I was made aware that you wish to visit our kitchens. May I inquire about the reason? It is not a place for people of as high status as honoured guests to step foot in."

Now It was Lea's turn to stand up, "Our reasons are our own. Will you guide us there or not?"

I thought the manager guy would actually say no but he simply bowed again, "Of course. Please follow me, honoured guests."

Hmm… I wonder why the girls were being so insistent on this?

            

    
        I Challenge You To A Cook Off!

    
    
    
    
                When we left the room, I noticed the manager nodding at the waiter who quickly sped off ahead of us.

If that wasn't suspicious, I don't know what is.

I'm willing to bet that they're going to go hide evidence of their wrongdoings before we head there or something. Maybe something like using synthfood and pretending like it's organic food.

Not sure how they're going to hide it once I ask to see how they make the food though… So I wasn't really that concerned about it.

We reached the kitchens and I was a little surprised to see that it actually looked like a kitchen.

I'm talking about the lines of stoves and ovens with chefs working on each of these counters preparing the food. The chefs were even wearing proper chef's coats and chef hats too.

Until I realised that there was only one stove that was being worked on and the rest of the kitchen was occupied by those synthfood machines.

One of the chefs wearing the tallest chef hat came up to our group with a stern look on his face. I'm gonna make a wild guess and assume this guy is the head chef here, and that's also assuming there's even the concept of 'head chef' here.

He was rather large in size though it looked more like he was a wrestler than just being fat. His white beard also gave it away that he was well past his middle ages.

"What is this? I was not informed of any visitors?" He asked.

The manager gestured towards us, "These honoured guests wish to take a tour of the kitche--"

"This is overcooked," Amber interrupted, placing the plate of fish on the table.

Where the heck was she keeping that? She even brought the plate along and the sauce on it looked completely undisturbed.

The head chef looked down at the plate and frowned. The other chefs inside the kitchen looked to be a little nervous and the manager seemed to just be confused.

"Overcooked? That is ridiculous. Are you a cook?"

Amber waved her hand at the fish, "Have you even tasted the food that you make? Do you even know what an overcooked fish tastes like?"

I'm pretty sure you don't either, Amber…

"I should be asking you that question. You come into my kitchen and question my craft? Who do you--"

"Ahem! Please forgive us, honoured guests… But this is our head chef Steiner. He is in charge of making all of our organic dishes and is very serious about his craft."

The chef in question crossed his arms, "That's right. I've practised my whole life for this! I had my own restaurant back in the inner colonies too! Here I was hoping that I could spread the refined taste of organic cooking out into the outer colonies and this is the kind of insult I get?!"

Amber pointed at the dish, "Why don't you try it then? Maybe you would know that we're telling the truth after you taste it."

Wait, wait, wait! You're all basing this under the assumption that I was even right about it being overcooked you know?! What if this was how the fish was supposed to taste like from the start? We'd really be making a fool of ourselves here!

Steiner scoffed at her words before reaching his hand out to the side.

Another chef quickly came over and placed a fork in the elderly man's hand, prompting him to cut a piece out of the fish before bringing it to his mouth to taste.

He chewed on it and it was clear it was dry and rubbery from how he was biting down on the meat.

"This is perfect! What are you even on about?" The chef bellowed, clearly upset about our claims. "IF you can't even appreciate such a dish, then it's better served to the incinerator!"

"May I know what type of fish you used to make this?" I asked.

Steiner looked at me as though I had just asked whether he used a cow to make the fish, "What? What are you talking about?"

"I'm asking what's the species of fish you used to make that?"

"It's fish. What do you mean what species it is?! Are you retarded?!"

… Oh my god… This cannot be happening right now… Has the standards of cooking sunk so low? Do they not even know their ingredients?!

Ok, that's it.

I took a step towards him, "I want to see how you cook this dish."

He narrowed his eyes at me, "What are you talking about, girlie? Do you think you can just walk into my kitchen and tell me what to do? You better--"

"You will cook this dish again and I will make one alongside you as well. Then we can compare who made it better."

Everyone froze.

"Wait! No, no, no! I don't accept that!!" Amber cried out.

Ehhhh?! Wait, didn't you bring me here for this?! I thought you would want me to do this to prove that you were right about it?

The head chef snorted, "Hmph, listen to your friend there girlie. You should just quit this stupid act before you bite off more than you can chew."

Amber shook her head, "No way! If you taste her cooking, you're gonna try and recruit her or whatever! Then you'll try and hold us here against our will! That's not gonna happen!"

Err… What?

She continued, "Plus, your chefs here are gonna make a big fuss once they know about her skills too! We're definitely not doing that!"

The head chef growled at her, "Oh really? You really think so huh? Now you got my attention! Alright, I accept the challenge! Everyone else, out!"

The manager seemed to panic a little, "Chef Steiner, what are you--"

"I said out! I will prove to this little girl what the difference between us is!"

The manager looked unsure but I guess the chef must have more authority than he does because he started moving out of the kitchen with the other chefs in tow.

When Amber and the others didn't move, he gave them a pointed glare, "You as well. Unless you're telling me you girls can cook too?"

Lea narrowed her eyes, "We're here to make sure you behave properly."

That seemed to enrage the chef so I quickly cut in, "It's ok girls. I can handle it. I'll make sure to make some for you all as well, ok?"

They obviously didn't like it but they chose not to argue and left the kitchen with the rest.

The head chef then went over to a thing that looks like a fridge and pulled out two packages before plopping them down on the table.

"I am chef Steiner! Head chef of the Palladium Star Hotel!"

Err… Ok? I guess I have to introduce myself like he did too?

"Tera, Mercenary."

He blinked at me, "You're… A Merc? A Merc that's challenging an accomplished chef to a cook off? Have you even worked in a kitchen like this before? Who taught you how to cook?"

"I am self taught."

"Bah!! You bitch! You got my hopes up!! I thought you came from the inner colonies and you're apprenticed to some top tier chef!! Now I know you're just wasting my time!!"

My eye twitched and I stepped forward to place my hand on the counter top, "Oh? Are you afraid that you'll lose to a no name Merc? You can forfeit if you want."

"Ha?! Bwahahaha! You've at least got guts! How about a wager then?"

"Oh? Alright, what do you have in mind?"

He slammed his hands on the counter top and leaned towards me, "You claim that you know how to cook but I call bullshit. I think you're just here to cause trouble and you're just some stupid rich girl trying to throw your money around. If you lose to me in this cook off, you're going to pay for all the meals made in this restaurant today and if you can't pay, you'll work here as a serving girl until you pay it off."

I raised an eyebrow at him, "And how much does that cost?"

"Anywhere between a hundred million to five hundred million Credits."

"And what if I win?"

"I'll admit to everyone that you are a better chef and call you my master!"

I made a face, "That sounds more like a punishment for me… Why would I want some old dude calling me master?"

"Hmph! Then what do you want?"

I thought about it for a moment, "I want… Oh! You guys have your own storage of organic ingredients right?"

He seemed to realise what I wanted immediately, "Ha… I get it. You want to take some for yourself don't you? Fine. I have the authority to allow that. Would that suffice for you?"

"There's no limit on how much I can take?"

"Sure. Take everything if you can. That's assuming you can beat me!"

Alright, now I'm pumped up! Let's get this cook off started!!

            

    
        They Cook Organic Foods Weird

    
    
    
    
                I took the package from the head chef and inspected it carefully.

"This is organic fish?" I asked.

He raised an eyebrow at me, "Yes? Don't tell me it's your first time seeing fish."

"I mean… It's packaged like synthfood… I'd thought you have the whole fish or something."

"That is the whole fish, what are you talking about?"

Ok, fine… I guess they can't really transport fresh fish all over the galaxy just by putting them in a container of ice so they have to resort to other ways to keep it 'fresh'.

This seems like the fish was cut up before being packaged and vacuum sealed or something in order to preserve its freshness.

Well… At least it still looks like a fish fillet so I know how to handle it… It would be problematic if it looked like some weird alien thing instead.

I looked around the kitchen, "Am I allowed to use any ingredients here?"

Steiner huffed, "As long as you don't touch any of the other organic stuff. The main taste should come from the fish itself, not whatever you decide to add to it."

I nodded, "Of course. I was just wondering if you would say something like needing me to bring my own ingredients instead."

"Hmph, I don't want to hear you giving me excuses like you only lost because I have better ingredients!"

That's quite an honourable sentiment.

In that case, let me see what I can use here…

I went over to their storage units and pulled open the doors, revealing several different packages of synthfood.

Alright, there's some things here that I recognise which I would be able to use to mix different kinds of sauces and seasonings.

I pulled out a few of them and piled them up in my arms before walking over to my own prep area.

Steiner started his own prep on his side of the kitchen and I noticed something odd.

His prep consisted of just putting the package on a conveyor belt on some kind of machine without opening it up.

He then walked over to the console and tapped on the screen, prompting the conveyor belt to start moving the package into the machine itself.

Eh? Wait… Is that how he's preparing it?

I watched as he tapped various selections on the screen and I quickly realised that the seasoning and cooking was all done within the machine itself… None of it was done by hand.

I was just staring at the sight of it while being completely flabbergasted that this was the standard for cooking here.

He noticed that I was looking at him and he turned to face me, "You'll have to wait a bit. We only have one of these organic cookers since I'm the only one that makes the organic dishes."

I blinked at him, "That's how you cook?"

"How else will you cook?"

"Using the stove? Why else do you have the stove?" I asked, pointing at the only working stove in the corner.

"That? That's used for the non-packaged organic foods, obviously. Though I will admit I'm surprised you even know what a stove is."

Wow… Ok… The standards of cooking have really fallen, I see… At least I can feel vindicated that I was right about him using a machine to cook.

Fuck it, guess I'll do it my way.

I opened the package and laid it down on a pan, checking the contents that were in the package.

There were a few white fish fillets and they were already cleaned so there's no need to wash and dry them.

For now, I took a bowl and started mixing in the synthfoods that I know would give the buttery and lemony taste before adding the ones that would give it the salty taste and mixing them together.

I then took another bowl and mixed in some of the spicy types of synthfoods, especially the ones that I knew that would give the taste of garlic and pepper.

Finally, I put together some cooking oil since I realised there weren't any around here and I specifically mixed mine to taste like olive oil.

Once that was mixed, I pressed the spice mixture on each side of the six fish fillets evenly before bringing them over to the stove.

"What are you doing?!" Steiner yelled at me.

"Cooking," I answered without looking back.

"You're ruining the ingredients, that's what you're doing! You're making me look like a fool for even taking this challenge now!"

"Are you going to judge another chef's cooking before you even tasted it?"

"Hmph. Are you saying that I'm wrong?"

"I'm saying that you might want to stop judging the dish before it's even cooked."

I did not bother checking what his reaction was to my comment and went towards the stove to prepare a pan over the fire.

I then poured the oil I prepared on the pan and let it heat up until it was sizzling before placing the fillets on the pan.

As the fillets began to cook, I watched each one carefully since it would not take long for this to cook.

About two and a half minutes passed before I flipped each of them on the other side while drizzling some of that lemoney, buttery sauce I had prepared earlier over the fillets.

I continued to repeat this until the sides of the fillet started to turn brown and the centre felt somewhat firm.

I picked each of them out from the pan and plated them with the remaining lemoney butter sauce and arranged them in a line.

If it was up to me though, I would have prepared some greens to go along with this but I didn't want him to try and claim this also counted as interfering with the taste of the fish.

I looked over to where Steiner was and found him standing on the other end of the machine where the dishes were in the process of being ejected out of the other side, exactly like how ours had looked like.

Picking up my plates, I brought them over to the serving station at the same time as he did and the head chef frowned when he saw what I had made.

"How… How did you make those?" He asked.

"I cooked them," I answered as a matter of factly before pushing one plate of it over. "Wanna taste?"

"What is this?"

"Lemon butter fish."

He stared at it for a while as though confused by its existence before picking up a fork to reach over to the plate.

He cut off a piece of it and brought it up to his nose to smell it before very slowly opening his mouth to put his fork in it.

Steiner's mouth closed and his empty fork was extracted past his lips, right before he bit down on the fish that was in his mouth.

He chewed once, paused, then chewed again, then another pause, this time stopping longer than the first pause.

I was wondering if he didn't like the lemon or the buttery taste until I realised tears were welling up in the corner of his eyes.

He suddenly turned back to his own plates of fish with a gaze filled with rage before he slammed his fist on the table with a loud bang.

That was when the door to the kitchen suddenly opened and Amber rushed in.

"What happened, Tera?! Are you hurt?!"

What the hell Amber? Were you just standing right behind the door ready to rush in at anytime or something?

Lea and Mara entered right after her alongside the rest of the chefs and the manager.

I gestured to the head chef, "Nothing happened to me… Ask him."

Steiner still had his fist on the table while he was hunched over, almost as if someone had just punched him in the gut or something.

His eyes, however, were locked onto the plates in front of me, "Are those…"

I nodded, "Yeah, made a plate for each of us so feel free to take one."

The three girls immediately took a plate each and retreated away from everyone else, as though afraid that the others would steal it from them.

I took up my own fork and tried a piece of it, bringing it to my mouth to taste.

Hmm… Not too bad… Though I would definitely have liked some pepper to give it a little more kick.

That was when I heard sobbing coming from Steiner's direction and I had to lean closer to hear what he was saying.

"Chef? I'm nothing more than a fraud… What was I so proud of? I am nothing… Pathetic… I am a disgrace… How can I even call myself a chef with this? Everything that I know is a lie… Everyone I know is a goddamned fraud…"

Err… Wow… Those are some heavy words over there, Steiner… Are you ok?

Also… Can I take it that I win? Does that mean I can go look at your organic foods storage now?

            

    
        Time To Claim The Free Organics

    
    
    
    
                I looked at the aftermath of the people eating my fish while holding my own plate of it with mixed feelings.

I didn't even notice when Ries had slipped in and taken her own plate of it but she had joined Amber, Lea and Mara over in the corner to nibble on the fish.

I'm not even exaggerating when I say 'nibble' because that's literally what they were doing. They were literally taking small bites out of the fish they were holding in their hands. It's almost like they were handling something precious in their hands and didn't dare to hold it too hard in case it broke.

Then there's Steiner who has been sitting in the corner of the room while hugging his knees ever since he finished the fish I made.

I would also just like to say that I made one extra piece so the other chefs and the manager could share as well but Steiner was completely against the idea and stopped that from happening.

That wasn't to say that he was trying to claim he won or anything like that because he freely admitted that he was completely outmatched and I was the clear winner.

The reason why he insisted that no one ate it was apparently because my fish would have completely shattered the other chef's motivation to cook completely and it might even ruin their lives.

I'm pretty sure he was exaggerating the last part but I guess it might lead to some dissatisfaction or even conflict should they realise their organic food they were serving weren't as good as they thought them to be.

Thus, he pushed the last piece of fish to me to finish instead.

And the other girls were literally just taking their own time enjoying their own piece of fish so I just decided to eat both myself.

The other chefs got to eat the organic fish Steiner 'cooked' since no one else wanted to eat them. Which apparently was a blessing to them since they don't usually get to eat organic food despite working here.

The manager came over to me while everyone was still occupied, "Honoured guest… May I ask if Head Chef Steiner actually made an agreement that you could take our entire stock of organics if you won?"

"Oh, he told you then? Yes he did."

The manager blanched, "If… If it's not too much to ask… May I request that honoured guest not take up that offer? It would result in quite a big loss for the establishment and it would be hard to explain…"

"I'm guessing you'll get in trouble for it?"

"In all honesty, yes. There's currently some thugs going around stealing any organic ingredients they can get their hands on and the higher ups might believe we were a victim of their heist as well if we report a sudden drop in our stock."

Oh yeah, that was still going on… I honestly kind of forgot…

Hey, I got myself a cat girl mechanic as a part of my crew now, do you think I would spend more brain power remembering some thugs or more on the cat girl?

Exactly.

I shrugged, "I don't intend to take everything so you don't need to worry, I'm not that shameless. I'll just take enough to stock my ship for a few days."

The manager visibly relaxed, "That would be acceptable. Thank you for your consideration, honoured guest. I'm afraid I will have to leave for now as I have other duties to attend to. Please give me a call if you require anything else."

He gave me a deep bow before leaving the kitchen, which also left me as the only one who was still functioning since the others were either lost in eating or moping in the corner.

Deciding that it was time for the head chef to stop moping, I went over to him and tapped him on the shoulder.

He did not respond to the first tap and I had to call his name before he turned to look at me.

"What is it, girl?"

"I just wanna ask when you're gonna show me to the storage for your organic food and stuff."

He sighed, "You coming alone or what?"

I looked at the girls who were not even halfway done with their fish yet before turning back to him.

"Yeah… I can go and take a look first if you don't mind. I think they'll be more demanding than me if they knew what the conditions of winning against your head chef were so you can tell me how much is too much."

"Sure, sure… Let's just get this done with so I can go back to reevaluating my life…"

Geez bro, it ain't that bad right? I mean… It's not too late for you to learn how to cook properly yet…

He turned and led me to another door at the back of the kitchen which had a security console beside it.

The head chef swiped an access card before inputting a code on the screen that popped up after he did so, prompting the heavy door to slide open with a low hiss.

The door turned out to lead to an elevator and I stepped in after him.

He had to insert another keycard and let a console scan him before the door closed and the lift started to descend.

It only took about a second or two before the lift came to a stop, letting me know that we're most likely either on the ground floor or the floor below the ground floor.

The door opened up to reveal a dimly lit corridor with several doors along the side. I'm guessing this must be where they store their organic food stuff.

Quite a lot of security I see.

Steiner trudged down the corridor until he reached the second last door, tapping on the console beside it to open it up.

I realised that the room was basically a walk-in freezer with shelves upon shelves of what appears to be organic food packed and wrapped in individual containers.

I frowned a little at the sight of it, "Is everything bought all wrapped up like this?"

He looked at me with dull eyes, "What do you mean?"

I went towards one of the containers and pulled out a pack of potatoes that have already been peeled and sliced up before being packed in a vacuum sealed bag.

"I mean does everything here all come wrapped up like this? Is there anything that is fresh? Like you know, actual potatoes that aren't packed like that?"

"Ah… I know what you're talking about… Unfortunately it's not profitable for us to use those since they're pretty expensive and they don't last as long as these ones. And… As you already know… Only packaged ones can be fed into the machine to be… Ugghh… I'm such a sham…"

Steiner turned around and placed his head against the wall, looking completely defeated.

Ok, ok… I can tell that the memory is triggering you so I won't bring it up anymore. I'll just look around myself then…

This was obviously not what I thought I would get when I heard about their organic ingredients but since the packaged fish turned out well, I guess these could work as well.

It just feels a bit weird that I'm not holding the actual thing but packaged ones though. For some reason… It feels a little wrong though I don't know how to explain it.

I went ahead to grab an empty box and started picking stuff that I recognised and felt I could use first. There were actually quite a number of alien stuff here with weird names which I don't recognise so I didn't touch those.

Just as the box was nearing half full, I realised something.

"Err… Chef Steiner? Where are the meats?"

It's all just fruits and vegetables here and I would assume they would be storing the meat elsewhere. Although I don't think they'll even need to worry about cross contamination since everything looks like it's wrapped up in their packages anyway.

He turned away from the wall to look at me with the same dead eyes, "They're in another room… Follow me."

I picked up the box and followed him out, hearing the door slide shut behind me with various locks sliding into place.

He went further down the corridor until we reached the second last door where I realised there was another lift at the end too, probably for deliveries or something.

Steiner then opened the door and I stepped inside and sure enough, this room was the meat room.

The head chef went straight back to facing the wall again the moment we stepped in while making groaning noises.

Interestingly… There's both packaged and fresh meat in this room. And what I mean by that is actual animal carcasses hung up on meat hooks on the end of the room.

That's interesting, I recognise some of the carcasses though several of them were clearly alien creatures.

I stepped over to the meat hooks since I was curious what they were, until I noticed something chilling at the very back.

Is that a fucking dead person?!!

            

    
        There's Really Fresh Meat On The Menu

    
    
    
    
                Just saying, this isn't a case where some guy got in an accident and is dead on the floor.

This is a dead, human body that was purposely stripped of all clothes and had meat hooks pierced through his back to string him up on a chain like he was just another piece of meat behind the glass window.

This was no accident for sure…

Wait… Unless it was a machine stringing all these pieces of meat up and this worker fell into the machine by accident?

Ok… I can actually see that happen-- Wait a fucking minute…

I went closer and realised that the entire back row of the meat fridge was entirely filled with corpses.

Holy fuck… There's at least a dozen dead bodies being strung up over there…

And actually… Upon closer inspection… These animal carcasses… They're fake…

What the fuck is going on? Why are they hanging fake animal meat here?

Ok… Calm down… Think about it rationally… Yeah…

I actually can figure out several reasons on why these things are even here.

I already knew that this place is a front for some criminal group and they're doing various illegal stuff over here.

So if I had to guess, they must have various enemies targeting them from both sides of the law. And since these guys aren't that set on following the law, they might go for the most efficient way of getting rid of their problems.

I'm guessing these guys got killed and their bodies are being kept here to be disposed of later.

Yeah… That makes much more sense…

I'm just going to step away from here and pretend I never saw this at all…

Well, that just means I have to keep to the packaged meats though… Which I felt was a downgrade from what I had bought the previous time.

I went over to the aisles of packaged meats and picked one of the packages up, only to pause when I saw what was on the package.

This is synthmeat… Not organic meat…

I started looking through the other shelves and found every single one of them was just synthmeat, there's no organic meat here at all.

Huh… Did Steiner bring me to the wrong room?

I walked over to the old man who was still moping in front of the wall. Seriously though, how long are you going to stay like this?

"Hey… Steiner? There's no organic meat here."

He groaned and turned to me, "Right… Yeah… They're at the back… You'll need the machine to cut the meat for you… The controls are over there…"

He gestured to the spot nearby where a console as well as a conveyor belt was located.

There was a steel shutter behind the belt so I assume that I just select what meat I want and there'll be machines behind that would process the meats for me? That's convenient.

I went over to the console panel and looked at the choices on the screen. There seems to be multiple different types of meat available and you could even select what type of cut you want.

That's pretty cool.

Let's see… I guess I can just try it out first.

I tapped on the screen to select a 'tenderloin cut' and the machine started whirring in the back.

Wait… Why do I hear chains rattling from the direction of the fake carcasses?

I turned towards the source of the noise and it seemed like there were some movements over there for some reason?

Wait, wait, wait! No fucking way! This is not happening, is it?!

I rushed towards the back of the room and found there was another metal shutter that had opened up and the very back row was being fed through the opening.

The back row where the corpses were…

I pressed myself against the glass to try and get a better view and sure enough, I spotted one of the corpses disappearing through the opening before the metal shutter slid closed.

There was the sound of machinery operating behind the shutter and I was trying to think if there was just actual animal meat being processed behind there and these just happened to be at the end of the line.

That was when the shutter opened and the chain reversed, revealing the corpse that had gone through was now missing one of his legs.

No fucking way…

I rushed back to the conveyor belt just as the shutter behind the conveyor belt opened and several pieces of meat came out on a tray.

I stared at it, wondering how exactly I should feel about this.

Taking a step towards the conveyor belt, I took a closer look at the meat to make sure that I was not mistaken and this actually came from that corpse's leg and it wasn't just a coincidence.

As much as I didn't want to, I didn't find any gloves around so I had to use my hands to slowly piece the meat together and I found myself looking at what looked like a really crude section of a calf.

A human calf, that is…

Ugh… I need to wash my hands… Why isn't there anywhere to wash hands here? Are there no such things as health codes here?

Putting the tray of human meat aside, I decided to try again just to be sure.

This time, I tapped on a different type of meat and the same sounds started once again.

I immediately made a rush towards the end to press myself against the glass just to see the metal shutter lift up and the same corpse brought inside via the chain before the door shut itself.

Then it was just the whirring sounds of heavy machinery before the shutter opened up to spit the corpse back, this time with both of its legs missing.

Fuck…

I went back to the conveyor belt just as the tray of meat was brought out, cut in the exact same way as the first one despite me tapping on a different cut of meat on the console.

This confirms it…

This fucking place is feeding their guests fucking human flesh and passing it off as organic meat… Is this how they get rid of their enemies?

Holy fucking shit…

I set the pan aside and went over to Steiner, my fist clenched behind me.

"Steiner?" I called out to the chef.

He turned and looked at me with the usual lifeless eyes, "Are you done here then?"

I shook my head, "I just wanna ask where do you get your organic meat from?"

He actually straightened himself and turned to face me, "I… Don't really know. I'm not the one who orders them. Is there something wrong with it? Don't tell me I fucked up in that too?"

I stared at him for a moment and I realised he was genuinely clueless about it.

"When do you normally come here to get meat?" I asked.

"I don't. It's usually one of the servers who would come get it if we get an order for meat dishes. But I do have the authority to come down here, of course."

"So… You would send someone down here to get the meat?"

"Normally yes. They would use that machine over there to cut out the organic meat and then deliver it back up to the kitchen for us to prepare. In fact, your steak would have been made from that."

Oh fuck, fuck, fuck… We almost ate human meat! What the fuck?! 

Ok, I'm panicking a little here because now I'm questioning if all the meat we've had so far were actually what they were supposed to be or if we had also unknowingly consumed human flesh as well? This is so fucked up.

I wondered if I should tell Steiner the truth for a moment. Then I decided that it might not be a good idea since I wasn't sure how he would react and how the syndicate behind this hotel would react if they knew that I knew what was going on down here.

That's why I'll just go ask Mara and the others instead.

I shook my head, "I think your meats look a little… Bad… So maybe you need to order in some fresh ones or something… Don't use anymore of them and just throw them away."

"Ah… I see… I'll let the people in charge know then… Thanks for telling me. I guess that means you're not taking any meat?"

"Yeah… I'll just go back and take some of your fish if you don't mind?"

"Right. Of course. This way then."

I followed him out of the room and hoped that everyone after us that was supposed to be fed with this would be able to avoid eating that…

Fuck… Was this a one time thing or have they been doing this ever since the beginning? Are those corpses really their enemies or did they go out and catch some people to slaughter and hang there as their meat?

I need to find the other girls right now…

            

    
        They're Stealing From Here Too

    
    
    
    
                We went back to the kitchen and I found the girls waiting for me in front of the lift.

It seems like only Ries had finished eating her fish while the others still had a little bit of it left.

And for some reason, Ries looked like she had just lost something precious to her.

Amber immediately rushed towards me, "Tera! Are you ok?!"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Of course, why wouldn't I be?"

"We thought something happened to you when I couldn't feel your presence anymore!"

Feel my presence? Did you put a tracker on me or something?

"I just went to get the organic ingredients from their storage," I explained.

Amber pulled me over to her while giving Steiner a suspicious look, "You didn't do anything weird to her, did you?"

The older chef didn't even look offended and simply sighed, "I'm already stuck trying to figure out what I should be doing with the life that I had apparently wasted… Doing anything to her would be the last thing on my mind."

"Hmph! Like I said, you could be thinking about kidnapping her for yourself!"

"Please, I at least have some self respect remaining not to do something as pointless as that. I am just some idiot fiddling around with machines, she is a literal miracle given form. I am lucky to even be allowed to witness this."

Fucking hell, Steiner… It's really not that serious. It's not even too late for you to learn how to cook properly right now.

I was just about to suggest that to him when I felt a soft tug on my arm from the side.

I looked down to see Ries looking at me with teary eyes, "Te… Tera? I… I ate the fish you made…"

Err… Ok? What's wrong with that? Were you not supposed to or something? Why are you looking at me like that?

Before I could ask her that though, she let out a soft sob and tightened her grip on my arm, "No more fish… The fish is gone…"

I looked at the other three girls to silently ask them what got into her.

"She really likes fish," Lea immediately answered, as though she was already expecting something like this to happen from the start.

Ok, yeah… The cat girl likes the fish I made for her… I guess I should have expected something like that.

I grinned at her, "Don't worry, I took a lot of their fish so I can make more of it for all of us later."

Her hood actually shifted upwards slightly which I suspect must be from her ears perking up underneath them.

"Really?! You'll do that?! I will follow you for life, Captain!!!" The Maochatte cried, hugging my waist tightly.

It's just a fish guys, you are all overreacting right now…

Amber seemed to have noticed me thinking about cooking up another batch of fish just for them since she quickly tightened her grip on my shoulders and started moving back while pulling me with her.

"Alright! It's been a long day so… No wait, it's not long yet! What I mean is that we've had a very satisfactory dinner tonight so now we're going to go get drunk so if you would excuse us!"

Amber was in the midst of pulling me towards the door when the whole kitchen suddenly turned dark as the lights shut itself off, plunging the entire room into darkness.

Their emergency lights kicked in and the room was bathed in a dark red hue, right before an alarm sounded throughout the kitchen.

"What… What's going on?" I asked.

Steiner frowned, "That's the alarm that would sound if someone is breaking into the food storage below…"

Several eyes landed on me, who still had the box of organic food I took in my hands.

I blinked, "I certainly hope you aren't suspecting me because I was given the green light to take everything if I wanted to… So why would I try to steal when I could just take them?"

Amber also growled, "And are you suggesting that we would stoop that low and steal your stock as well?"

The ones who had been looking in my direction quickly averted their gazes.

As if on cue, the kitchen doors slid open and several armed guards rushed inside with their weapons raised.

"Everyone down on the ground!"

I obeyed, quickly dropping the box of organic food in front of me before laying myself on the ground with the rest.

"Clear!"

"Move up!"

The squad carefully filtered into the room, scanning the area for threats before piling up in front of the lift.

One of them spotted the box of organic food that I dropped in front of me and immediately levelled his rifle at my head.

"You! Where did you get all this?!"

I didn't even get to answer before Amber reached forward and pulled the gun barrel away from my head, "Don't point that at her you bastard."

Woah, woah, woah!! Amber!! What the hell are you doing?!

The man tried to yank the gun free from her grasp, only to realise he could not.

He yelled out a warning and a few of the other guards turned back and pointed their guns at her, all of them aimed at her vitals.

"Wait! I got this from the head chef as a gift! I didn't steal it! The head chef can vouch for me!"

The guards didn't seem to care about words and advanced on Amber, their guns still pointed at her.

Amberrrrr!! What are you doing?!!!

It looked like they were actually going to fight when the door that led to the lift slid open without anyone near to it.

The guards quickly turned around to point their weapons at the door, revealing boxes upon boxes of organic food stacked on top of each other.

Standing in the centre of the lift was a single person who looked a little familiar even though I don't really remember where I've met this person before.

The guy seemed to be surprised to see the guards there and everyone was just staring at each other for a good second or two.

"That's the one! Shoot him!!" One of the guards shouted.

The guy unsheathed two glowing blades from his waist and I instantly realised this was the guy I saw back at Mara's clinic who cut his arm off when he got himself caught by Amber and Mara. Looks like he has both his arms again.

The guards started firing and he swung his swords in a flurry which deflected the bullets away from him.

Two of the guards at the very front had their bullets returned back to pierce through their heads while three of them were hit in their chest and abdomen.

Fuck! They're even stealing the organic food from this place?! How did they even get in there?! We were just inside the place a few minutes ago!

The thief's figure blurred suddenly and he disappeared, reappearing above the guards.

Unfortunately for the guards, they weren't able to see where the thief went from where they were standing and did not realise he had moved above them before he dropped down on top of them.

Two more guards were cut down by his blades before they could even react and he tossed one of his blades at another guard, the blade piercing directly through his head.

He then spun around and pulled one of the corpses up, using it as a shield to block the bullets of the other guards to retreat back to his thrown blade to pick that up.

Then the body he was using as a shield fell backwards without warning to reveal the thief was gone again.

This time I only found where he was when a gurgle of pain came from the side and I turned to see him letting another guard that had his throat slit fall onto the ground.

The remaining three guards started shooting again and this time the thief merely blocked all the bullets before all three guns clicked empty.

The thief leapt forward and slashed the first guard vertically in half, literally. The second guard raised his arms to let them transform into blades, only for the thief's swords to cut through them easily before slicing up the poor guard into pieces.

The last guard reached for his sidearm and only just managed to raise it up before the thief sliced the hand of the guard and let the limb drop onto the ground.

The guard opened his mouth to say something but the thief pierced his blade through the guard's throat and silenced him.

The guard struggled against his killer for a moment before his body went limp, the thief kicking the corpse off his blade and allowing it to drop onto the ground to join his comrades.

He then slowly turned towards us and his eyes instantly locked onto the box of organic food that I had dropped.

Ah… He wants this too… Well he can--

"Fat chance, fucker, fuck off."

I turned to see Amber standing against him with her arms crossed, blocking him from reaching the box.

Amberrrrrr!!!

            

    
        You Don't Get To Steal 'Our' Food

    
    
    
    
                I was panicking at the fact that Amber was facing off against the guy who single handedly took down an entire group of armed guards without breaking a sweat.

It's not like I think she's too weak to fight him but isn't this unnecessary?

Just give him the box and we wouldn't even need to fight at all!

The thief raised an eyebrow at Amber, as though silently asking if she was seriously trying to stop him.

He was going to take another step forward when he stopped as soon as Mara stood up to stand beside Amber to face him.

Wait, you too, Mara?! Why?!

I think the thief also remembered that Amber and Mara were the ones who caught him and forced him to cut off his arm in our earlier encounter because he took a step back.

Surprisingly, he sheathed his blades and nodded at the box, "You can have that."

Oh… He gave up on that surprisingly easily.

He then turned back to the lift and Amber growled at him, "You're not touching those either. We're eating those."

The thief wasn't that happy to hear that and turned back around with a frown plastered on his face, "Don't push your luck. I only decided to let you keep that box because it would waste my time to fight you both for that small box of it. But if you were to put that on the line, I will not back down."

"Then we'll just kill you? Makes no difference to us," Amber shot back.

What are you doing, Amber?! We don't even have any weapons! The only equipment we have are our personal shields! How are we supposed to… Oh.

My gaze wandered until it landed on the dead guard beside me and the rifle he had dropped on the ground beside him.

I guess… That could work?

The thief reached for his sword and pulled out one of his blades, only for something to fly towards him with blinding speed and hit him in the wrist, causing him to lose his grip on his weapon.

The thing turned out to be a metal tray that was thrown towards him, presumably by either Amber of Mara.

The thief narrowed his eyes even more, "I knew it. Do you think I'll be intimidated by that? You will not hit me again."

I looked back at the two girls and I saw that they each had frying pans in their hands. When the hell did they pick those up?

"You wanna bet? Because I can tell you you're gonna lose," Amber growled.

The thief said nothing before he suddenly disappeared from view.

I did not stay down and simply rolled towards the dead guard's body to snatch up the gun before continuing my roll into a crouch beside his corpse.

When I looked up, I found Amber blocking an overhead slash from the thief with the frying pan before smacking him across the face with the other one.

The thief recoiled back in surprise, looking at the frying pan in her hands with wide eyes.

Amber smirked, "These are industrial grade pans designed to withstand plasma fire. Your little plasma blade isn't going to cut through it, idiot."

The thief furrowed his brow but simply raised his sword again to face against Amber and Mara. His gaze then shifted to me who he realised had also joined the fight with a gun before looking on the opposite end of where I was.

I followed his gaze and I realised Lea had also picked up one of the dropped rifles and had settled in a crouch to point her weapon at the thief.

On the other hand, Ries was still sprawled on the ground and gave all of us a look like we were crazy.

Honestly, I would be in the same position as her if there hadn't been a weapon near me and the person being threatened was somebody whom I did not care about.

But since both of these conditions aligned, I do want to help Amber and Mara and no stupid fucker is going to threaten them like that.

His figure disappeared again and I went straight to relying on that weird feeling I usually get when facing these guys.

That did not fail me as I felt something coming down from the ceiling so that's why I responded to that.

I leapt backwards and fired a few shots upwards, feeling a sense of satisfaction when I heard a cry of pain coming from above.

The thief fell onto the ground with a bullet wound on his shoulder, rolling to a knee before another gunshot rang out from the side.

This time, he was shot in the side which sent him falling back on the ground.

He tried to push himself up but Mara and Amber rushed forward and smashed both their frying pans on his face, knocking him out.

Ok… That was easier than I thought…

Steiner recovered from where he had been laying and growled at the other chefs, "What are you idiots still laying around for?! Get security!"

Several of them looked at the dead guards on the floor.

The head chef bristled, "Get me more security, idiots! And get the power back on too!!"

Two of them quickly leapt on their feet before rushing out of the kitchen.

God damn… And here I thought we would actually be having a nice vacation… I at least had fun with the cook off but definitely not this.

I tossed the gun I had acquired back on top of the corpse I took from, "How did this guy get inside anyway?"

Steiner seemed quite pissed as well, "We'll find out, don't worry about that."

Amber came up beside me and peered inside the lift that still had its doors open, "I don't get it? What was his plan though? Did he think he could just walk out through the front door through the kitchen?"

Steiner shook his head, "I believe he did not expect the lift to stop on this floor. We have a security measure in place that locks down the lifts for the food storage area when an intruder is detected. He must have been expecting the lift to go up to the top floor instead and escape from there. Too bad for them, the computer automatically locks it down when the alarm has been triggered."

Lea then joined us while wondering aloud, "Are we going to be compensated for this?"

Steiner groaned, "I don't know. That's outside of my jurisdiction. You're gonna need to find someone else for that. Fuck… As if my day couldn't get any worse… Maybe I should just quit and go back to the inner colonies…"

Damn it, I thought he had already recovered by now or at least shook himself out of it after what just happened. Seems like he's still hung up about it…

At least we dealt with the problem so--

A sudden cloud of smoke exploded from where the thief was laying, hiding him from view.

I saw the vague outline of a shadow running towards the door before that disappeared and by the time the smoke cloud had dispersed, the thief was gone.

What the fuck, he got shot twice and smashed in the face with a frying pan and he could still run away? What even is he made of?!

I turned to look at the lift and… Oh, one of the boxes seemed to be missing too. I guess he knew he could not take everything with him but he didn't want to leave empty handed either so he took one with him.

Seriously though, I'd think if you were shot up and beaten like that, the last thing on your mind should be how to get out with your stolen stuff and just think about how to escape instead.

Steiner also realised what happened straight away and pointed an angry finger at the door, "That fucker!! Someone chase him!! He took one of the boxes!! Arrrgghhh!!"

The head chef actually picked up another frying pan and ran out of the kitchen after him, prompting a few of the remaining chefs to chase him as well.

Can this day get any weirder?

Ah fuck it… I don't even care anymore… I just want the organic food that I earned from the cook off…

As I started gathering the packages that fell out of the box from when I dropped it, Mara approached me with furrowed brows and gave me a strange look.

"Tera… Can I ask you something?"

I paused and nodded at her.

"How did you know that the idiot was coming at you from above earlier?"

"Ah… Umm… I don't really know how to explain but I just get this weird feeling that something is coming at me from that direction. I've fought a few people who can do that before so I got used to trusting that feeling to locate people like that."

Mara's frown deepened before turning to Amber, both of them seemed to share a look before the doctor pulled her away to whisper conspiratorially in a corner.

What? What's going on?

            

    
        It's All You Can Drink

    
    
    
    
                I'm not sure what that was about since they went ahead to drag me off towards the bar after that.

I didn't even get the chance to point out that we had just got attacked by the organic food stealing thieves not an hour ago and they now want to go get drunk.

Though… I guess the fact that they extracted the promise of free booze for the entire duration of our stay after helping them deal with the thief was part of the reason for that.

It seems like this hotel wasn't the only place that was hit because there were news of other hotels being raided for their storage of organic food was broadcasted throughout the station. We even received some Merc requests where some stores were hiring more guards to protect them against these guys.

Obviously, we didn't take those jobs.

The hotel we were staying at also tried to hire us long term and I'll be honest, the pay was pretty good.

I only told them that we'll think about it but they did pay us quite a hefty sum and informed us that we could have all the alcohol we wanted which led to our current state.

Honestly, I don't even think this is a good reward… Like you're rewarding us for protecting your stuff by letting us get drunk which would impede our ability to fight against those thieves if they choose to come back… Then again, I guess they don't really have much to offer aside from money.

And… I don't think these guys would try to hit this place again while we're here at least.

So if I had to guess, they're probably not buying our protection but just making use of our presence instead.

My guess was confirmed later on when the hotel's spokesperson boasted that they were one of the only places that managed to repel those thieves from accomplishing their heist, so they were clearly trying to buy our silence.

Anyway… I found myself being dragged over to the bar by Amber and Mara who seemed unusually excited for some reason.

Interestingly, it seemed like the thieves only knocked out the lights around the kitchen area so the rest of the hotel wasn't affected. In fact, no other guest even knew that this even happened at all and everything was functioning as per normal.

I suppose the hotel also did not want the guest to panic or even claim that they were inadequate in protecting them.

Since that meant we didn't face much disruption for our stay here, I wasn't going to complain about that but…

"Are we really going to drink right now?" I asked as we made our way to the bar, which seemed to also double as a nightclub for this hotel as well.

Amber grinned at me, "When else would be a better time to drink, Tera? This is the perfect time to drink!"

I groaned halfheartedly as both Mara and Amber continued to pull me along in between them towards the bar with Lea and Ries following behind us.

The catgirl initially wasn't so sure about following us but Amber just looked at her and asked if she really meant it when she claimed that she would follow me for life and she immediately stopped any form of protests and just followed us quietly.

Just saying, I don't have any more fish on me right now, ok? The organic foods we took are all stored in the fridge back in our room.

There was a bouncer at the front of the club who held up a hand to stop us as we got to him.

A ray of light scanned us from the corner and his eyes turned gold for a second before he nodded, "Please wait for a moment."

The door soon opened and a rather curvaceous woman stood there wearing a very tight fitting dress that was cut low enough that her entire cleavage could be seen.

"Welcome honoured guests! Please follow me to your private booth!" She chirped in a very excitable voice.

We followed her inside the club and the entire place was filled with people dancing to the beat the DJ was pumping out through the speakers.

There was a large dance floor in the centre where most of the people were gathered and there's a balcony upstairs that allowed people to watch the crowd below.

We were led to the stairs that would bring us to the second floor and another two bouncers were there who gave us a look before stepping aside and allowed us to pass.

"They're really giving us the VIP treatment eh?" Amber giggled.

"I would be surprised if they did not," Mara scoffed. "Do you even know how much money we just prevented them from losing?"

"I dunno? A few million?"

"Try a few billion."

I blanched, "All those boxes were worth that much?"

Mara shook her head, "It's not just that. They would lose investors and business partners if their stuff really got stolen."

"They did steal one box though?"

Mara turned to me, "Why else do you think they let you take the box with you? They could just write this off as a reward instead of saying that it was stolen."

"Oh wow, they're really making use of us as much as they can huh… Now I think we let them off too easy."

Mara tapped on her wrist, "Don't worry, I'm handling that."

Amber leaned over to me, "What she means is that we're going to wring them just as dry~ Ahahaha~"

Good, I'm not going to let us get used like that without some benefits in return.

The woman continued to guide us to the second floor, walking past the booths until the very end where we were another pair of bouncers stod guard.

How many sections does this place even have?

The bouncers scanned us and both their eyes turned gold before they stepped aside, allowing the door to open.

When they say private booth, they really meant private booth I see.

The room was located above the dance floor so we had a full view of the floor below us and the windows seemed to be tinted allowing us to see out but the people outside could not see inside.

The room itself featured its own dance area, a seating area and even its own bar. And if we wanted to enjoy the atmosphere of the club, there was a door at the back that led to a balcony that hung outside.

This really was a VVIP treatment.

The woman went over to the dance floor where there was even a pole at the side, presumably to dance for us but Amber stopped her with a raised hand, "Yeah… We don't need that. We'll just drink by ourselves. If we need anything we'll call."

She did not seem put off by that and simply bowed, "Understood. Please use the intercom to call us if you need anything. We also have slave girls and boys if you would like to be serviced in any way."

Wait, what did she just say? I wasn't hearing things right?

Actually… Now that I think about it, I suppose I shouldn't be surprised that such services were on the table…

All of us watched the woman leave and the door closed shut behind her, cutting us out from the rest of the club.

Ries immediately turned to me nervously, "Umm… Boss? Is it even ok for me to be here? I don't think I should be here… I didn't even do anything during the fight…"

No, no… I need you to be here because I need some normal people to help me against the two girls that's dragging me towards the bar now.

Look, even Lea isn't of much help since she got tainted by them and is joining us instead of saying anything.

"Oh, they have the good ones here. I was half expecting them to stock this place with the cheap ones thinking we might not know alcohol," Mara mused while pulling down a bottle from the shelf.

Amber grinned, "Oh yeah~ This is a good one! Now it's just a question of which one we should start with?"

Lea pulled out a bottle of her own, "I think this one would be good… It's made from the Gylenoa plant and those are known to be good."

"Umm… Girls? Since when were all of you alcoholics?" I asked.

Amber laughed, "Pffft! We're not Tera! You might not know this but this is a once in a lifetime opportunity you know?! You don't get to drink like this everyday!"

"I get that but… It's all just alcohol anyway right?"

"Wait… No way… Are you telling me that you know how to make alcohol too?!"

I shook my head, "No, no, no… I definitely do not… I mean… I know the fundamentals at least but and maybe how to mix them but I'm just an amateur when--"

"Oh my gods!! Tera!! Please mix some alcohol for us!! Please, please, please!!!"

…

I should have just kept my mouth shut…

            

    
        Trying My Hand At Mixing

    
    
    
    
                I looked at the four girls standing on the other side of the bar across from me.

"I just want to say that I am an amateur mixer at best, ok?" I warned them.

"Oh, I believe anything Tera makes would be delicious!" Amber assured me.

Come on now… You're exaggerating…

But I will admit I'm a little curious on what kind of alcohol they have and how it might taste if I mix them.

Once again, I have to say that I am seriously just an amateur when it comes to mixology. I do enjoy a drink now and then but it's not like I do it professionally nor do I do it often.

I would say that the most complicated drink I know how to make is a mojito which I might add in various different fruits to change the taste depending on my mood.

But then here comes the problem…

I looked at the bar where various different bottles were stacked on the shelves with labels that look completely alien to me.

What even are these? I don't even see anything that I know…

I even read some of the labels and I didn't even find anything that even remotely told me that the bottle I was holding was whiskey, vodka, rum or whatever.

The only good thing that I could find was that they at least had flavoured syrups and also what I guess were synthherbs or whatever they might be called.

Wait…

I opened up one of the containers and dipped my finger into the pile of white crystals before bringing it to my tongue.

This is…

"Is that White Powder?" Amber asked, her eyes sparkling.

"No, it's salt," I told her, putting the container back.

"Oh… And here I thought they gave us free White Powder to enjoy. What a bummer."

I raised an eyebrow, "This actually tastes like real salt though? Is this not a surprise?"

"Oh, no. Salt's not that hard to make, Tera. In fact, a lot of the salt mines are located in the outer colonies since they mine them from asteroids anyway. Ironically, it's cheaper to get salt in the outer colonies than it is in the inner colonies."

Ah… Ok…

I took down the next container which also had white crystals in them and tasted it.

"Sweet… This is sugar… Real sugar."

"Ohhh!! Ok! Organic sugar is expensive!! They actually have real sugar here?! That's really luxurious!!"

Hmm… Interesting.

"Captain? May I?" Lea asked with an outstretched hand.

I handed the container to her and she reached her hand in to take a pinch of the sugar before very carefully bringing it to her mouth to taste.

The other girls also crowded around the container and started to taste the sugar as well, leaving me to inspect the bar shelves again.

I searched through the shelves to see if I could find any type of alcohol that I would even recognise, which doesn't seem to be the case here.

The only type of alcohol I could actually recognise from all these bottles was just… Well… Beer.

So if I just want to serve them beer straight from the tap or just from the bottle, I could do that… But they don't need me to do that for them since this doesn't need any mixing…

Hey… You know what? I've never really tried making beer cocktails before so this could be a chance to try?

I mean, I've heard of it and even tried them once or twice but never made them myself.

And if it sucks… Well… I wouldn't mind giving them a reason to think that I wasn't perfect instead since this was what they thought of me this entire time.

Let's see… I just need a glass… Oh, there we go. There's a stack of them right here.

I'm just going to fill them all up with different beers and try how each of them taste first, then maybe I could think about how to mix them afterwards.

I even opened up the canned beers as well just to try them out too.

Hey, they promised us free drinks for the entire duration of our stay so you bet your ass I'm going to make full use of this!

With several glasses full of beer, I started taking a sip from each of them to taste them all, using my Codex to note down what I thought about each of them.

Hmm… Ok… Since I was trying this out for the first time, let's just go with a safer combination first.

This one at the end has the taste of a lager, like a light beer, and this one near the end kind of reminded me of those amaro liqueurs.

I could try to mix these two into a spritz or whatever you call it.

I took another empty glass and poured over the beer first before just adding about an ounce of the liqueur and mixing them together.

Once I felt it was mixed enough, I took a sip of it and paused.

Huh… That's not too bad… But it just feels like it's missing something…

I looked at the row of beer glasses in front of me.

No, it doesn't need that… It needs a little bit more… Ah!

I went behind and picked up a few bottles of the fruit syrups and opened their tops to pour each of them out into a small glass to taste them.

I know they are labelled but the taste could be different since these are all synthetic drinks.

I honestly expected all of them to taste disgusting like the other synthetic food I ate but… Hey… They're pretty accurate? That was a surprise.

Ok, in that case, let's try the grapefruit one first.

I didn't measure this one and just poured it in and watched the liquid mix together until I felt that it was enough.

I found a stirrer which I used to properly mix the drink before bringing it up to my lips to take a sip.

Oh~ That's pretty good!

Heck, I wouldn't even mind just drinking this for the rest of the night too.

I placed the glass down on the counter and saw the girls staring at me with various different weird looking faces.

I was just about to ask why they looked like that until I realised the container that held the sugar was completely empty.

"Did you girls… Eat all the sugar?"

"It's my first time tasting real sugar, ok?" Amber mumbled.

The other girls also nodded, though they all shared the same shamefaced look. The same kind of look that one might have when they got caught eating the entire cookie jar.

Wow… Ok… I mean… You've all eaten sweet stuff before right? Wait… Have we actually eaten any desserts? I don't think we have… Shit… I don't think I've made any desserts have I?

Ok, now I suddenly feel like eating something sweet… But then these girls have already eaten all the sugar…

I gave them the best offended look I could muster, "You girls ate all the sugar and left none for me huh?"

I actually felt a little bad when the four of them reacted to my words immediately.

Ries was looking down and her hood drooped down which pretty much told me that her ears were also drooping as well.

Lea quickly started to apologise but her words were cut off when both Amber and Mara reached for the container at the same time while crying out simultaneously.

"I'll go and ask them for more, Tera!"

"I'll get them to give us more right now!"

What ended up happening because of that was both women knocking their heads into each other while trying to reach for the container and the crack from the hit was loud enough to make me wince when I heard it.

Ouch…

The two girls separated and held their heads in pain but tried to reach for it again so I placed my hand over it and pulled it out of their grasp.

"Ok, stop there. While I would indeed like to have more sugar, I want all of you to try this first and let me know what you think."

All of them perked up at the same time and crowded around the beer I had just mixed for them.

I left them to it and proceeded to mix another glass, this time trying it with another syrup instead to see if it would taste just as good.

Just as I was grabbing the beer from the end, I heard a squeal coming from in front of me.

"Ahhh!! What's this?! This is so good!! How did you make this, Tera?!"

"I… Literally just mixed two different alcohols together and added some syrup… Surely you've at least tried some cocktails before?"

"Oh, no, definitely not! I've only ever drank beer! This is delicious!! More, Tera!!"

Mara also took a sip from the mug and nodded, "Ah… That's nice. I've gone to bars where they mixed drinks before but I don't think they mix it that well since they use machines instead of people to mix them. This is indeed nice."

Oh great… Another thing that got screwed by machines… Is there anything related to food that isn't screwed up by machines here?

Has the standard for food dropped so low?

            

    
        Everyone's Drunk

    
    
    
    
                I'm not gonna lie… This is actually pretty fun.

Especially when… Well… I'm not the one paying for the alcohol I was mixing so I don't even feel bad if I was just opening up all the bottles and just tasting them.

It's been about an hour and I've already made plenty of drinks which the girls very happily drank them all up without complaint.

I'm going to take responsibility and say that because of the fact that I started having fun with the alcohol mixing… I ended up making a lot of drinks so…

"Ehehehe~ There's two… No, three Teras! Ahahahaha! So… Hic… So many Teras~" Amber giggled uncontrollably as she slurred her words.

Lea was nodding off while holding a mug of half finished beer in her hands, her ears twitching cutely from time to time. Beside her was Mara who had already fallen asleep while leaning against the Alv, an empty mug dangling on the edge of her fingertips.

As for the last one…

"Mwehehehe~ Boss is so awesome nyaaaa~ Can I havz sum morez, nyaaa?"

Ok… I may or may not have kept on making more drinks just because the cat girl was continuously saying 'nyaa' at me.

But hey!! Tell me that you wouldn't do the same!!

I handed over another glass to Ries and she purred before tossing her head back to empty the mug down her throat.

"Mnngghhh!! Not fairrrrr!! I want some too, Teraaaaa!" Amber protested.

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Don't you think you've had enough already? You drank quite a lot. More than anyone else in fact."

"Mmmm!! Don't care! I'm here to get drunk! I wanna get drunk!"

"You are drunk though."

"I'm not drunk! Mmmnn… Not yet!! I wanna get more drunk! I wanna get so drunk that I have Tera embracing meeeee!"

"You don't need to get drunk for that though?"

Amber stared at me and her eyes widened like I had just told her the secret to life.

"You're right!!" She gasped, right before she started climbing on top of the bar counter which ended up knocking over one of the empty mugs.

What the fuck Amber? What are you--

She reached her hand towards me and pulled me in to kiss me on the lips, going so far as to stick her tongue in and moan into my mouth as well.

The taste of alcohol flooded my mouth but I didn't mind it since it tasted nice.

I pulled away and she shuddered while still seated on top of the bar.

"Mnnngghhh~ I think this beer tastes the best so far, Tera~ Could I get more of it? I'll even pay you~"

She lifted a finger and pulled the corner of her collar downwards, giving me a peek of her cleavage.

I slid another mug of beer towards her before taking a step back, "Here you go."

"Mnnnn~ That's not the beer I'm asking for Tera~ Come baaaaack~"

"You two are so cute nyaaaa~" Ries giggled, the cat girl slumping forward on the counter.

"Of course Tera is cuuuute! She's the cutest! Ehehehehe~"

I knew I would regret this… Look at these two drunkards…

At least the other two were sleepy drunks so I didn't need to worry about them.

Amber climbed back down from the counter and started obediently sipping on the beer I mixed for her.

I then took my own mug of alcohol that mixed and went over to the other side of the bar counter, sitting myself in between Ries and Amber.

Amber immediately laid her head on my shoulder while holding her beer, "Mnnn~ I like this~"

"The beer, or me?" I asked half jokingly.

"Ehehehe~ Of course it's you, Tera~"

Ries purred, "I like this beer nyaaa!"

Ngghhh!! I wanna pat her so bad!!

No, no… Control, control… Consent is still important.

Amber took another swig from her mug before burying her face in the crook of my arm and nuzzling me.

"Ngghhh~ I love you so much Tera~"

"I love you too, Amber. I'm telling you, you're really drunk right now. You're going to have a hangover tomorrow."

"Neeeehhhh… What's a hangover? Isshhh that something like… Ehehehe~ Something where we hang out? Because I'd looooove to hang out with youuuuu~"

"What about me nyaaaa?" Ries asked while cuddling against me on the other side.

Amber actually growled at her, "You're still new welp! You don't get a piece of this until you proved yourself!"

"Nyaaaa! What do I need to prove myself? I got fisssssh! Fiiiiiish!!"

"So what? I had fish too! What's so special about your fish?"

"My fish was… Was delicious! It was the best fish I had! I'm… I'm gonna follow boss for life!"

I don't even know if I should be happy or concerned that I managed to buy her over with just making some fish. Then again, she was prepared to just follow me because of my ship anyway.

Amber leaned on me and pointed a finger at her, "You think you're special just because you've got some fish? I've had more than fish! I've had all kinds of food! Including her… Her sausage!!"

I almost spat out my drink.

Ries looked at her weirdly, "Her sausage? Where did you get a sausage? Huh?"

Amber started giggling like a schoolgirl, "Ehehehehe~ Tera has the best sausage in the galaxy! And she only feeds that to me! No one else has tasted her sausage before!"

Ries grabbed my arm, "Boss!! Not faiiiir! I want Boss's sausage too! Gimme!!"

Amber… Seriously. Look what you've gone ahead and done… What am I supposed to do with this?

Amber hugged my arm, "No! Tera's sausage is for me! You can't have it! Mine!"

"Nyaaaa! Big meanieeee! I want Boss's sausage too!!"

I felt Amber reach in between my legs and I grabbed her hand before she could reach where she was trying to grab.

"No, bad Amber. Sit."

"Ehehehe~ I'll be a good girl for you, Tera~"

Why do you have to be such a horny drunk… That reminds me…

I turned towards Amber, "What were you and Mara whispering about after she asked me how I fought that thief?"

She nuzzled against my arm, "Hmmm? What… Mmnngghhh~ What were we whispering about?"

"Yeah, back in the kitchens after I told Mara about me sensing that guy."

"Mnngghhh… I don't… Oh! I remember! We were talking about how hot you are! You have such a… Hic… Such a nice ass, Tera! I wonder everyday… How… Unnghh… How I even get to tap that ass~"

"Technically I'm the one tapping your ass but… Really?"

"Nggh… I dunno… You're all I can think about right now… Ehehehe~"

She's really drunk now huh… I guess I won't be getting any answers from her while she's like this. I guess I'll have to wait till she's sober before asking then… And that's assuming she would even tell me.

Hmm… Maybe I could just try and ask the question in another way to--

"Zzz…"

I looked down and I realised Amber had slumped forward onto the table and was already fast asleep.

Then I heard a purring sound coming from the other side and I saw Ries had also fallen asleep while hugging her empty mug like it was a pillow.

Alright then… Guess I'm by myself.

Hmm… Might as well make use of the facilities while I'm here.

I stood up and pushed myself off the stool to head towards the balcony area.

The door slid open for me and the blast of music hit me as soon as I stepped outside.

I felt the thumping of my chest beat in tune with the music being played as I moved over to the railing to look down into the crowd below.

There were various different kinds of people down in the centre of the club, all of them vibing to the beat of the music.

Pretty much all of them were humans but there were at least a few of them who had modded themselves to look like different things like the guy in the corner who looked like a lizardman and another girl dancing in the middle that had an abnormally long neck.

I even spotted some people who had animalistic lower bodies like that snake girl and that centaur.

That's not all as there were also people with cybernetic enhancements. I can see at least three of them seemingly transforming parts of their bodies into holographic projectors that were emitting lights while they danced while some of them even had mechanical heads instead.

I don't know if it was because I have been constantly being dragged into various different situations all this while so I didn't have time to actually think about it.

But right now, leaning on the balcony of this club with a mug of beer in my hands while looking down at those people down below, it slowly dawned on me that I was in another universe.

Right now, Earth was a lost place where no one even knew where it was. What would I find if I were to be able to locate it? Will I find my old Earth? Or would it be a different type of Earth?

Would I be able to return back to my own universe or am I stuck here? What if I'm actually dead in the other universe and this is all just a product of my imagination?

…

Why am I even thinking about such things? 

I looked down at my beer.

Ok, yeah… I think that's enough for me tonight.

Now what am I supposed to do with the four unconscious girls back inside there? I sure hope this club allows their VVIPs to crash in their lounge…

            

    
        The Horny Drunks (*RR)

    
    
    
    
                I'm not sure how long I stood by the balcony but it was enough for the DJ to change songs three times before I went back inside.

I was fully expecting myself to still be the only one awake but when I walked in, I found Mara seated at the couch with a glass of wine in hand.

"Oh, welcome back, Tera. Did you have fun?"

I raised an eyebrow, "I was literally just standing outside and watching the crowd. I wasn't even doing anything."

"Mmhmm~ So did you have fun watching the crowd?"

"I wouldn't call it fun… Just thinking about stuff I guess."

She patted the spot beside her and I went over to sit by her side.

"How are you up though? Last I saw you were knocked out by the alcohol completely," I asked.

She tilted her head slightly, "I'm a Gene Splicer, Tera. Do you think I wouldn't have given myself mods that would help me deal with alcohol or even just poisons in general?"

"You can do that?"

"There's a lot of things you can do with Gene mods, Tera."

"What mods do you actually have?"

Mara placed a finger on her lips, "Careful now, Tera. That's a question similar to asking someone their weight."

I frowned, "Ok… So don't ask girls that?"

"Fufufu~ Not exactly. It's just a rather personal question especially if the other person has modded themselves to look a different way. That's not the case for me so I'm happy to tell you some of my mods but not all, of course~"

I leaned closer, "And what are they?"

She took a sip from her wine before leaning back, "As I said, I have a mod that helps me process and neutralise poisons. I could drink the entire bar and it'll take me half an hour to an hour for the alcohol to be flushed out."

I gestured at Amber, "What about Amber?"

Her smile turned mischievous, "You're asking me to tell you how much she weighs?"

I rolled my eyes, "Ok, yeah, I get it. So are you going to tell me?"

"Amber has not modded herself at all."

I stared at her for a good few seconds and she even took another sip from her glass without breaking eye contact with me.

"You're kidding right?"

"Nope. What I said was the truth and nothing but the truth."

"But… She was able to move faster and hit harder than a normal person? Also, I've seen her literally recover from serious injuries in just a day without needing much medical care!"

"All I can say is that Amber is special. In fact, I would say so are you."

"Me? What about me is special? Aside from the fact that I apparently have memories from another dimension or something."

Mara was just in the midst of opening her mouth when I felt someone hug me from behind.

"Tera!! Why are you here flirting with Mara instead of meeeee?!" Amber cried, hugging my head closer to her chest.

"I'm not flirting though…" I protested.

Mara smirked, "What are you talking about, Tera? Didn't you say you were going to push me down on this couch and rail me until I couldn't move?"

What the fuck are you talking about, Mara?!

I didn't get to ask that because Amber leapt over the couch and landed in front of me before straddling my lap.

"Nooo! Flirt with me instead, Tera! I was waiting for you to push me down the entire day!!"

"Why the hell would I push you down so randomly?"

"Because you looked so hot mixing those beers! I was holding myself back, you know? Take responsibility for looking so hot!!"

She silenced any protest from me by moving forward to kiss me on the lips forcefully.

Ok… I guess I should have expected something like this after she got that drunk anyway so fuck it.

I kissed her back and let my arms wrap around her back naturally, which only encouraged her to kiss me even deeper while her hips started to grind against me.

I felt myself slowly getting hard and Amber must have also realised this because her hips started moving even faster.

That was when I heard the whisper of silk and both Amber and I broke our kiss to look to the side, only to see Mara standing there without a shred of clothing on her.

She raised an eyebrow at us, "What? Are we going to do it or not?"

Amber almost tripped over as she scrambled to her feet to start stripping as well.

On the other hand, Mara stopped me from getting up as she sank to her knees in front of me and pulled off my pants for me, revealing my semi erect cock.

She grasped it with her hand and gave it a good long stroke from the base up to the tip, causing a moan to escape from my lips.

Mara took that as an invitation and she leaned forward to suck on the tip of my cock with her mouth while her hand stroked my length with slow, methodical pumps.

As soon as I was feeling myself melting into the pleasure, Amber came to me and pulled off my top for me before she dove into my chest to start sucking on my nipple.

A moan escaped my lips and ran my hand through my lover's hair while my other hand reached down and entwined with Mara's fingers.

Amber released my nipple from her mouth with a loud pop before she raised her foot to swing it over my lap so that she could straddle me.

Mara stopped her sucking and used her hand to point my shaft at her entrance.

Amber then slid herself down and I tensed up as her pussy swallowed up my cock.

"Ohhhh~ That's it~ That's iiiiit~ I can feel you inside of me, Tera~ I feel so full~"

There was a loud smack from behind and my blonde haired lover let out a surprised yelp.

Mara scowled at her, "What are you waiting for? Hurry up and move. I want my share too."

Amber growled at her but obeyed anyway, moving her legs up to kneel on the couch so that she could start riding me.

The sound of her hips slapping against mine could be heard echoing around the room, mixed with her moans that she would let out everytime I sheathed inside her.

Mara was not idle either as she climbed up onto the couch and stood over me with her feet planted on either side of me.

She pushed her hips forward before using her fingers to spread open her nether lips, giving me a close up view of her beautifully pink pussy.

I realised what she wanted and pulled her down by her hips to clamp my mouth over her sex, licking and sucking on her honeypot like it was ambrosia.

Amber's moans mixed with Mara's and I soon had both of the girls shuddering on the brink of orgasm as I pleasured both girls.

I felt Amber's pussy squeezed down on my cock and I knew she was close so I slammed my hips up at the same time as she was lowering it.

My cock kissed her deepest parts and she suddenly went silent before her pussy tightened and started convulsing while she orgasmed.

I wasn't able to see her cum since I was still occupied with Mara's pussy but I felt Amber go limp as she rolled herself off of me to collapse on the floor.

I got worried there and pulled back from Mara, slipping myself out from under her to check on Amber.

It seemed like my concern was unnecessary as I found her seated on the ground with her back against the couch, her legs still quivering from the pleasure I gave her.

Seems like she just came so hard that she lost strength in her legs.

When I turned back to look at the doctor, I found her draped across the backrest of the couch, presumably having also lost the strength to keep herself standing.

But that position… Her back was arched so her bottom was in the perfect position for me to enter her from behind…

And obviously, that's what I did.

I grabbed her by her hips and Mara didn't even let out any sounds of protests. She even spread her knees a little more to welcome me so I had no hesitation when I thrusted my hips forward.

Ohhhh gods… She's squeezing down on me so tightly…

I didn't even think and just reacted by thrusting my cock in and out of her wet pussy right there and then.

The only sound I heard was my hips slamming against hers and the pleasured moans of the normally stoic doctor.

Then a new sound came from the side and I looked up to see Lea with her legs spread at the bar counter, watching me rail Mara on the couch while her fingers went in and out of her own sex.

Beside her was Ries who was simply watching the entire scene with a dumbfounded gaze.

Why did the both of you wake up at this exact time?!

Ah… Oh shit, I'm cumming…

Both Mara and I screamed out our pleasures as we came at the same time, my seed shooting inside her womb and painting it white with my cum.

My body shook rather violently from the orgasm and I didn't even finish spurting out the last of my seed when Amber pulled me back and stuck my cock in her mouth to swallow the last few spurts of it.

When she was sure that I had finished cumming, she pushed me back down on the couch and straddled me again.

"One more~" She moaned cheekily.

Ugh… I really should stop letting you drink so much…

            

    
        The Cat's Recommended Ship

    
    
    
    
                "Umm… So… Am I expected to sleep with you as well, Boss?" Ries asked, her face blushing beet red.

We had finally left the club and returned to our room after our late night drinking party and this was the first question the cat girl asked when we stepped through the door of our room.

I'm guessing she's still a little bit drunk after all the drinking she did but I know she had regained most of her senses since she wasn't saying 'nyaa' anymore, which I felt was a shame.

Everyone turned to her before they looked at me.

I raised an eyebrow at them, "Why are you looking at me like that? You girls were the ones who literally seduced me into this arrangement, ok?"

Amber giggled, "Ehehehe~ That's true~ But can you blame us for wanting you?"

I ignored her and turned back to Ries, "No, it's not a requirement to join my crew. Amber is the only one who is sleeping with me, technically…"

"Oh…"

Why does she sound disappointed when she said that? Also, why is Lea looking at me like that?

You know if you want to join in, I'm not going to say no, right? Though I guess the person you'd need to deal with isn't me but Amber instead.

Mara stretched her hands over her head which had the added effect of accentuating her chest, "Mnnn… I don't know about you girls but I stink right now so I'm gonna go take a bath before heading to bed."

Amber sniffed herself, "Ugh… Me too. Shall we take one together, Tera?"

I did not miss the subtle wiggle of her eyebrows when she said that.

I shook my head, "Nah… I'll go in after you girls. If I go with you two, you're just going to make me fuck you in the bath and we won't get any sleep."

"You make it sound like a bad thing?"

"I do want to sleep tonight, ok? Now, shoo."

Amber pouted at me but didn't argue, opting to follow Mara into the bath instead.

As for me… I went over to the kitchenette to grab some water since I felt a little dehydrated after that long sex session with the two girls.

Lea and Ries looked at each other and there seemed to be a silent exchange between them since Lea went ahead to head to their side of the bath while Ries remained with me.

"You feeling alright? You drank quite a bit," I asked.

She nodded, "I've drank before, don't worry about it."

"You were really drunk back there though."

"Nngghh… I would have a few beers normally but I don't usually drink that much… It's because you made your drinks so good I couldn't stop… Sorry…"

"Oh, no need to be sorry about that. I'm flattered that you think so. It was my first time mixing drinks like that to be honest."

She turned to me with wide eyes, "Eh?! Wait! That was Boss's first time mixing drinks?!"

"Yeah… Also, you don't need to call me 'boss' you know? Not to be mean but we're just hiring you temporarily to see how you work first."

She saluted cutely, "And I will do my best to convince you that I'm the best choice, Boss! No one in this galaxy will know how to handle a Verlandi better than I do!"

I actually believe her.

"Speaking of which…" I continued after taking a sip of water. "You mentioned something about helping us look for a new ship right?"

She perked up instantly, "Oh yes! I can do that for you!"

She then took off her hoodie and tossed it aside before pulling out her own personal terminal to look at me with sparkly eyes.

"What are your requirements and what's your budget?!"

I gestured to the sitting area to indicate we should discuss there instead and she followed me to sit on one of the couches.

She sat as close to me as she could with her body pressed up against mine while she held her personal terminal closely, though I was pretty sure she was doing that more because she was looking forward to hearing about my ship requirements than anything sexual.

"So… Few things you should know I guess. As I mentioned earlier, both Amber and I have ships which we would need to accommodate in a hangar and I would rather neither of us sell off the ships if we can help it."

Her eyes widened, "Please don't sell off the Verlandi!!"

"That's the idea… We need a ship capable of storing at least two B Class Heavy Fighters and enough rooms for all of us to stay in. Additionally, you already know I can cook and… Well.. Everyone else likes my cooking so a kitchen with a cooking stove is an important addition. Also, Lea is helping me grow organic plants using a hydroponic garden so the new ship needs to have space for that too."

Ries's hands started flying across her personal terminal as she started typing what I told her down on her personal terminal.

"Hmm, hmm~ So we need a ship with a sizable hangar bay, multiple living quarters and rooms that can be converted to other uses… And budget?"

"I guess I can safely say a hundred million at this point after this place pays us for dealing with the thieves?"

"Ohhh~ That's enough to list a few ships! How well armed does this new ship need to be?"

I thought about it for a moment, "Hmm… I would say that it doesn't have to be a main factor… I guess if it comes down to a fight, I would prefer fighting in my Verlandi. The new ship would function as more of a hub with bigger living spaces?"

"Ah! So a support ship then! Maybe… As an artillery platform? Or would you rather the ship provide support through other means like repairs and logistics instead?"

I could answer this question immediately, "Lea would be manning the turrets for the ship so an artillery platform would be good. Only problem is that we would need an additional pilot in that case."

Ries pointed at herself, "No need to worry! I have experience piloting tug boats and freighters, so if you just need me to do some simple manoeuvres, I would be able to fill that role!"

Oh, that would be convenient. Since it would be a support ship anyway, I wouldn't really require a pilot to possess stellar dogfighting skills anyway. As long as they are able to fly the ship and move them to suitable locations for Lea to shoot, that would be good enough.

Ries tapped on her personal terminal again and even scooted closer so that she was quite literally pressing her weight on me right now. I didn't mind since it allowed me to look over her shoulder to see her terminal.

"Alright! I take it that cargo space is also a factor?"

I nodded, "Preferably it should have a large enough cargo space for us to move goods around since I do intend to do some trading on the side."

"Hmm~ Hmm~ This would narrow the search down… Let's see… Oh! Any preference to the manufacturer?"

"No. Truth be told, I don't really know any."

"That's ok. Are you planning to use this ship for the long term or short term?"

"Hmm… Honestly, I don't really have much plans in regards to that… Right now my main priority would be just to get a bigger ship to make things easier for us so I haven't really thought about whether I would get another ship after this. It's not like I have a dream ship or anything."

"I get that~ In that case, let's see… Oh! I know!! How about this one?!"

She quickly tapped something onto her personal terminal and her screen changed to project the hologram of a ship into the air in front of me.

The ship had a straight, rectangular hull with the cockpit located at the very back on a conning tower and two wings jutted out on each side to house the engines. Along the top of the ship were two heavy turret mounts that could potentially be used to mount railguns or something similar as their armaments.

"C Class Combat Freighter Broadsword! I think this would tick all the requirements you have in your list! It has four separate cargo bays along the front and a living space below the command tower. We could have two of the cargo bays changed into hangar bays to fit the two ships in there which still leaves two cargo bays for use!"

"Oh, this actually looks pretty good," I admitted.

"Yeah!! It has twin Damos class engines and one Tetra engine making it one of the fastest combat freighters on this side of the galaxy of its class! In fact, during one of the civil wars on Prex Prime, these ships were used to break through the blockades to deliver supplies and reinforcements to the front lines! Their dual heavy mounts and six side mounts also make them capable of holding their own in a fight!"

"And what's the price?"

Her face changed slightly, "Ah… That's one of the problems that doesn't meet the requirements… The base price for this is at least a hundred and twenty million…"

Ah fuck… Twenty million short huh…

Well whatever, I guess at least it just means we have a goal to work towards then.

            

    
        A Surprise Courier Job

    
    
    
    
                We left the room the next morning and headed back to the restaurant for our breakfast.

No one even stopped me when I went straight towards their kitchens to prepare our meal for us and Chef Steiner stood behind me the entire time watching me work.

I didn't mind that since it kind of felt like a puppy following me around and it was nice that he was trying to learn as well.

I didn't make anything too crazy though, just some simple fried eggs with fish since Ries really likes fish.

I'm also using fish because I don't trust the meat here…

This time I only made food for my group since Chef Steiner didn't ask for his share either.

I suspect he would be trying to copy me afterwards to try and make the same dish for himself.

I don't think I did anything too difficult so I believe he should be able to recreate it without much problems.

The girls were once again lost in the food I made them and this time, I felt it was justified since even I thought it was delicious.

Although I think actually crying over the food is a little too much even for me…

Moving on… We're back at the underground market again.

The hotel wanted us to stay for a few more days and I was honestly tempted to do so. I ultimately decided that we would stay if we still could not find anything that we could buy here to sell at the other stations.

I did ask Amber and the others if it would be a good idea to leave here and head back to our ship since those thieves might still be targeting us for revenge or something.

Amber basically said that they already knew what we looked like so it didn't really matter anymore. She assured me that after a beating like that, they would be choosing to avoid us instead of confronting us directly.

At least, for now that is.

After stealing all those organic ingredients, the last thing they needed was to draw more attention and pursuers on their tail so they would most likely lie low for the time being.

But of course, nothing could be said about the future since they might bear a grudge against us and search for us afterwards.

In other words… They were most likely a problem for future us to deal with.

Well, whatever, not like we can do anything about it now anyway so it's pointless to think about it.

On another note… It looked like we might actually need to take up the hotel's offer because we've already walked through more than half of the hall and there was practically nothing here that caught my eye.

"Seems like we might really need to stay here for a while," I sighed, walking past another stall that was selling slaves.

Amber giggled, "Oh, that sounds like a lovely idea, Tera! Let's have a drink again tonight!"

"I think we have had enough drinks for an entire month, Amber…"

"Awww… We can definitely drink more though!"

I was about to point out the fact that both Lea and Ries woke up with terrible headaches this morning when a commotion from the side caught my attention.

"This is outrageous! What do you mean you're not continuing this?! We had an agreement!"

I looked to the side to see a rather large muscled man wearing a tank top that showed off his muscles standing over a smaller sized man who clearly looked like a trader with how he was manning that small stall in the corner.

Interestingly though… I could tell what most other stalls were selling but I wasn't sure what his stall was advertising.

"You can stuff that agreement up your ass! I'm not transporting that! Did you not hear about what's been happening these few days?!" The larger man whom I assumed was a Merc shouted.

"They won't target us, I'm sure about it!"

"Fuck you! A ship was blown up in the hangar yesterday because of them! I will not risk my ship for this!"

"I'll up the price! Fifteen million Credits!"

"My life and my ship is worth more than that!"

"Twenty millions Credits! The place isn't even that far!"

"It will still take a few days to reach there and putting aside the probability that they won't attack us, I still need to deal with the probability of those things attacking my crew!!"

"They won't!"

"How would you know?! I've seen people literally getting killed by those things!! You can't lie to me! I already decided on this so you can't change my mind!"

"But you're stranding me here!! Thirty million! Come on!! If I don't make this delivery, I will be the one that's dead!"

"Tough luck pal! But not my problem!"

Before the trader could stop him, the Merc turned his back on him and stormed off without another word.

"Godamnit! You'll regret this!!" The trader shouted after him which the Merc completely ignored.

I felt a nudge from the side and realised it was Ries hitting me with her elbow while looking in the trader's direction.

Right, right, I know. There's our option to get the money we're lacking to get our new ship. Isn't that convenient?

I went over to the trader who was in the middle of cursing up a storm while stomping his foot.

He didn't even realise that we were there until I coughed to get his attention.

He spun around and growled, "What?! Didn't you say you're not-- Oh! I'm sorry… I thought you were someone else… Err… Sorry, but I'm closed already."

I shook my head at him, "I heard your conversation with the other Merc. Is there a problem?"

He looked at me up and down, "Are you a Merc too? You got a ship?"

"Yes and yes. You need some help transporting something I take it? If it's not too big, I could help as long as the pay is good."

He blinked at me, as though he was trying to comprehend what I had just told him.

"You… You would help me?"

"For the right price and also depending on what the cargo is as well as the destination."

He grimaced when he heard the last few words from me, "Ah… That… Well…"

I raised an eyebrow, "How big is it?"

"It's… Not that big… It's two standard galactic delivery units."

Hmm… If it's that size, I would be able to fit them in my ship as well so size isn't the problem. So now the other question…

"What exactly is the cargo?"

He raised a hand first, "Hold on. I need to know something else first. Are you on the hit list of any nobles or high profile individuals?"

"Not that I know of?"

"You haven't been turned away at any Pleasure Stations have you?"

"No I have not."

Technically true since I haven't been to one after all.

"Ok, good. This cargo of mine is destined for Linc Pleasure Station. You heard of it?"

Oh, the one that Bimic initially wanted to go to but I shot the idea down when we were ferrying him here.

I nodded, "I have flown past it before, yes."

He then beckoned me to move behind the counter, "I'll admit, I'm not expecting you to accept this. The cargo I have is very dangerous and only experienced people are able to handle them. They're also extremely valuable so you're not allowed to mistreat them at all."

Ugh… I think I have an idea of what the cargo might be… They're slaves of some alien race and he has them locked up in some cage doesn't he?

Fuck… I mean… I'm definitely not a paragon of virtue myself but I didn't think I would find myself being used to transport slaves either…

I'm not hypocritical enough to consider freeing them when I literally have an Alv slave right now either so whatever. I'm more concerned about him saying that they are dangerous though.

I followed him to the back of his stall where a pile of boxes were hidden underneath some kind of tarp.

He picked up the edge of the tarp and gave me a serious look, "I will have to warn you, they're quite vicious and dangerous so I completely understand if you turn this down. But if you do accept this, I'm willing to pay premium for you to help me transport them. The client this time is really, really demanding."

I nodded, "Let's see what you have then."

He lifted the tarp to reveal two large cages with what metal bars acting as a door on one side while the rest of the cage was made of smooth and featureless steel.

The cage was dark so I couldn't see what was inside it at first until whatever was inside decided to move towards the cage bars.

I heard sharp intakes of breaths coming from behind me and even the trader recoiled his hand away when the thing inside the cage revealed itself.

It was a dog.

…

Is this a joke?

            

    
        Doggos

    
    
    
    
                Is this a joke?

Because no matter how I see it, that's a dog.

More specifically… That's a golden retriever…

Wait… Maybe it's some alien species that looks like a dog but isn't a dog? Perhaps humanity crossbred the dogs with some other alien and they've become some monster instead?

I honestly wouldn't be surprised if that was the case…

There were two cages so I assume the second cage also contained the same thing but I wasn't sure since it was completely dark inside.

I looked at the dog and it looked back at me with a slight tilt of its head.

I almost thought that it would say something until it opened its mouth and started panting with its tongue hanging out the side of its mouth.

… So cute.

But just in case…

I turned back to the merchant, "So these two cages right? What are they?"

He raised an eyebrow at me, "You don't know what these things are?"

"I want to hear it from you."

"They're dogs. Savage creatures they are. I don't even know where the client bought them from but I just need them to be transferred to that station."

"Dogs… They're dogs?" I repeated.

"Yes. I won't lie, I know that you aren't an experienced exotic animal handler but at this point, I just need you to transport them to the station in one piece. Shouldn't be too hard as long as you leave them in the cage and don't ever open it. Just give them their food and water through the bars of the cage and you will be fine."

"Ermm… Just to make sure… What breed of dogs are they?"

He shrugged, "I dunno. I'm not an expert myself. So do you want this job or not? I will pay you ten million Credits up front and ten million more after you deliver them safely."

"You offered thirty million before the guy walked away though."

His jaw visibly clenched, "That… I only offered that much because he is a trusted Gold ranked Merc. He has the credentials to back up his worth. No offence but… Could you say the same?"

I gestured to Amber and myself, "We're Gold ranked Mercs who recently helped the military plan and execute a defence against a Pirate Lord's fleet. We were also the ones who fought the Pirate Lord himself and captured him to hand over to the military."

His eyes widened, "Wait… Wait, wait… No way… You're the one who got instantly promoted to Gold rank and skipped over Silver rank?!"

"Oh, I'm surprised you even know that."

"Ok, ok… Ok! Fuck this! You agree to this job, I'll pay you fifteen million Credits up front. You get these two to the station intact, I'll pay you twenty million Credits after that! How about it?!"

Oh wow, I should throw out my status more often if it's going to give me benefits like this.

I was already going to agree to it when Amber stepped forward, "Hold on for a moment. When's the deadline for this delivery?"

His jaw tightened and Amber just stared at him.

"Three… Three days…" He muttered.

That's not too bad, we would be able to make it there if we leave… Err… Right now…

I turned to Amber and raised an eyebrow.

She nodded, "We can make it. But we'll need to leave in… Two hours."

I turned back to him, "Add another bonus for reaching there in time and you've got yourself a deal."

He stuck out his hand, "Five million Credits for timely delivery!"

I grasped it, "Deal."

He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a Credit Chip to hand over to me.

I took it and plugged it into my Codex, nodding when I saw the number on my Codex jump up by fifteen million.

"Alright, then I'll leave this to you girls! When you reach the station, the cage themselves will ping the client and someone will come and find you. I'll get the notification that it has been delivered and I'll send you the money after that! I've got to go now!"

"Wait, you're not coming with us?"

"I'm definitely not going anywhere near those things if I can help it! They're your problem now!"

He then ran off without even making sure we would not just be running off with the money instead of fulfilling the deal.

Err… What's going to happen if we just leave with the money now?

I looked at the dog in the cage and it was still panting while staring at me. I could even see its tail wagging behind it.

Amber sighed, "As much as this job is profitable… I think this is going to be the most uncomfortable job we'd be doing so far…"

Eh? Uncomfortable? Why?

Hmm… I guess for the people in this universe, animals like these have become exceptionally rare so they aren't used to having pets around?

Perhaps only the rich would be able to afford pets like these?

But if that's the case… Why are they being transported in such a crude way? I'd think if they were such expensive goods, they would be placed in a much better container or something.

That was when I felt a tug on my arm which made me turn around.

Ries was holding on to my sleeve and looking up at me with teary eyes. I also noticed that her body was shivering slightly and her ears were drooping under that hood of hers.

"What is it?" I asked.

"Do… Do we have to… Transport that?" She asked, her voice quivering.

"Eh? Didn't you want me to take this?"

"That's… That's before I knew… The job was transporting that…"

I turned to look at the cage again. The dog seemed to have lowered its head but instantly perked up and started panting at me again while its tail wagged behind it.

"It's a dog isn't it?"

"Ye… Yes? One of the scariest and most dangerous animals that managed to reach space alongside you humans before your planet disappeared off the star charts?"

I blinked at her.

Err… What?

"Most dangerous?" I asked.

Lea turned to me, "Umm… Captain? What do you know about dogs?"

I decided not to tell them what I knew about my version of dogs and just gave the bare minimum instead so I don't look like I was crazy.

"I know that they are animals? I guess?"

I wasn't even sure if my words were right at this point.

Mara nodded, "They're one of the most dangerous animals that have gone into space with humans from Earth, Tera. There are various reports on how these animals have slaughtered entire ships of people single handedly… Only highly qualified people are able to control these animals. They're killing machines."

Wait, wait, wait… Killing machines? Hello? Do you see that big ball of golden fluff over there currently wagging its tail like the friendliest thing you've ever seen? It's practically asking for head pats right now! What kind of killing machine does that?

"I don't know about that… Doesn't it look pretty friendly and tame right now?" I pointed out.

Amber shook her head, "That's all a facade, Tera… The moment you let your guard down, that thing would jump on you and bite off your neck. Ugh… We should have asked for another five million from him… Having this thing on our ship is not going to make me sleep well at night…"

I frowned, "But… It really does look like it's friendly though?"

Ries sighed, "Watch this, Boss…"

She slowly detached herself from me and took a step towards the cage.

Almost instantly, the dog switched its gaze from me to Ries, its previously friendly and calm demeanour melting away as it stood up and bared its teeth to growl at her.

Ries paused, clearly frightened but she still took a breath and took another step forward.

The golden retriever lunged at the bars of the cage and started barking while trying and failing to leap towards her.

As if triggered by that, the other dog in the second cage also revealed itself, joining the goldie in barking and lunging at the bars of the cage.

Oh, that's a Beagle.

Ries actually let out a rather cute "Eep!" before she ran back towards me and hid behind me.

The two dogs instantly calmed down and settled on the floor of the cage, their gazes switching back to me and relaxing with their tails wagging behind them.

"Err… Maybe because they don't like Maochattes?" I suggested.

"Not at all, Tera…" Amber disagreed, already taking a step towards the cages.

The dogs reacted to her in the same way as they did to Ries, both of them standing up in a threatening pose while growling and snarling at her.

She took another step and they also started barking and banging against the cage as if they were trying to attack her as well.

Amber didn't leap back like Ries did but it was clear she wasn't really a fan of the dogs either as she stepped back to my side, prompting the dogs to settle down again.

Seriously… Why the heck is this happening?

            

    
        We're Heading Out Again

    
    
    
    
                So good news… I guess we're on our way to making forty million Credits which would give us the money we need for the new ship.

Bad news… We had to separate from Mara for this job.

I actually thought she would be the only one to be ok with the dogs but she looked to be just as concerned about them as the others as well. Heck, I wasn't even surprised to see Lea keeping away from them but Mara was definitely a surprise.

We had to resort to covering the cages with the tarp and making use of drones to carry the cages back to my ship and keeping them in the storage room.

I also learned that the Credit Chip he used to transfer me the money effectively marked me as the courier for this package so if anything goes wrong, the client would be looking for me instead of that trader.

Basically, he passed the hot potato to us.

No wonder he ran off immediately after that since he didn't want us passing it back to him.

I initially wanted to put the cages in my room but Amber was vehemently against the idea, stating that she would definitely not be able to sleep if they were in the same room as her.

Thus, I had to put them in the storage room which also meant they would not be approaching that room for the entirety of the trip.

At least the drones were the ones that loaded the cages into the storage room ahead of us so we only needed to worry about getting ourselves to the ship after checking out of the hotel.

"Umm… It was nice seeing you again, Mara," I told her as we collected our weapons at the hotel entrance.

The doctor smiled at me, "You're speaking as though we wouldn't see each other again for a while."

"Face to face at least."

"Mmm… I suppose that is true. Thank you for everything once again, Tera. If Amber makes any trouble for you, just punish her in my stead."

"Hey! I heard that!" Amber protested.

I chuckled before sticking out my hand to shake Mara's as a sign of farewell.

She took one look at my hand before grabbing my wrist to pull me towards her, her head leaning forward at the same time to capture my lips in hers in a kiss.

I was surprised by the sudden movement but quickly recovered and kissed her back.

We kissed for a good long minute or so before she finally pulled back from me with a mischievous smile.

"See you soon, Tera."

Then, without another word, she stepped out of the hotel and disappeared from view.

Before I could say anything, I found myself being pulled into another kiss, this time with Amber.

She even stuck her tongue inside my mouth and swirled it around before pulling back.

"Hehehe~ My kiss was better, wasn't it, Tera?"

"It's not a competition, Amber," I groaned. "Come on, we're on a time limit right now if we want to earn that extra five million Credits."

Amber, Lea and Ries groaned in unison as I reminded them about our current job and started making our way back to the hangar.

"Seriously though… What's wrong with dogs?" I asked.

Amber sighed, "A lot of things, Tera… Unless you have a really experienced exotic animal handler, there's definitely going to be some injuries on board your ship…"

"It can't be that bad right? They're in the cages anyway?"

"Yeah… But you still need to feed them and good luck trying to do that when they're literally trying to chew out your throat."

Hmm… The guy did leave some food meant for dogs for us to feed them with which I realised were too big to fit through the cage bars, meaning we'll have to open up the cage to feed them.

And since they're supposed to be expensive cargo, you can't mistreat them either unless you're prepared to pay several million Credits as compensation.

"And what's this about some guy's ship being blown up for them?"

Ries shuddered, "As bad as they are, exotic animals are expensive… Pirates and thieves would also want to steal them too… After all, if they managed to steal one, that's several tens of millions in profit…"

Ah… I get it now.

"But… The dogs came from Earth as well, didn't they? Didn't that mean humans brought them into space?"

Amber nodded, "Dumbest thing we did, if you ask me. Why would you bring our natural predator out into space with you? I mean… Sure, they must have thought about using them as war assets or something but heck… It worked so well that everyone is afraid of them now…"

"Huh? Wait… What do you mean by using them as war assets?"

Ries looked at me, "You don't know about the Dog Disaster?"

Amber answered for me before I could, "She lost some of her memories so it's not weird that she doesn't know. Basically the Dog Disaster was a small conflict where a number of dogs got loose from a human ship and attacked an Inucanian settlement. I heard the entire settlement got wiped out…"

What the fuck? Are you sure they brought dogs?

Also…

"Human's natural predators?" I asked.

"Yeah, this was mentioned in a lot of the archives. Actually, a lot of information on them was lost during the AI Rebellion war, but we all know that they are pretty dangerous. Normal people usually just stay away from them."

Ok, I can see two possibilities here…

One, the dogs of this universe are completely different from the dogs in my universe. Two, the real information about dogs has been lost and now there's an incorrect idea about what dogs are like being spread around.

But that doesn't explain why those dogs acted like that to Amber and Ries…

I'm pretty sure it should have been an easy misunderstanding to solve if they could approach dogs but it looked like the dogs really don't like them for some reason as well.

Maybe… Actually, I don't know why they're like this. But whatever, it's not like it's my job to find out anyway.

We soon reached the hangar and Amber had to separate from us to board her own ship while we headed for mine.

As we reached my ship, I was just about to board it when I heard a loud gasp from behind me.

I thought something else happened and swivelled around to see Ries staring up at my ship with wide, sparkly eyes.

"Oh wow, wow, wow, wow!!! No way, no way!! That's… That's a Verlandi!!" She squealed.

I grinned, "I wasn't lying, was I?"

"Oh my gosh!! This is the best day ever!! An actual Verlandi!! And it's in pristine condition too!! Oh wow!! Can I really board this?!"

I smirked, "Welcome aboard, crew mate."

"Nyaaaa!!" She cheered before rushing towards my ship.

Oh wow, she actually said 'nya'. I want her to do that again.

I led the way on board the ship and Ries was practically looking around the entire place like she was a kid lost in a candy store.

I thought she might start squealing again when she suddenly stopped and her eyes widened.

I thought she saw the dogs out of their cages or something but she swivelled around to face me with a look of disbelief on her face.

"Boss… How did you get your hands on an Original Verlandi?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "What do you mean by 'Original' Verlandi?"

She straightened herself, "There were many variations made of the Verlandi. The one used in the movie that made it well known was the original design that only a small number was ever made. The cost to make one was too much so designs were changed to try and decrease its cost and the original design ended up being scrapped… Boss… Your Verlandi is an original design Verlandi…"

I raised an eyebrow, "Is that a bad thing?"

"No!! In fact, I can't believe I'm standing in one!! This ship is a treasure! Only an Original Verlandi has two bedrooms with their own attached showers and kitchenettes!! Ohhhh! The engines!! The reactor!! Those must be original too right?! And the storeroom! I must see the storeroom!! Could I please see the storeroom, boss?!"

"Err… Sure?" I agreed without thinking.

Lea's eyes widened and she grabbed me on the arm, causing me to jump in surprise.

"Captain?" She called out with concern in her voice.

I wondered what she was so scared about when I realised the storeroom was where the dogs were.

I immediately turned back and tried to stop her from going in, "Wait! Ries!!"

Unfortunately, I was too late as she went into the room the moment the door slid open and…

"WOOF! WOOF!!"

"BARK!! BARK!!'

The sounds of two angry dogs could be heard immediately and the cat girl let out a shriek before scurrying back and away from them.

She was even tearing up as she escaped from the room.

Ah… Sorry about that, Ries… I'll make some fish for lunch, ok?

            

    
        The Dogs Are Cute

    
    
    
    
                I initiated the autopilot that would set us on our way towards Linc Pleasure Station before pushing myself up from the pilot seat.

I stretched my arm over my head just as the door slid open to let Amber walk in.

She immediately moved over to me, ignoring Ries who was seated at one of the consoles behind the pilot seat so that she could embrace me.

"Why hello there, Tera~ I missed you~"

"You were barely gone for fifteen minutes."

"Ehehe~ I still missed you~"

She then gave me a kiss on the lips before pulling back to look at Ries.

"Seems like she settled herself in?"

I nodded, "You should have seen her just now… I almost thought she would pass out with how excited she was."

"I can imagine that… Speaking of which… Erm… How's our cargo?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "I think this is the first time I've seen you nervous about something."

She puffed her cheeks, "Tera… You have no idea how savage these animals can get… Seriously. I have seen them maul even veteran Mercs like they're nothing. If I had to guess, these animals were trained to be bodyguards to some rich guy at the station."

I frowned at her words.

Sure, I know there are dogs that have been trained to serve in the army as attack dogs but in this universe where there are laser guns and mechs… Isn't it a little odd that they are still being used like this?

Heck, I wouldn't even question it if they used robot dogs but these are real dogs, you know?

Amber continued, "Although… Well… I'm confident that I can kill them if I have to, but I don't think you want me to do that, do you, Tera?"

Well yeah… That's forty million Credits we would be losing if you were to kill them so I'd rather you don't do that…

I guess the reason Amber's nervous about them is the fact that she doesn't know how to handle them and not because she's afraid.

I shrugged, "Well… I guess I have to go and feed them now. I don't even know when was the last time that trader fed them."

Amber shivered, "I would like to go with you but…"

I waved at her, "It'll be fine. I can handle it myself. Help me watch over the cockpit ok? And Ries as well."

She shifted her gaze to the Maochatte currently drooling over the console panel before turning back to me, "I'll take care of it, don't worry. I'm more worried about you though…"

"Lea and Ries already told me what to do. There's a slot in the cage that I can push the food through without opening the cage."

She nodded, "Be careful, Tera."

I left the cockpit and went over to my room to prepare some food and water for the two dogs.

I took out the food packets the trader provided me to feed the dogs with and frowned.

Of course it was synthfood… What would I expect any different… I don't even know if this would be appetising to the dogs…

I considered just making something from scratch for the dogs but I wasn't sure if what I made would poison them instead so I decided to just play it safe.

At least if anything happens, I could still blame it on the food provided instead.

I opened the packet and poured out the sludge into a bowl that was supposed to be the dogs' food. Ughh… At least it didn't smell weird…

But seriously… Will they even eat this? Whatever, let's just bring it to them and see if they would eat it.

I picked up the bowls and balanced them on my arms before making my way to the storeroom.

The door slid open quietly and I remember the dogs started barking at Ries the moment she stepped past the doorway.

I braced myself for the same thing to happen to me as well before taking a step into the room.

"Woof!"

"Bark!"

…

Umm… Those are definitely friendly barks instead of the vicious and threatening barks I was expecting…

The two dogs were standing in front of the cage doors and wagging their tails at the sight of me, completely different from how they were treating the others when they got close.

Hmm… They told me that this was just a facade but… I dunno…

Let's just feed them first.

Err… Wait a minute… Where's the slot to put these bowls in?

I looked around the cage and I saw nothing that suggested I could slot the food and water in without opening the cage. I even went around tapping the walls of the cage but nothing happened.

I came back in front of the cages and both dogs looked at me with interest, their tails wagging in unison.

Hmm… Since they aren't barking at me… I guess they might be ok with me right?

Let's just try it…

I placed the food and water bowls down before approaching the cage with the golden retriever.

I went ahead to unlock the cage while thinking the security for such an animal was pretty lax when it's supposed to be expensive.

Once the cage was unlocked, I took a step back, letting it come out on its own.

Except… The dog remained sitting behind the bars and made no move to come out from its cage.

I opened the door for it and it watched the gate of its cage swing open before looking back at me, its tail wagging cutely.

Hmm… Why isn't it doing anything?

I gestured to the food bowl in front of the cage, "Eat?"

The golden retriever immediately walked out and went towards the bowl I pointed to start eating.

Huh… So it was waiting for an order or something?

I went over to the Beagle's cage and did the same thing as well, giving it the order to eat after I unlocked its cage.

Both dogs started eating from their food and water bowls obediently with neither making a fuss about the food.

I guess the food must taste delicious to them or something with how they were devouring it.

They looked so cute so I couldn't help myself and started patting their heads.

Their tails seemed to wag even faster when I did that so I started scratching their heads, which in turn made their tails wag even faster.

They quickly finished their food and I got a towel to help wipe their snouts clean, both of them obediently staying still and allowing me to clean them.

When I finished wiping them, they just sat there while looking at me, as though asking if I was going to play with them.

I couldn't help it since they looked so cute so I started scratching them again.

Both dogs leaned into my hands and let out happy whines before they flopped on the floor and showed me their bellies.

Oh, looks like both of them are females.

I gave both of them belly rubs and they definitely seemed to like that.

"Who's a good girl? Who's a good girl?"

Both dogs barked at my question.

"That's right! Both of you are! So cute~"

Hey, I can't help it! They're really cute!! Just look at them! The goldie even has her tongue flopping out of the side of her mouth as I scratched her belly!

When I tried to pull my hand back, they would flip around and start pawing at me as though begging me to continue.

When I reached my hand towards them again, they immediately laid back down and showed me their bellies so that I could rub them.

So cute~

Now I'm wondering if Ries will end up like this if I were to pat her too?

"Woof! Woof!"

Ah, yes, yes. You want scratches here too? There you go! Who's a good girl now?

"Bark!"

Oh, don't think I forgot about you! Here you go! Some belly scratches for you too!

"Tera? Are you alright? I heard-- What…"

I heard Amber's voice coming from in front of me and I looked up to see her staring at me with wide eyes.

Almost immediately, the two dogs hopped on their feet and started barking threateningly at her.

Then, without warning, they rushed towards her, clearly intending on attacking her.

Amber reacted quickly and was reaching for her gun as they charged towards her before I yelled out, "Stop!!!"

The dogs skidded to a halt, stopping just a metre away from Amber though they continued to growl at her.

Amber also froze, her hand now resting on her pistol while her gaze remained on the dogs.

Oh wow… Did the dogs listen to me as well?

Let's try this then…

"Come back here!"

The dogs spun around and ran back towards me, both of them standing in front of me like they were trying to use themselves as shields to block Amber from reaching me.

"Tera? What's… What's going on?" Amber asked.

Well shit… Err… Where do I even start?

            

    
        They Have Been Modded

    
    
    
    
                "Umm… I can explain?" I told Amber lamely, as if I was caught cheating.

She looked at the dogs who were still standing in front of me protectively, "Well… I would say that I'm surprised but… I guess I shouldn't be?"

I don't even have anything to say to that…

She sighed, "So what is this? Did you tame them somehow?"

"Honestly… It looks like they just really like me from the start… I didn't even do anything to them."

"Did you cook something for them?"

"I actually didn't… I gave them the packet of synthfood that the trader gave me to feed them and that's it… I couldn't find the opening to slot the bowls in and they look docile enough so I let them out."

"You just… Let them out of the cages just like that?"

"Yes?"

"They didn't attack you or anything like that? Or even try to run away?"

"No… In fact, they stayed inside their cages and only came out after I told them to. They didn't even start eating until I asked them to eat."

She looked at me, then at the dogs that were still growling at her, then back to me again.

"Tera… Could I just say… You are really awesome?"

Err… Thanks?

Amber took a step into the room and the golden retriever immediately took a step forward as well to growl at her.

Amber froze and I could see that her hand was reaching to her holster again.

"No, bad girl. Sit," I ordered.

Honestly, I wasn't really expecting it to listen to me and only just said that out of instinct.

The goldie actually took a step back and sat down on its haunches to look at me, completely losing interest in Amber.

The beagle was also looking at me, though it still stayed where it was as though waiting to see if I wanted her to stay on guard.

"Sit."

The beagle sat obediently, mirroring the goldie in watching me.

Huh… I guess someone trained them pretty well?

"Hey… I heard some noises coming from here… Is everything alright, bos-aaaahhhhh?!"

I looked up in time to see Ries peek into the room before letting out a scream and ducking back behind the doorway.

The two dogs turned towards the source of the noise but instead of barking after her, they remained where they were and stayed silent.

Amber looked at the two dogs with interest, "Wow… You actually tamed them completely Tera."

"I wouldn't even say I tamed them… I didn't even do anything special…"

"But they listen to you?"

"Yeah… And I don't know why either… They just seem to like me a lot for some reason…"

That was when I heard Lea's voice from the corridor, "Captain? What's going on? I heard Ries scream and… Oh…"

She froze beside Amber when she walked up to the doorway and saw the two dogs seated beside me.

While the dogs continued to stare at me, Amber and I shifted our gaze to look at the Alv instead, who was just standing there in stunned silence.

Not gonna lie, it was rather amusing to see the usually composed Lea freeze up and go silent like that.

She then slowly lifted up a finger to point at the dogs, "Captain… The dogs… They're out of their cages…"

I took a moment to look at both dogs before turning back to her, "Yes, I can see that, Lea. What about it?"

"The dogs… They're out of their cages…"

"Yes they are, Lea."

"They're… Are they holding you hostage?"

I actually laughed out loud at that, "Ahahahaha! Does it look like they're holding me hostage?"

Unexpectedly, Lea nodded, "They do… Captain…"

Amber also nodded, "I'll have to agree with her as well, Tera. If I didn't see them obey your orders just now, I would be thinking they were holding you hostage too."

Ries then peeked around the corner right then, "Eh? Boss isn't being held hostage?"

Seriously girls… Just what kind of presumption do all of you have towards dogs to think like that?

I reached out and patted both of the dogs on the head, which made all three girls let out a gasp in unison as though they were expecting them to attack me the moment I touched them.

Obviously, that didn't happen and the two dogs even let out cute whines as they leaned into my hands, enjoying the scratches I was giving them.

"They're not holding me hostage, ok? Look, aren't they cute?"

Lea shuddered, "I apologise, Captain… But I cannot say that they look cute to me…"

Ries also nodded her head quickly, "I also think they look scary, Boss… How are you even doing that?"

Amber tilted her head, "I think most people would not think that they are cute, Tera… Like I could say you are cute but definitely not them…"

Huh… Why would they not think they are cute though? They're clearly so cute…

Oh well, maybe it's a different universe kind of thing where their standards of what is cute is very different from mine.

Well, as much as I wouldn't mind just spending the rest of the day patting them and just letting the dogs out of their cages, that would make the other three feel uneasy so I won't do that.

As cute as they are, I wasn't going to prioritise them over my crew members especially when they aren't part of my crew.

I pulled back my hands from the dogs and the two of them went back to watching me.

"Inside," I ordered while pointing at their cages.

Both of them obeyed and crawled back inside their cages immediately, laying down inside while I closed and locked the cages without making a sound.

Once they were secured I picked up the food and water bowls before standing up to face my crew, only to see them staring at me with wide eyes.

"I'm… Not seeing things, am I?" Ries muttered.

"No… I saw it clearly too…" Lea assured her.

"I have a hard time believing it and I've already seen her order them around just now…" Amber grimaced.

I raised an eyebrow at them, "Is this really that surprising though?"

Amber sighed, "Tera… Under normal circumstances, it's really hard to control them without a control collar… Even the best tamers would not be willing to be in the same room as an uncollared dog…"

I looked back at the dogs and neither of them had collars around their necks.

Amber must have realised what I was thinking and continued, "The client must have their own control collars that they will strap on them when they are delivered. I doubt they're suicidal enough to try and release these dogs without them."

I turned back to her, "I don't understand, are they really that scary? I mean sure, if they manage to catch you unawares or you were completely defenceless or that there's more of them, you would be in trouble. But I'm sure that if you're just up against a single dog, you could potentially overpower them instead?"

All three girls shared a look before turning back to me.

"Tera… I guess I can say quite confidently that I would be able to handle combat against a few dogs but… Normal Mercs wouldn't be able to do that," Amber muttered.

Lea nodded, "I would only be able to take them down if I had a good vantage point to snipe from and they don't know where I was shooting from…"

Ries shuddered again, "As for me… I guess I'd need to have a big weapon in my hand before I even think about fighting them head on and even then… I'm not actually sure if I would win."

What the heck? How tough are the dogs in this universe?

"Wait but… A well placed shot would be able to take a dog down right?"

All of them blinked at me for a good minute before Amber let out a sigh.

"Oh Tera… Just what kind of dogs are you used to seeing? They've been gene modded for several generations now… Pretty much any dog has skin that is tough enough to withstand small arms fire and strong enough to tear off your limbs if they really want to."

Lea nodded, "Not to mention the fact that they are not only sturdy but also really cunning. If there's a pack of them and they were given an order to attack a specific location, they are able to find flanking spots and even sneak in before unleashing death inside that location."

Ries gave me an uneasy look, "There's also breeds that could literally bite through the armour plating of a power armour too… So even wearing something like that would not guarantee you would be safe from them… That, plus the fact that shields are useless to them… Makes them pretty scary…"

Now it was my turn to blink at them.

I didn't hear them wrong did I? Dogs have been modded to the point that they could tear off your limbs and chew you through power armour?!

What the fuck has humans done to our animals?!!

            

    
        I'm Not Ready To Explain Yet

    
    
    
    
                So… I learned that humans pretty much modded our pets to crazy levels…

I don't even know how I should feel about this…

We brought them into space and started modding not only ourselves but even our pets too…

"And they only live for a dozen or so years…" I muttered.

Amber turned to me from where she was seated at the cockpit's console, "Who lives for a dozen years, Tera?"

"The dogs?"

"Huh? Don't they have the same lifespan as us?"

"Wait, what?"

She raised an eyebrow, "Do the dogs in your memories have such short lifespans?"

"Err… Yes? They'd only be around for maybe fourteen or so years on average…"

She waved her hand, "Pfft~ I can't imagine that at all. The dogs we know could even potentially outlive normal humans now."

Wait… Ohhh!!

So they also modded the animals to have longer lifespans too?! Ok, I guess that's one of the good things that came out of it.

I then turned to our newest crew member, "How long are you going to stare at me like that?"

Ries shook herself out of her stupor, "Ah… Ah?! What? Umm… I… Sorry… I just thought that Boss is really awesome… I can't imagine how I managed to get here…"

"Err… You offered to help me with my ship," I reminded her.

"Exactly, Boss… How did I even land this job? I already can't believe that I'm an actual original Verlandi right now! Your generators and engines were all original parts and they were just like new! Almost like your ship was just newly made!"

Umm… I guess she's not wrong about it since I'm pretty sure the ship literally spawned into existence with me when I came over to this universe, which would explain why it looks new I suppose…

Ries then looked at me, "For this ship to be so well maintained, you must be a great mechanic too right?!"

I waved my hand, "No, no, no… I'm afraid I'm not that great… I literally haven't done any maintenance on my ship at all… The only maintenance this ship had was done by the hangar crews on the station we visited."

"But they would only work on the exterior… Right?"

"Yes."

"Then how… How does a ship this old look so new?"

I shrugged, "I dunno, really."

"How long have you had this ship?"

"Honestly… I think it's been less than three months at this point?"

Ries stared at me, her eyes getting bigger as the seconds passed.

"How… How is that even possible? The original Verlandi stopped being made at least a decade ago…"

I scratched my head, "Right… About that… So I think I probably came from an alternate dimension, timeline or even universe."

"What?!" Both Amber and Ries cried out at the same time.

I raised an eyebrow at Amber, "Didn't I tell you already?"

"No? I thought the anomaly only messed with your memories?"

"Ah yeah… I talked about this with Lea… So we hypothesised that the anomaly might have made me lose some of my memories but it didn't alter them. So what I remember might have been from another time or universe instead…"

Ries leaned forward excitedly, "You experienced an anomaly that did that?!"

"I… I think so? I don't really remember to be honest. I basically found myself waking up on the floor of this ship with no memories of how I got here. Then I realised that there's some customs and knowledge that is common here that would have been ridiculous according to my memories."

Ries tilted her head, "Like what?"

"Like… Well… Dogs are cute, cuddly pets instead of ferocious and deadly animals for one…"

Amber gasped, "Oh! Is that why you weren't afraid of them?"

"I guess? I mean… According to my memories, those two breeds of dogs are usually one of the most friendly breeds so I was more surprised that they were that hostile to you girls…"

"Those breeds were considered friendly?!"

I nodded, "There would even be jokes about them that if your place was being robbed by someone, they might help the robber instead of protecting your place."

Ries shook her head, "I definitely can't imagine that…"

Amber leaned forward, "So what is your universe like from your memories, Tera? You never really shared much about it."

I actually considered telling her the truth about how I appeared in this universe, including the part where I thought this was a game and how my current look was basically my character's avatar.

But… Well… It's not that I don't trust Amber and at least I know Ries would not betray me since she would literally prioritise being this ship's mechanic over anything else. It's just I wasn't really sure whether what I believe was even real right now.

What if we found Earth and it turned out that it was exactly as I remembered? Maybe I didn't go to a different universe but somehow woke up in a different part of the universe instead?

What if… Everything was just a figment of my imagination and that I was well and truly dead?

I sighed, "It's… Complicated… I do want to tell you but I'm still not sure about some things at the moment…"

Amber smiled at me, "It's alright Tera. I for one think that it's better to live in the present and look towards the future instead of dwelling on the past anyway. Especially when that past is something that would weigh you down. The only things that should remain from the past are the things you learned from them and the consequences, not the trauma and insecurities."

Can't say I completely agree with that since this 'past' of mine would definitely impact my future but I can see where she's coming from.

That was when Ries spoke up again, "Hold on, hold on… Are you saying that this ship could potentially be a new and original Verlandi?! With less than a year of usage?! Boss!! This is crazy!!"

I tilted my head, "I know it sounds ridiculous but--"

She quickly shook her head, "No, no, no! That's not what I meant at all, Boss! What I meant was how crazy valuable your ship is!! Heck, there's people out there who would even be willing to fork over billions of Credits just to get this ship!! You can't let anyone else know about this, Boss!! You have to remember this!!"

I blinked at her, "I mean… I can just refuse to sell it?"

Amber chuckled, "Ahahaha~ She's referring to the possibility of other people stealing your ship to sell it away, Tera."

The cat girl nodded quickly, "That's right!"

"Right… I'll keep that in mind then."

Ries let out a sigh of relief before suddenly perking up, "Wait… Does this mean that Boss has been to Earth before?"

I scratched my cheek, "Oh… Well… I guess I can say yes?"

"Ohhh!! Does that mean you know where the planet is?!"

"Unfortunately not… I would say that finding it is one of my goals right now. In fact, if I know about its fate and what its current state is, it would answer some of the things I wasn't sure about at the moment."

The two girls nodded at me in understanding.

Well, I'm glad they weren't pushing me about it because I think I might just cave and tell them about it if they did.

Right then, an alarm sounded out from my console.

"[Warning! Interdiction blast incoming!]"

I swivelled back towards my pilot controls and engaged manual controls, redirecting power to my shields and weapons while punching in the alarm that would warn Lea about the imminent attack to prepare herself since she was still in her room.

Not a few seconds passed before we lurched forward as the blast dropped us out of our travel speed, disabling our travel drives.

I immediately opened up the map to see a single pirate ship coming towards us from the corner of the map, right before another alarm sounded.

"[Warning! Torpedo inbound!]"

A single missile shaped icon appeared on the map and started moving towards us, my scanners indicating that it was an EMP type.

"They intend to board us," Amber noted, looking over my shoulder.

Ries groaned, "These people must want to capture your ship because it's a Verlandi…"

Great… Well I guess we'll have to prepare for a close quarters fight then.

As I stood up to get myself equipped, I found Amber grinning at me for some reason.

"Why are you looking at me like that?" I asked.

"Hehe… I was just thinking… They're boarding a ship… Where we have someone that could control two dogs perfectly… That's a really bad mistake."

Ries gasped, "That's right! Boss! You could just order the dogs to attack the pirates! You could see for yourself how dangerous they really are!"

 I blinked, "You… Want me to make use of the dogs?"

Amber smirked, "I think that's a great idea too, Tera! Let's do that!"

Well… This goes against my very idea of how dogs are but… After hearing you girls talk about them… Alright then…

            

    
        They're Adorable Killers

    
    
    
    
                I looked back at the three girls standing behind me, all of them hiding behind the cages that I had released the dogs from.

Meanwhile, the two dogs were standing by my flanks, waiting for my next order after I told them to 'heel'.

Lea wasn't as sure about making use of the dogs for this as the other two were but she did not try to dissuade me from doing it either.

Either way, the EMP already knocked out our generators so we would still have to fight the boarders anyway, which was why all of them were taking cover with their weapons drawn in case they need to jump into the fight as well.

Right now, we were all gathered in front of the entrance hatch as the pirate ship had already pulled up beside our ship.

They were using a tractor beam to keep themselves anchored to our ship while also preventing us from running away if we somehow got our ship's generators running again.

Peeking at our external cameras, I see at least three pirates in space suits floating over towards us.

I wasn't really sure how I should control the dogs and neither do the others.

Amber told me to just command them to attack as soon as the pirates got through the door.

Thus, I had chosen to stand in front of the door with the two dogs in front of me acting as my guards while the pirates were trying to hack the door to open it.

The dogs seemed to know what was going on as they stood up from their sitting positions to glare at the door, baring their teeth in a threatening pose.

A few minutes passed and the door started to hiss before cycling open.

The moment the door slid to the side, three men still wearing their spacesuits immediately rushed in while brandishing their guns.

"Nobody mo--"

"Go!" I yelled.

The dogs leapt forward at the intruders, moving faster than I thought they could.

The pirate that had wanted to threaten us widened his eyes when he saw the golden retriever lunging towards him.

He tried to point his rifle at the dog but the goldie's jaws reached him before the gun could even move that far.

The goldie bit down on his arm with a sickening crunch, completely crushing his arm and forcing him to drop his weapon.

As if that wasn't enough for the goldie, she bit down even harder and the spacesuit the pirate was wearing was torn open.

The pirate let out a scream of pain as the goldie used her paw to push against him as leverage to tear off his arm, her head rearing back and pulling his severed arm away like it was made of tofu.

On the other side, the beagle went for the one in the centre, pouncing directly on his chest and kicking his rifle away before he could raise it.

The pirate let out a fearful scream as he saw the beagle raise her paw to smack at his helmet.

If that had been a normal beagle, I would have expected that to just be a playful smack and nothing more.

Instead, the glass on his helmet completely shattered and there was even a paw sized dent at where the beagle had struck him.

She then dove towards his neck and bit him in the jugular, crushing the spacesuit and his throat at the same time.

The last pirate managed to raise his rifle to point at the beagle to try and save his friend, only for a severed arm to be thrown in his face and knocking him stumbling back, courtesy of the goldie.

That gave the beagle the time she needed to pull her head forward, separating the pirate's head from his neck as if she was pulling a chew toy apart.

The goldie then kicked the first pirate to launch herself towards the last pirate, pouncing on his chest and pushing him down on the ground.

He flailed his arms, trying to get the goldie off of him only for her headbut him.

The helmet cave in and the force sent his head smashing back into the ground, knocking him out cold with a single blow.

The goldie was not satisfied with simply knocking him out as she stood on the pirate's chest and took a bite out of his chest piece and tore it open to expose the pirate's torso and the bottom of his neck.

She then dove in under the suit and clamped her jaws around his neck, causing the pirate to regain consciousness from the pain and letting out a fearful scream.

The scream turned into a choked gasp as the goldie tightened her grip on his neck before pulling back, tearing off a chunk of his neck along with it.

While that pirate was gurgling in his death throes, the beagle left the decapitated pirate aside and went ahead to finish off the first pirate that was still alive.

He tried to reach for his gun with his remaining hand but the beagle lunged for it faster than he could reach it.

As though to mock him, she picked up the gun in her jaws and looked at him in the eye before crushing the weapon in between her teeth.

The pirate shifted his gaze to me and I think he was hoping that I would show him some mercy but I was still in shock at how brutal the dogs were massacring these pirates to even notice him at that point.

The beagle must have thought he was trying to threaten me instead as she immediately lunged for the pirate's face and pushed him down on the ground.

He screamed and tried to punch the beagle in the side, causing me to take a step forward as I thought that would have hurt the dog.

Instead, the beagle looked more annoyed than hurt at the punch and even turned around to bite on his wrist when he tried to punch her again, tearing off his hand with ease.

Satisfied that he wouldn't be able to punch her again, the beagle turned her attention back on her prey and proceeded to tear open his neck unceremoniously.

The two remaining pirates fell limp at the same time, leaving behind three dead corpses at the entry hatch of my ship.

The goldie and the beagle stood over the pirates for a moment, as though making sure that they were really dead before they turned back and walked towards me with their tails wagging happily behind them.

If it wasn't the fact that they were all bloodied from the massacre, you might think they had just finished playing and were heading back home instead.

Both sat down in front of me and I blinked at them before I started to pat their heads.

Their tails wagged even faster and it would have looked pretty cute if you just ignored the blood that was caked on their fur.

Ugh… I guess we're going to need to give them a bath… Or more accurately, I guess I would need to do it.

Ries peeked over the top of her hiding spot, "Boss… Have you changed your mind about those dogs?"

I scratched both of the dogs under their chins while answering, "Does it look like it's changed? Sure, I know that they have the strength and capability to rip me to shreds if they wanted to… But they're still cute, though?"

Lea visibly shuddered, "Captain… I sincerely believe that you might be the only person around who would think that they are cute…"

Amber stood up from behind the cages, "Tera, seriously… You just saw them rip those three pirates apart and you're still patting them like it's nothing?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, "I've seen what you did with that Pirate Lord and I still think you're hot."

"Ngghh… Touche… So what are we going to do with these pirates? Are we going to board them as wel--"

Before she could finish her words, our ship suddenly shook and I went over to the monitor to look at the external camera feed.

What I saw was the pirate ship pulling away and releasing their tractor beam on us, their engines already firing up to boost their ship away from ours.

Damn… I guess they must already know that their comrades who boarded our ship got killed and they're planning to run away.

"Lea, man the guns, shoot them down," I ordered.

The Alv immediately leapt over her cover and gave the dogs as wide a berth as possible to reach the cockpit.

Just as the pirate ship started to power up their engines into travel drive mode, Lea fired the railgun at them.

The projectile hit them through one of their thrusters, piercing through the centre of the ship and splitting it in half.

There was a spark at the engine area of their ship before the entire vessel exploded into pieces.

Well… I guess that's dealt with… Now we need to clean my ship…

I guess even in this universe, dogs still make a mess, huh?

            

    
        The Kitty Likes To Tinker

    
    
    
    
                One good thing though, the dogs didn't mind being bathed. In fact, they seemed to really like it.

I got sprayed with water quite a number of times with how their tails were wagging while I was washing them too.

Amber was watching me bathe them which she thoroughly enjoyed since I had to be naked to do that, though I could tell that there was a bit of jealousy in there as well.

Come on, Amber… They're dogs. Also, they're girls too.

Still, Amber insisted I took another shower with her after that and I saw no reason to reject her.

After a round of sex inside the shower that led to us having one more round in bed, I left the room to check that we were still on course to our destination.

Entering the cockpit, I found a rather peculiar sight.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

Ries jumped at the sound of my voice and looked up from where she was seated on the ground with a bunch of stuff laid around her.

There were some mechanical parts and even weapon parts that I recognised belonged to the rifle the pirates were carrying. More specifically, the one that was broken by the beagle during the fight.

Ries relaxed when she realised it was just me, "Oh, hello Boss. Just doing some tinkering here. I thought you wouldn't want the broken parts the pirates left behind so I'm making use of them. Umm… You don't mind, right?"

I shook my head, "Oh, not at all, go ahead. I'm more curious about what you're tinkering though?"

She shifted her gaze back towards the parts on the ground, "Well… I didn't really have any plans in mind for this. I just like to keep my hands occupied when I'm not doing anything or I would feel restless."

Right, she did mention she likes to work with stuff.

Right now she's on duty keeping the ship on course which was why she's here in the first place. Otherwise, she would most likely be in the engine room instead and probably geeking out over the engines.

"So what do you need, Boss? I thought Lea would be after me according to the schedule we made?" She asked.

"Just coming in to check on our route. Make sure we're still on course, you know?"

She turned to look at the console, "I don't think we've strayed though? We're not near anything that might cause the ship to change course."

"Doesn't hurt to be sure. Sometimes other ships flying past us might cause the navigation computer to redirect our course unnecessarily."

I went over to the pilot seat and tapped on the console to bring up the map.

Thankfully, it looks like Ries is right and there was no need to change anything.

I shut off the map and turned back to Ries, the cat girl practically staring at the pilot console with bloodshot eyes.

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Do you wanna sit here instead?"

She gasped, "Oh no! I wouldn't dare!"

"Why not?"

"That… Because that would be disrespectful to you, Boss?"

"Err… Is it? I'm not very sure… Is that some kind of custom or something?"

She blinked at me before her eyes widened, "Oh! I forgot about the anomaly thing! Ermm… Yeah… Most ship captains would not like other people flying their ship unless they are close to them or trust them… It's pretty rude to sit on the captain's seat without their permission."

"Wait… But we're planning to have a big ship anyway, right? You would be the one piloting it if I wasn't, weren't you?"

"Eh? Umm… Boss gave me permission to do that, didn't you?"

"Oh… I guess I did. Huh… Interesting…"

She tilted her head at me, "Is that not the case for your universe as well?"

I scratched my chin with a finger, "Well… It's not exactly the case… I guess we're less particular about ships but we would be more particular about other things."

I mean… I kind of see the reasoning behind this.

Like I would definitely be quite offended if someone were to just go and sit in the driver's seat of my car without asking me for permission. But I guess since the ships I'm used to flying are all inside a game… I'm less particular about someone just sitting in it since they aren't actual, physical objects to me at that point.

Then again, I guess it might just be because I already trust Ries not to mess up since she sees this ship as something more important to her than her own life.

Also, we're currently in travel mode anyway and I wasn't going to let her drive the ship, I was just going to let her sit in the seat and nothing else.

Especially since it was supposedly the ship of her dreams so she would definitely have wanted to sit in the cockpit at least once in her life, right?

I shrugged at her, "It's fine, I don't mind you sitting in it if you want. As long as you don't mess with it of course. Besides, why else would you be in here to watch over it while we're on autopilot?"

"Eh? I thought it was just so that I could go and call you if needed?"

"What? No? That would be terribly inefficient. What if the ship was headed towards an asteroid and the autopilot wasn't altering the course? Would you still run and find me?"

"Umm… Boss didn't really give me permission to fly the ship on your behalf so… And I don't really think I am suitable for flying a Verlandi of all things…"

Hmm… The novelty of it will wear off eventually, I'm sure. But I guess she's still too starstruck by it to even consider it for now.

I decided to change the topic, "So what exactly are you working on with that broken gun? If you need parts, I can give some to you. Heck, you could take the guns in perfect condition too if you want."

She shook her head, "That's alright, Boss. I only needed some parts from it which I could salvage from the broken gun anyway. As for the answer to your question… I actually don't know yet."

I blinked at her, "You're… Gathering materials… To make something that you don't even know? Did someone else ask you to make this or something?"

Her tail swished idly behind her while she giggled, "Oh, that's not it Boss… I guess saying that I don't know is not exactly accurate. I do know what I'm making now is a spring loaded mechanism that you can use to push something. But I have not decided what exactly I'm making at the moment."

"And… How is that even possible?"

"Umm… I guess it would be easier if I just told you directly… I make stuff with what I find and sell them when I can. Sometimes they're just little trinkets that you can use to decorate your place. Sometimes they're improvised explosive devices that you can use to blow up something. It just all depends on what parts I find that I could use to bang them together."

…

…

I'm sorry, what? I didn't hear her incorrectly, did I? Did she really just go from making small decorative trinkets to literally saying that she made a bomb using scraps?!

I looked at her, "Are you able to make power armour with a bunch of scraps in a junkyard?"

"Well… I could… Depending on what type of junkyard it is I guess?"

"You've done it before?"

She nodded, "Yeah, for a school's science project actually. I could even say that was what got me to my valedictorian status."

I was only joking but she really did it huh?

I then nodded at the parts she was holding, "So… I'm guessing you just take things apart and assemble them together… Then depending on what you find, you'll adapt to whatever you have and make it?"

She nodded, "Pretty much."

"And that thing about making explosives… Isn't that illegal?"

"Oh, most definitely. That's why I sell them on the black market."

Ah right, I actually forgot that I pretty much found her in a black market in the first place so she's no stranger to those places anyway.

I thought about it for a while before turning to her, "That new ship we're getting… Would we have enough room for other stuff? Like… Having a workroom of some sort?"

She nodded, "Sure. The Broadsword was designed to be a long haul freighter so it could support itself while away from any station for long periods of time. While there's a few variations to its design models, most of them do come with a workshop that we could use. Wait… Are you… Is Boss saying that you would give me a dedicated workroom on your ship?"

"Isn't it obvious? Do you think I was going to just let you work off scraps on the floor? Especially if I was going to let you be a permanent member of my crew?"

She actually rushed up to hug me, "Wahhhh!! Thank you, thank you, Boss!! I won't let you down!! I promiseeeeee!!"

Oh wow, her ears are actually twitching… I so wanted to pat her right there…

Mnnngghh!! No, no… Control myself… I don't want to scare her away…

But she's soooo cute…

Guess I'll go pat the dogs after this…

            

    
        Here's Your Dogs

    
    
    
    
                I manoeuvred my ship into the hangar of Linc Pleasure Station and slowly brought it down into a landing.

Once I completed the landing sequence, I pushed myself back from the console and stood up from the pilot seat to exit the cockpit.

Lea and Ries were already waiting for me outside and all of us were unarmed.

We would be required to disarm ourselves the moment we stepped into the station anyway so we might as well just leave our weapons in the ship instead of with them.

"Are we ready?" I asked.

Ries shifted uncomfortably, "Sorry Boss… But…"

I waved my hand, "It's alright, I'll just borrow some drones from the hangar to move the cages, no need to bother with it."

Both girls lowered their heads as a sign of gratitude.

She was apologising for the fact that neither of them were comfortable enough in helping me move the two cages that contained the dogs of course. And after seeing their reaction to the dogs and how scary dogs could be, I don't blame them.

The three of us left the ship and I was immediately greeted by the sight of pulsating lights, suggestive holographic projections and music blasting all around the station.

And unlike the dull, monotone colours that I usually saw plastered around the hangar sections of all the space stations I visited, this one was decorated intricately to make it look like the entrance to some kind of theme park instead of just a simple hangar.

I guess they really have to make you feel welcomed from the very start as a Pleasure Station huh?

I sought out one of the hangar staff who was wearing a rather sexualised version of mechanic overalls and got him to lend us some drones meant for moving cargo.

It seriously felt weird to see that… Since it looked like he was only wearing his overalls and nothing else underneath.

The dogs stayed quiet while we unloaded them from the ship, moving them to the edge of the landing platform where we would have to wait for the client to show up.

According to that trader, the client should be informed of the arrival of the dogs as soon as we got within a certain range of the station so they should already be aware that we are here.

Amber soon joined us while we had just finished bringing the cages out, my blonde haired lover eyeing the cages with a look of apprehension on her face.

"Are you worried they will break out of their cages and attack everyone in the station or something?" I asked.

She turned to me and with a voice that told me she was absolutely serious, she answered, "Yes."

"Come on, I don't think that would happen…"

"I've seen it happen before Tera. It was not pretty."

I blinked at her.

Lea turned to frown at Amber, "You've seen dogs attack a space station personally?"

"Yes…"

"How did you even survive?"

"I was on the side of the ones who released the dogs…"

"Oh."

Err… I'm going to guess that she took part in some raid of a station as a Merc and their side made use of dogs to attack the station?

Looking at Ries, I saw the cat girl pulling her hood over her head further while trying her best not to look in the direction of the dogs.

Speaking of which, Lea was also wearing a hooded cloak to hide her ears now after Ries lent her one of hers.

Unfortunately for the Alv, Ries was obviously smaller in size than she was so the cloak was more like a crop top hoodie than a cloak.

Not gonna lie, that made her look pretty hot.

Amber looked around, "So what are we doing here? Is the client supposed to show up by themselves or do we bring these things to a drop off point?"

I nodded, "They should be coming to find us if I'm not wrong. There's apparently a tracker or something on the cages that will let them know that we are here."

"Well, where are the--"

"Are you the courier?"

All of us spun around to see a relatively short man wearing a questionably fashionable leopard print suit with what seemed to be a pair of oversized wraparound sunglasses.

It wasn't even a normal pair of sunglasses as holograms started playing on the surface of the glasses, making me wonder how he could even see through them properly.

Also, he's about Ries's height as well but he was clearly human at least.

Behind him were several larger sized men including one who was suited up in power armour watching us with rather unfriendly faces.

I'm guessing those guys must be his bodyguards.

Ok, so I know this guy was probably the client but I want to be sure that he's the right guy and there's no mistake about it.

I gave him a look, "I'm not sure what you're talking about. Do I know you?"

The guy grinned and lifted his hand to snap his fingers.

I thought he was trying to get his guards to threaten me but one of them came up and presented a personal terminal to him which he picked up casually.

He then tapped on it a few times before turning it around to show me the screen.

On the screen was a receipt for the delivery of two dogs with an order number beside it.

I realised there was also a number on the cages and checked them to make sure they matched before nodding at him.

"Yes, I am your courier."

His grin widened, "Perfect! Did they give you any trouble? I heard they can be a pain to deal with."

I'm guessing he was referring to the dogs so I shook my head, "Ah… Not at all. I… I have experience with them."

Technically not a lie since I've dealt with dogs before in my own universe.

He went over to look at the cages and I quickly stepped in front of him which in turn made his bodyguards take a step forward as well.

His smile disappeared as he looked at me for an explanation.

"Be careful not to get too close," I warned him.

His grin came back, "Relax girl. Do you think this is my first time handling dogs?"

I shrugged and stepped aside.

He walked up to the cage and…

Honestly, with how confident he was, I was totally expecting the dogs to be quiet, but the two dogs immediately started barking at him and even clawed against the cage as though they were trying to maul him.

To his credit, the guy didn't even flinch and actually smiled at the sight of the dogs.

"My, sprightly little mongrels aren't they? Seems like you weren't lying when you said you have experience with them. They seemed to be well taken care of. You won't believe the state of the dogs some of the couriers would bring them in. Even had to put one down the last time because the courier mistreated them during its transportation."

I paused and looked at him, "You really like dogs huh?"

He stepped back and smiled at me, "Like? I love them! Aren't they the cutest things?"

I sucked in a breath, "You think they're cute too?"

He understood my meaning immediately and stretched out both his arms in a welcoming gesture, "Ah! I see you're a woman of culture too! It's so difficult to find anyone who agrees with me on that!"

I nodded, "Oh I know exactly what you mean! These two were so cute!"

"Ahahaha! I know! That's why I bought them! I can't wait to collar them and see just how cute they are! Especially when I get them to start tearing off the limbs of idiots! That is the cutest!"

Oh… Ah fuck… I actually thought I found someone who really thought they were cute because they were so cuddly and… Well… Cute. Not because they could tear off limbs and decapitate your enemies…

Yes, they're cute while they're doing that too but that's not the reason why they are cute.

He didn't notice that my attitude changed slightly after I knew that as he turned back to smile at the cages, "You even delivered them early too! Can't wait to have some fun on this station yourself, eh?"

I nodded, "It's our first time here, actually."

"Ahahaha! Good, good! In that case, go have fun!!"

He snapped his fingers again and another guard came forward holding a Credit Chip.

The client took that Credit Chip from the guard and handed it over to me.

I looked at it and raised an eyebrow, "What's this?"

"Just a bonus for you. Take it and have fun here!"

He then gestured to the guards and the guy in the power armour came forward to pick up the cages to lift them up over his shoulder before the entire group walked off.

I stuck the Credit Chip into my Codex and… Holy fuck, did that guy just give me five million Credits?!!

            

    
        He's Not Completely Nice

    
    
    
    
                "He just… Gave me five million Credits," I muttered to the girls.

Amber shrugged, "That's normal."

I blinked at her, "It's normal for some random guy I just met to hand me five million Credits just like that? That's the same as our bonus that we're getting from the trader!"

And as though on cue, a notification came from my Codex indicating a payment of twenty five million Credits had just been transferred to me.

That was fast… I guess he must have set an automatic payment that would send me the money the moment the delivery was confirmed.

I was actually afraid that he might renege on his payment and I have to go hunt him down for the rest of the payment.

Amber made a face at me, "I guess I shouldn't be surprised that you didn't realise… That client that we delivered for was the owner of this station."

I blinked at her, "Ok? And?"

"And? Tera… He deals with billions of Credits on a daily basis. Five million Credits is really nothing to him."

Oh… Ok, this explains a lot now.

Ries looked at the Credit Chip he gave me, "Still… He's pretty generous huh?"

I shook my head, "Actually, now that I know he's the owner, this is basically just a trap for us."

That's right, this is a common trap that even I have used before in my days in sales. You first reel them in with promotions, gift cards, discount vouchers and whatever other benefits you can think of. Then once they're in, they'll just start spending and you don't even need to do anything anymore.

Unexpectedly, Lea nodded, "That's right, Captain."

Ries seemed confused, "Trap us? How? He just gave us a whole ton of money!"

I smiled at her, "You see, he already knew that we came here to make use of the facilities in this place, so whatever money we would spend here would go right back into his pocket anyway, minus the cost of course. But the main deal is that because this money was given to us, it's not something we earned and we would have less restraint in spending it."

Lea nodded, "And then you would spend it recklessly especially on things that you never thought to spend on before since the money does not belong to you. It would then be very easy to start spending over the five million limit once you start and you might even end up spending twice of what he gave you."

Ries pursed her lips, "But… If we're poor anyway, that wouldn't matter, right?"

I gestured at where the dogs had been, "Don't forget we just delivered something worth several millions, Ries. With that delivery, we would have earned more than what he just gave us. If he even gets us to spend a fraction of our earnings in this station, he would have profited."

Amber moved beside me, "Not to mention the fact if you were to go into debt while you're here… He might choose to do you a 'favour' by writing the debt off, but you have to work for him for a set amount of time. And he would even specify in the contrat that you have to do whatever they tell you to do."

Ok, I didn't really think that far since what Amber was describing was being bound to a slavery contract… But then again, I guess there's pretty much the equivalent of such contracts back in my universe as well.

Ries shuddered, "So he was just trying to entrap us from the start?"

I shrugged, "I would say that there's some intention to do so but… I would also say that it's also not his real intentions. He definitely meant for this to be a reward of sorts but if you were to abuse it, he won't hesitate to reap the rewards either."

"Ah, I got it. So he's a hypocrite."

Well… I guess she's not wrong to call him that…

Lea turned to me, "So are we leaving this place then, Captain?"

I raised an eyebrow, "Leave? We just got here didn't we? And we're here precisely to play! Plus, we even got ourselves a bunch of free money too!"

"Captain… You're doing the exact thing that you were warning us about…"

I wagged my finger at her, "Nuh-uh, we can stop that from happening by setting a limit. Since we got five million, I'm capping our expenditure on this station to five million and nothing more. Alright?"

Lea pursed her lips, "Captain, if I may… The allure of it would still be too great. After you spend the five million, you would believe that the money you spent was just something that did not dip into your own monetary reserves and you already planned to spend money here anyway resulting in you spending even more than you planned to."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "You sound like you're speaking from experience, Lea…"

She hesitated for a moment before nodding, "I am, Captain."

Oh, that was a surprising revelation from her.

I waited to see if she would elaborate but when she remained silent, I guess she either didn't want to talk about it here or she wasn't ready to talk about it yet.

Amber spoke up then, "It'll be fine, Lea! Like Tera said, we're just here to have fun so we'll set a limit on how much we're spending! Once we hit that limit, we stop, alright? Although I doubt we would hit that limit anyway."

Lea frowned, "You do not understand, Amber, the allure of--"

Amber stopped her with a raised hand, "Oh no, I understand the temptations well enough. It's just that I think we might end up leaving here with more money than we came with purely because of a certain someone."

The three of them then turned to look at me.

Eh? What? What did I do?

Then, as though a switch had been flipped, Lea relaxed, "I see… I agree in that case, though that would bring about another range of problems."

Amber grinned, "Oh, don't worry, I'm prepared for that!"

"Very well… In that case, shall we go, Captain?"

Err… While I don't mind, what's with the sudden change in attitude? Also, why were you looking at me?

Wait, did they mean that I would somehow earn even more money while I'm here? I don't intend to work while I'm here, you know? This place was supposed to be some leisure resort so that's exactly what I intend to do!

That means I don't intend to cook anything either! Surely they would have some nice food here right?! Please tell me yes…

I looked at the three girls who were still staring at me.

I groaned, "Alright, let's set some ground rules first, ok? We'll come back to the ship to eat our meals. This one is non-negotiable. We do not eat any food in this station on our own and you do not take my food outside. Ok?"

Surprisingly, all three of them nodded.

"I agree. In fact, I think we should have made this as a rule from the start!"

"I also think this would be the best choice, Captain."

"Ah… Umm… I also agree with them, Boss!"

Ok, good. Now I won't be sucked into another situation where I have to do a cooking battle with some other chef or even roped into some shady restaurant to help them make their lunch service or whatever.

I clapped my hands together, "Alright then. In that case, where shall we start? I know this place is known as a Pleasure Station but what can we actually do here?"

"Anything you want that doesn't break the station's rules, Tera," Amber answered me before pointing to one of the holographic displays nearby. "And according to the notice over there… Looks like the only rules here are no killing and no rape."

Well, that seems simple enough to follow… But just in case…

"What happens if someone were to break those rules?"

Amber chuckled, "Ahaha~ If you're lucky, you'll just be kicked out of here. If you're really unlucky though, you might be taken away to be forced to become entertainment I would guess~"

"Entertainment?" I repeated.

Lea nodded beside Amber, "What do you think that guy was going to use those dogs he bought for, Captain? He's definitely not going to just put them in some room and just pat them like you have been doing."

Amber took out her personal terminal and tapped on it, "He definitely has a blood sport arena here… Let me see… Yep, here it is."

She turned the terminal around to show me the screen. On it was a page advertising an arena on this station where people can go there to watch actual fights unfold between participants of the arena and there's promises of blood and death as well.

One of the things listed was the fact that exotic animals would also be featured in the arena as well.

Damn… So this was what he meant by them being cute huh… I take back what I said about him being a nice guy…

            

    
        Linc Pleasure Station

    
    
    
    
                We walked past the checkpoint that scanned us for any weapons and combat implants at the entrance before we stepped out of the hangar and into the streets of the Pleasure Station.

It definitely looks like I've just entered some kind of adult theme park…

The area directly outside the hangar seemed to be a hub of sorts and several paths diverged from the hub to lead in different directions, each path framed with a doorway with a different type of design for each of them.

Beside each of the doorways were what looked like translucent tracks with some kind of egg shaped vehicle, which I assumed was a train of some sort, hovering above said track. Even as I watched, the side of the egg slid open and people were entering and exiting the vehicle in droves.

I'm guessing that's like a train or something that allows people to get around the station?

The hub itself was already quite intricately decorated with statues, performers and light shows in the form of holograms and lasers being projected all around the area.

The performers were also dressed quite provocatively and showed a lot of skin which drew quite a big crowd to watch them.

Looking at the paths that diverged from the hub, I realised that they led to different 'districts' which had different specialties to them.

One of them was clearly the gambling district with how the entrance had a hologram of a pair of dice and a roulette being spun, telling me that some things still remained the same even in this universe.

Another district was probably the alcohol or clubs where a hologram of a beer bottle and a pole dancer was being projected at the entrance.

The one next to it must be the red light district since the hologram was a woman laying in a provocative pose with one of her legs stretching out towards the viewer. Opposite her was a hologram of a half naked dude in the middle of tearing his shirt open to display his muscled chest.

And the last one was… I guess the drug district? At least that's what I assume that place to be since the hologram was of some woman smoking on what I guess must be a pipe or something. I doubt the district was just something as simple as for smoking so it must be related to drugs.

I looked at my companions, "So where are we going first? This is all new to me."

Amber grinned, "Well~ What would you like to do first? We could get high, get drunk, get sexy or get rich~"

'Get sexy'? Oh… I get it… But really?

Also, I really doubt we would get rich either if we're going to gamble... I think we would get poorer instead…

But then again… We did receive a bunch of free money that we can make use of… Only question is whether we should take that risk?

I looked at the others and Ries immediately waved her hand in front of her, "I don't really have an interest in these kinds of places, Boss. I'm content with just following you."

Lea also shrugged, "As am I, Captain."

"Wait, I thought you were really against gambling? I'm surprised you didn't say anything about that."

"With Captain's luck, I would say that my concerns would be completely useless anyway."

What the heck is that supposed to mean?

Ah fuck it, let's just go to each district in order starting from the left I guess? Since I'm already here, I might as well just check them all out.

I'm also a little interested in that arena that Amber found but I'm not sure where that is. If I assume that they would be taking bets for it… The gambling district would be the most possible location for it anyway.

Our group went over to the path that had the holograms of the dice and roulette table, joining the crowd that were also heading there.

I pointed at the train at the side, "What's this for?"

"The station's quite big so they have their own transport system I guess?" Amber suggested.

Lea looked at a holographic board beside the train platform, "It seems like it runs through the districts of the station… It will stop at a place called 'The Arena' as the final station before coming back here. There's also stations that it shares with the other districts so we could also use this to get around the rest of the station, Captain."

Oh, that's convenient. That means we wouldn't need to come all the way back to this hub to access the other districts.

Then again, I guess that makes sense since it would not be good for business if you restrict the customers' ease in spending their money after all.

For now, we don't need to take this train since we're here to explore anyway and the train would not allow us to do that.

Thus, we made our way into the district on foot and… Well… If I couldn't guess that it was a gambling area from the holograms earlier, I could definitely tell it was now.

Stepping past the doorway, I found myself standing in what was definitely a casino with all the slot machines, roulette tables and even card tables.

There were some areas that seemed to be fenced off by a fence made out of holographic light as well and I would have thought those were restricted areas if there weren't guests walking in and out of those areas freely.

I turned to the girls, "Shall we split up? We've got five million Credits so I'll split it to give each of us a million Credits and leave one million in reserve for us to play with. How about that?"

Amber giggled, "Oh~ Are you sure you want to set me loose, Tera? I might come back with twice the money you gave me!"

I rolled my eyes at her before handing them Credit Chips filled with a million Credits each, "Sure, sure. Go and have fun and be careful ok? Call me on my terminal if you need anything."

Somehow, I feel like the parent that is giving the kids spending money at an amusement park before setting them loose.

The three of them took the Credit Chips from me and… Remained where they were.

I blinked at them, "Are you not going?"

Amber grinned, "Oh, we are going, Tera~ It's just that our destination just so happens to match yours!"

…

If you just wanted to follow me, you could have just said so, you know? I only made that suggestion because I thought they might also want to go and play on their own as well.

Oh well, then I guess the first thing I want to check out is one of those fenced off areas since I'm curious what kind of event they were having behind those fences.

As I got close to it, the sounds of cheers and shouts reached my ears as well as pained grunts and groans.

I crossed the fence to realise that there was some kind of hole in the ground and there was a crowd standing over the hole and cheering at the hole.

There was a solid but translucent wall of light around the hole to prevent guests from falling into said hole but it still allowed us to look inside it at least.

I quickly realised that it was a fighting pit and the people here must be betting on the fighters on who would win.

Instead of having normal people fighting however, the combatants look to be small robots that were being controlled by two opposing teams on each side of the pit.

Right now, the two robots that were fighting was a humanoid looking figurine while the other was a box shaped car with arms that had saws jutting out from the top.

They were already in the middle of a fight as the humanoid robot had used its hands to grab all of its opponent's chainsaw arms to stomp on the body of the vehicle itself.

There was already a dent in the armour and the guy controlling the car was desperately trying to make his robot break free from his opponent.

He tried to get his contraption to reverse but the humanoid robot simply used that chance to tear off its arms, leaving its opponent defenceless.

The finisher came when it leapt into the air and slammed its elbow down on the opponent, completely flattening it with its weight.

There were curses and cheers mixed in amongst the audience and several of them walked out of the pit.

A well dressed man then stepped onto a platform and spoke towards the crowd, "That was an exciting match isn't it, folks?! Remember there's also the Bot Fight in the Arena district where life-sized bots would be duking it out at higher stakes! Don't miss out on that!"

They actually have robot arenas huh… I assume they would have real steel robots boxing each other or something.

It really feels like they basically made anything and everything that could be gambled on present here…

Guess I shouldn't be surprised.

Now the question is… Which one do I play first?

            

    
        Seems Like I'm Really Lucky

    
    
    
    
                Slots were definitely out since those were pretty much rigged all the time.

I decided to go try out my luck at the roulette table instead, just to see how it worked and whether I actually possessed luck.

The other girls joined me and Amber was giving me a dubious look, "Do you know how to play this one, Tera?"

I was going to say yes but stopped when I realised that they might have different rules in this universe so I shook my head.

"Could you explain?"

She pointed at the roulette, "There's numbers on that spinny thingy and a ball the guy over there would throw inside. We make bets on where the ball would land and if you are right, you win~"

Err… Ok, that's a very simple version of the rules and it sounds similar to the roulette I'm familiar with.

I looked at the betting table and the layout looks similar to what I've seen before as well.

I guess for this, it's a 'don't fix it if it ain't broken' kind of thing? Especially since they use red and black as the colours as well.

This one in particular had double zeros on it too which I was also familiar with.

I know roulette was also a game that was pretty much rigged in the house's favour so I'm not really expecting myself to win.

Looking at the bets, it seems like the minimum bet is ten Credits and there's a maximum bet of one thousand Credits.

If you want the higher stakes tables, you would need to go further inside including one that was completely virtual where there was no physical table and everything was played out on a screen.

I wonder if those could be hacked? But then again, they should have crazy amounts of security to prevent something like that.

Well, whatever, I'm just going to limit myself to five thousand Credits. If I lose it all on this table, I'll just leave.

I have self control, ok?

Well, let's just start off simple first… How do I make bets?

Amber noticed that I was looking around the table and pointed to a slot on the table near where I was standing.

I instantly knew that I had to plug my personal terminal in there so that's what I did.

An application loaded up on my Codex and it looks like I could make bets directly through the terminal itself.

I went ahead to place a small bet of ten Credits on Red right as the roulette began to spin.

Amber and the others also went ahead to place their own bets and I realised that the holographic chips appeared around the table to indicate the bets that all the guests were placing through their personal terminals.

It seems like Lea bet the same amount on black, Ries bet on odd and Amber surprisingly placed her bet on Red Twelve.

As the wheel started to slow down, a notification popped up on my terminal indicating that all betting were to cease as we await the results.

The ball in the wheel bounced around before settling on a specific slot, the result clearly displayed on both our terminal screens and a holographic screen that popped up above the table.

Red Twelve.

Oh, I was not only surprised that I won, but Amber actually won too?

"Waaaaahhh!! I won! Look, look! I won!" Amber cried out excitedly while shaking me excitedly.

"Mnn… Yes, I can see that, congratulations."

I received my winnings of ten Credits while Amber saw three hundred and fifty Credits being sent to her terminal.

The next round of betting quickly started and I went ahead to bet ten Credits on Red again.

Amber went to bet on Black Two this time while Lea and Ries decided to follow me and bet on Red.

The roulette slowly stopped spinning and the result was once again displayed for everyone to see.

Red Three.

Looks like Amber was the only one who lost this time. Not a big deal for her since her winnings still covered her loss right now.

Amber pouted as she watched the hologram of her Credits disappear from the table, clearly unhappy that she lost.

I decided to up the ante a little and place a bet of twenty Credits on the first dozen group. If the ball lands on any number between one to twelve, I would win.

Lea and Ries seemed to be contemplating for a moment before they placed their own bets, the Alv putting it on Black while Ries bet on Even.

Amber seemed to take her time considering her options for a moment before placing another bet of three hundred Credits on a corner bet of five, six, eight and nine.

Geez, Amber… This is how you lose your money you know?

Then again… I was actually taking a risk myself with my own bet so it's not like I could say anything…

The roulette stopped once more and the results were shown, revealing it to be a Black Eight.

Oh wow, all of us won.

I won an additional twenty Credits while Amber was cheering from her two thousand and four hundred Credits win.

"Seems like you're pretty lucky, huh?" I mused, even as she was hugging me tightly while cheering.

She rubbed her face against mine, "Of course I'm lucky! Isn't it a given that I'm lucky since I managed to get together with you in the first place?"

"Captain has been winning all her bets though," Lea pointed out. "I would argue she is more lucky than you."

Amber grinned, "Oh definitely~ How can luck escape Tera? She's practically luck personified!"

I think that's going a little too far but whatever… The next round is already starting so I'm going to bet twenty Credits on… Fuck it, let's just go with a line bet of six numbers, specifically twenty five to thirty.

Amber grinned, "I'm going a thousand Credits on twenty five!!"

Seriously? I get that you've been winning so far but… Ah whatever… If she wins, she would get thirty five thousand Credits and if she loses she would still have won over a thousand Credits in total.

But still… I think you would have better odds of winning if you were to split up your bets and bet on multiple numbers instead. It doesn't look like they restrict you on making single bets and you could place multiple bets on different outcomes too.

I'm only not doing it because I'm still testing this place out and I don't want to risk too much while I wasn't sure what the odds were.

On the other hand, Lea and Ries decided to bet differently this time and went to put ten Credits on Red.

All of us directed our gaze towards the wheel alongside the other guests, watching the ball roll around the ball track before hitting one of the diamonds and started bouncing around the pockets.

I saw it hit the zero pocket before it bounced off back onto the ball track and hit another diamond on the way.

It then rolled back on to the pockets as it started to lose momentum rolling over the pockets.

It bounced over thirty one, then rolled over to twenty five but I knew it had too much momentum to stop there and I was right as it bounced over it immediately.

The ball then went back onto the ball track, hitting the apex of its flight before rolling back down into the pocket for Black Eleven.

I thought it would settle there but it rolled over the divider to cross Red Thirty and once more to settle on Black Twenty Six.

The results were displayed and… Well… It look like I won.

Amber immediately turned around and hugged me, "Wahhh!! You won! You won!"

Umm… While I'm happy about that… You just lost a thousand Credits though?

I watched as a hundred twenty Credits were added on top of my bet before being returned to me.

Ok, I was really not expecting to make a profit here and together with Amber, we've made over a thousand Credits in winning already.

It was certainly nothing compared to the five million that guy had given us but the question was whether we should continue?

We could have just been really lucky and won those few rounds but one of the key skills in gambling is knowing when to cash out.

Looking around me, I could clearly tell the overall winners and the losers amongst the crowd and there were definitely more losers than winners.

Heck, some were even looking our way with clear envy especially since I seem to have good luck with winning all my bets at the moment.

If I had to guess, they might start following my bets soon and the dealer or the casino might start to take notice that something might be wrong even though I wasn't cheating.

I decided that this should be enough for now, at least for this table… We should head on to the next one instead.

Maybe… There might be some poker tables around?

            

    
        They Gamble On Everything Here

    
    
    
    
                Initially I thought to go and check out their poker tables until I found another fenced off area as I was heading to that area that caught my attention.

This area was far larger than the previous one I saw and it seemed to take up almost half of the gambling area.

"What's that?" I asked, pointing at said area.

Lea tapped on her personal terminal which I guessed was her searching up information on that place.

"It seems like that's the sex gambling area," She told me with a straight face.

I'm sorry… The what area?

Lea looked at me and repeated, "That's the sex gambling area, Captain."

Ok… That doesn't exactly explain anything… What exactly is that place supposed to do? Do they use sex as a currency to make bets or what?

Fuck it, let's just go take a look.

I headed towards that area and crossed through the doorway that separated this 'sex gambling area' from the rest of the place.

As soon as I passed the threshold the sound of moans, catcalls and other lewd sounds immediately reached my ears.

I didn't notice this with the bot arena earlier but it seems like the fence had the added effect of keeping the noise contained within that area. I guess they were doing this to prevent the noises from these areas from disturbing the other patrons?

I would definitely be pissed if some random cheering caused me to misplace my bets or distracted me from my poker game.

But looking around, I quickly realised what a sex gambling area was…

There were what looked like boxing arenas where the contestants were wrestling or fighting in the nude; Arenas where both males and females were wrestling with each other in either a pit of colourful or clear liquid; Couches with fairly attractive women and men sitting on it where you made bets on how long you could last before either the women made you cum or you make the man cum.

I looked at my companions and each of them had a different expression on their faces.

Amber was looking at the place with interest, but more like because she was seeing something new and intriguing instead of thinking it was actually something she wanted to do.

Lea did not hide the look of contempt on her face and I already knew she didn't particularly like gambling so she must just be disappointed that they could even find such ways to gamble as well.

On the other hand, Ries was quite nonchalant about the sight and seemed to be more interested in the light fence that we had just passed through instead. If I had to guess, she's probably thinking of how it worked and maybe how to take it apart or something.

As for me… Well… I guess I'm just surprised that something like this even exists.

No wait… I don't think I am… I already know that things like this existed back in my own universe, it's just that I never actually saw them for myself before. So I'm more surprised by the fact that this has become commonplace enough that it's so easily accessible.

Well… I guess if people like that owner of this station had a choice of being able to utilise more ways to earn more money, he would.

I was just thinking about returning back to the normal gambling area when Amber grabbed my arm to point ahead.

"Tera! Look! I bet you could win that one easily!"

I looked at where she was pointing at and it was one where you bet if you could make the woman sitting on the couch orgasm first instead of yourself.

I turned to her, "Really?"

"Yeah! You always make me cum first so this would be easy for you!"

"Err… No thanks. I'm not interested in just screwing some random person I just met."

She looked surprised, "Eh? Really? I thought you wouldn't mind doing that though?"

I gave her a look, "What kind of person do you think I am? I don't just fuck anyone just because you know?"

Amber pouted, "It would be better if you start fucking the girls who want you to fuck them though?"

What the heck is she…

Lea cleared her throat, "I think we should just leave, Captain."

Amber turned to the Alv, looking surprised, "Eh?! Why?! I'm interested in betting on that oil wrestling though!! In fact, it looks like they even let you participate too!"

I grabbed her hand, "That requires you to strip naked. No."

Amber seemed surprised by my tone, especially when I said it in a way that told her I was not accepting any protests.

Lea giggled, "Ufufufu~ It seems that Captain is quite possessive of you, Amber."

My blonde haired lover actually blushed.

"Nnghh… Since Tera was the one to say so… I guess we should just leave…" She muttered, trying to hide her embarrassed face.

Ries perked up, "Umm… If you want to participate, I see here that people are allowed to join the arena fights and winners could earn quite a lot of money."

I turned to her, "Is it the one where you have to fight against exotic animals or something?"

Ries looked down at her terminal, "That's one of them, but that's not even the most popular one. There's a battle royale arena where participants are allowed to form groups or participate solo to fight for the grand prize. It's a virtual arena where over a hundred participants are dropped in and they have to be the last one standing to win."

Amber frowned, "How are we supposed to fight? Are we supposed to just use hand to hand combat or something?"

Ries scrolled down on her terminal, "Hmm… It seems like the arena will feature weapon caches scattered throughout the place and participants can make use of them to defeat their opponents. It's quite popular and the winning party could win a variety of benefits including… Err.. A meal with the owner of this station?"

Well… I guess I can see some people wanting that but it's not really a reward for us…

Ries continued scrolling, "Oh, the prize money is dependent on the participants… Every participant would need to pay an entry fee of ten thousand Credits and right now… The pool is at three point seven million Credits…"

Oh wow, that's a lot of money…

But assuming that they're making use of the participants' entry fees to pool into the prize money… That means there's over two hundred participants already?

Lea looked at Ries, "Are there any runner up prizes?"

"Hmm… It does not look like it."

Amber grinned, "Looks like it's either you win everything or you lose everything eh? I like that! Let's join it, Tera! We'll definitely win!"

I don't know about winning but… We could definitely join it I guess?

After all… I've played those games in my old universe before so wouldn't it be ironic that I would then be playing a game within a game?

Then again, on the multiplayer version of the game, there were battle royale tournaments like this too so this would put me right in my element.

I turned to Ries, "Is there a limit to the number of people that can form a group?"

"Umm… It looks like the maximum is four people, Boss."

"And do you have a map of the arena or does it change every time?"

Ries tapped on her personal terminal for a while before handing it to me, "They have a few maps that they use in rotation… But you won't know which map they would be using until you are dropped in yourself."

I inspected the page which showed a total of twelve different maps that they would use for this competition."

"When is the next one happening?" I asked.

Amber looked up from her own personal terminal where she had also been looking through the rules, "Coincidentally, the next one would be happening in a few hours! We still have time to register ourselves as a participant and compete!"

That would put us at a disadvantage then… Since there's bound to be people who would have studied the maps extensively and knew where the best loot might be to equip themselves as well as the best places to set up killzones or ambush spots.

I'll only have time to glance through the maps and then improvise as we go…

Well, I'm no stranger to such things and we have nothing to lose anyway so I guess it's worth a shot.

Even if we lose, it would barely make a dent in that five million Credits that guy gave us. And if we did win, then that's even more money we could use to buy that new ship of ours.

I see absolutely no down sides in joining this competition.

I turned to my three companions and grinned, "Shall we go and join the battle royale and win it?"

All three of them gave me a confident nod.

Alright! Let's go be champions then!

            

    
        The Arena District

    
    
    
    
                This time, we took the little egg shaped train to the Arena District to participate in the battle royale.

It took us quite a while before we reached our destination as it had to make several stops along the way. It seems like the trains were designed to make a stop at every other district at least once before going to the Arena district.

Thankfully, we could just sign up through our personal terminals so we registered ourselves as participants while on the way there so there was no problem.

As we stepped out onto the supposed Arena District, I realised this was the most crowded area of the station.

Unlike the gambling district where it featured an open hall with various games scattered around the area where the visitors were free to move around, this district had several large buildings that served as individual areas to cater to the guests.

From the station, the path diverged itself towards each of these buildings and what event was taking place at each of these locations were clearly displayed on a giant holographic screen in front of said buildings.

There was the dome shaped building that had two robots facing each other in a boxing pose with the words 'Bot Fight' underneath them.

I'm guessing that's the place you would go to see robots beating the shit out of each other.

There was a colosseum shaped building opposite the 'Bot Fight' arena and this one had the hologram of a group of humans facing a mass of various animals. This one was literally called 'The Colosseum'.

I believe they had bots fighting bots and humans fighting animals facing each other on opposite sides intentionally.

There were several other smaller buildings around where most of them were simply selling food, drinks and other merchandise to visitors.

Then at the very end of the path was a towering building that stretched all the way to the ceiling of the station.

There was no name in front of this building but most of the crowd was heading there and we had received directions to head towards that building to participate in our battle royale.

"I dunno about you, but it kind of feels like he's compensating for something," Amber mused while looking up at the tower in front of us.

Ries tilted her head slightly, "His height, maybe?"

Oh yeah, he's pretty much the same height as Ries wasn't he?

Amber grinned, "That wasn't what I was referring to but that may be possible too~"

She even wiggled her eyebrows suggestively at me.

Yes, yes, I know exactly what you are referring to, Amber… No need to keep looking at me like that.

I looked down at my Codex, "Seems like we need to be there in an hour to… Err… 'Suit up'? Whatever that means."

Amber nodded, "It's a virtual arena after all, so we're definitely going to do a Virtual Dive."

"Virtual Dive?" I asked.

"Oh, you've never seen something like that before huh? We would be using a machine to send our consciousness to the virtual world! So it would feel like we are actually there!"

Huh… So like the VR Capsules in my old universe? Except maybe this one is more advanced than what I'm used to I suppose but still the same.

"So what's with the need to 'suit up'?"

"They'll need to prepare a Virtual Pod for us to do the Virtual Dive in since we don't have neural implants. Otherwise, we could just plug ourselves in."

Woah, woah… That sounds like a lot of things were dropped on my lap out of the blue. I guess I shouldn't be surprised that there's such a thing as neural implants in this universe since genetic and cybernetic modding exists.

I decided not to comment on it and just nodded my head, following the crowd heading towards the tower that I guessed were either also going to participate in the Battle Royale or were going there as spectators.

Incidentally, I noted that quite a few of them looked rather imposing in stature.

There's one guy who was over two metres tall and pretty much his entire body aside from his head had been cybernetically modified. Not too far away from him was some guy who literally had a horse's lower body and I had to ask my companions if that was just a human who modded himself instead of another race of aliens.

I was assured that yes, that was a guy who genetically modified himself to have a horse's lower body.

"Wouldn't that give these people an unfair advantage in the Battle Royale?" I asked.

Lea shook her head, "It was stated in the rules that participants would be using avatars to compete in the Battle Royale so their own mods would not be reflected in the competition."

Amber nodded, "This also serves as a way to hide the identity of the winner from everyone else since they would only see the avatar of the winner and not the actual person too. Unless you wish to publicise your identity of course, then you can request to have the avatar changed to your own likeness cosmetically."

Right, there's the possibility that you might leave the station with your winnings only to get ambushed by some envious Mercs and robbed blind out in space.

I guess for us… It would be better if we were to remain anonymous since we don't need that publicity and only need the money.

At least I can be assured that it would be a relatively fair fight I guess?

I say relatively fair because there's definitely people here who have been participating in Battle Royales like this often and are way more experienced than everyone else.

One such example? Me.

Just not in this universe. Heh.

We reached the entrance of the building and there were directions for spectators and participants to move to different parts of the building.

Naturally, the spectator side of the building was flooded with people while we joined the smaller group that was headed towards a set of elevators that several suited guards were watching over.

We had to verify our participation in the event before we were guided to an elevator.

They even made sure that only one group of participants were allowed into the lift and I realised that each team would be sent to a room of their own to make the Virtual Dive.

For our group, we were ushered into a featureless lift that sent us up to one of the floors where a pair of armed guards and a well dressed woman was there to receive us.

The woman perked up the moment she saw us, "Welcome participants! I shall serve as your facilitator and guide today! Please follow me to complete your registration!"

We followed after her while the guards flanked us from behind to escort us.

I was already wondering why there was such heavy security around when Lea leaned over to whisper, "The owner of the station is watching the event inside this building as well."

Ah… So it's just in case some people are trying to target him by masquerading as a participant. Got it.

We were led to a dimly lit room where several spheres were lined up against the wall, which I assumed was this universe's version of the VR Capsule.

Our guide turned to us as we filed into the room, "May I ask if any of you have neural implants that would allow you to Virtual Dive without the use of a Virtual Pod?"

All of us shook our heads.

Not gonna lie, I was actually expecting Ries to have one.

The woman smiled at our answer, "Alright~ Then we would need you to each pick a Virtual Pod so that we could start our calibration! This will only take a while and you will be sent to the waiting room until the time for the competition to start! If you require any assistance, please open the menu and tap on the panic button to bring yourself out of the virtual space. Please note that even if you are eliminated from the competition, you would be transported back into a virtual waiting room and only be released from here when the competition has concluded!"

I raised an eyebrow, "We can't leave early?"

She shook her head, "The room will be sealed while the competition is taking place and only unsealed after it is over. Any attempts to unlock the doors will trigger an alarm. If you are unable to dedicate the time needed to participate in this competition, I'm afraid you would need to leave."

Hmm… I guess they don't want people to be wandering around the place which would make it hard for the guards to manage them in case there's an assassin hidden amongst us.

Well, we already intend to win this competition anyway so I guess this rule doesn't bother us. If we ended up losing halfway through, it would be entertaining to watch the show anyway.

Amber raised her hand, "Are we allowed to make bets on ourselves?"

The facilitator's smile widened, "Of course! Please note that participants of the competition are only allowed to make bets on their own team winning and nothing else. You can make the bets once you are in the virtual waiting room!"

Alright, time to strap in then.

Also, I'm obviously going to bet on us to win!

            

    
        Battle Royale Tournament

    
    
    
    
                The Virtual Pod actually functioned quite similarly to the VR Capsule I was more familiar with.

The only difference was that I did not need to put on a helmet while in the pod. Instead, their version simply had you lay down on what I could only describe as a bean bag within the pod itself though I was sure it wasn't beans inside that bag.

When the pod closed up, I felt myself sinking even further into the bean bag and when I next blinked, I found myself in the virtual world.

Wow, just like that? There wasn't even a boot up sequence.

Looking down at myself, it seemed like they made our avatars look like they were wearing an armoured suit with a full face helmet covering my face. I felt a little wasted that they didn't give us a transformation sequence where I would put something on my belt and shout "Henshin!" or something.

It felt kind of cool, not gonna lie.

Speaking of which, their waiting room was literally just a plain room with a black screen hovering above us. I guess the screen would be showing the announcer or something when the competition starts.

I found the other girls already inside and huddled around another screen which I quickly realised was used to make bets on ourselves. The only reason I knew who was who was because of their differences in height.

All the girls went to bet one million Credits each on the outcome where we would be the champions.

I gave them a look, "Really? A whole million on this? I know we're here to win but isn't that a little too risky?"

"Pffft, we're here to win, Tera! Don't worry, we won't lose!"

"And what gives you that confidence?"

"Because you're here of course!"

I raised an eyebrow, "I'm flattered you think that much of me but… In case you forgot, I got owned by that Pirate Lord."

"Tera… He was wearing power armour. You fought a guy head on in power armour and almost won."

"... Touche…"

I'll just not mention the fact you then went ahead to obliterate that same Pirate Lord after that.

Still… While I believe I would not be the worst in this competition, I can't say that I'm the best either.

"I'm guessing they allow this because the prize money isn't that big anyway?" I asked.

Sure, three point seven million might sound a lot to a normal person… But this money would be split four ways amongst us so we won't even be getting one million each.

Amber turned to me, "If you want to, we can participate in the competition again next week. It's a weekly thing."

Oh. That kind of explains why the prize money was that low.

I'm not too sure I would like to compete again since I don't see the allure of staying here longer than a few days at most.

Yes, the place is interesting, but staying here longer would make us spend even more money than we should and we don't have that much money to burn at the moment.

I went over to them, "What's the payout like then?"

Ries turned to me excitedly, "Because we're first time participants, the payout's really, really good if we win!"

She then gestured at the screen and I saw the odds which made my eyes widen.

"One to twenty?! That means if we win this, we get twenty million each?!" I gasped.

Amber laughed, "That's right! Way more than that prize money, eh?"

I looked further and it seems like these odds only applied to anyone who was participating in the tournament for the first time. If you were participating a second time, the odds would be one to five. If you have won before, the odds would be one to two and drop even more if you have won multiple times

I guess they don't want some pro to just constantly dominate the tournament and get a ton of winnings through that. But they want to entice newcomers as well by giving such a big potential payout.

"But still… This is also assuming that we would win this tournament," I pointed out.

Amber waved, "It'll be fine, Tera! Don't worry!"

Ugh… I'm only agreeing to this because we're making use of money that was given to us… But fine, I'll put a million in this as well.

I was just about to ask how long we needed to wait before the tournament would start when the screen above us came to life.

A short highlight video where it showed several scenes of what I assumed to be the gameplay of past participants played out before the screen changed to show the words "Linc Battle Royale".

It then faded away to reveal the owner of the station smiling down at us.

"Greetings champions! Welcome to this week's battle royale! Are you ready to join the ranks of the winners of this arena?! Because this week, we have something special planned for the winners! What might that be? Why, it's the special privilege to meet me in person!"

Ugh… I don't really want that… Can we just take the money and go if we win instead?

"Now the game will be starting soon! For all the veterans, welcome home! For the first timers… Good luck! You're going to need it! Let the battle royale begin!!"

Oh, we're already starting just like that?

As soon as the screen turned off, I found my vision blurring and my body started to float before a sense of vertigo enveloped me.

When my sight returned, I found myself falling from the sky towards a landmass below.

What the hell?! We're already dropping in like this?! There's no tutorial either?!

I looked around and found a whole mass of people also dropping out of the sky alongside me.

It was clear which ones were the veterans as a number of them immediately flattened their arms against their sides and shot towards the ground, angling themselves towards specific locations down below.

The others were either panicking at falling out of the sky or they were still in the midst of figuring out what was going on.

It wasn't my first time being dropped towards the ground in a battle royale game so I first tried to look for my companions but it was a little difficult to do so since most of the people around me were in the default avatars and there weren't any names above their heads either.

Damn… Seems like even coming as a team might not give you an edge over the solo players since they don't guarantee you dropping alongside your team… And if I had to guess, friendly fire is also on as well so you might accidentally kill your own teammate by accident while mistaking them for an enemy.

Heck, you might even get yourself killed by an enemy when you thought they were your teammate too.

I decided that it would be a problem that I would need to deal with later since there's no way I could find the other three in that crowd in this situation.

I also need to find a good spot to drop on to start getting equipment I could use to start fighting against the other contestants.

Looking down below, I was expecting the place to be modelled after their 'modern' type of battlefield but surprisingly, I found myself looking at a large island that you might find back in my version of Earth.

There were locations that look like industrial complexes, a small city in the centre, a rural town, several farms and even what looked like a military base.

Several of the veterans have already angled towards the military base since that should be where the good weapons are while the others were moving towards the city in the centre.

I considered my options.

For this match, I wasn't trying to get the highest number of kills, I just needed to be the last one standing to win so it's better to play it safe.

Thus, I angled myself towards one of the industrial complexes where I believed there would be a decent amount of loot that I could grab before making a run for the less populated areas and hunker down for the others to be eliminated.

I'm assuming this battle royale would also feature some kind of effect where the play area will keep shrinking as time goes on to force players into confrontations instead of being able to just sit in one spot throughout the entire game. But that would be something I would deal with as we go along.

For the moment, it seems like some of the other players have also made the same decision as I have and started their descent towards the same industrial complex albeit at different landing points.

I aimed for the roof after making sure no one else was also aiming to reach there and I had a brief moment of panic wondering if I had to activate something to prevent me from taking fall damage but I suddenly slowed down automatically as I neared the ground, allowing me to land safely.

Alright, time to loot!

            

    
        It's A Hot Drop For Me

    
    
    
    
                I looked around the moment I landed, trying to see if there's any weapons around.

It seems like this game focuses more on realism since the weapons don't exist as floating objects above the ground but rather as objects placed on the floor with no indicators that they were even there.

If you're not observant enough, you would definitely miss finding these equipment.

Fortunately for me, I have played games with this kind of setting before so I was able to adapt quickly.

Which was how I quickly found a small pistol near me with its accompanying bullets laying near it.

I quickly snatched up the weapon and touched the ammo that was 'absorbed' into me. That was when I realised something popped up at the edge of my vision showing a counter as well as an icon of the pistol.

That must be my current equipped weapon as well as my bullet counter.

Looking at the rest of the roof, there doesn't seem to be anything else so I went towards the roof access intending to head downstairs.

As I reached for the door handle, it moved on its own and swung inwards, revealing another person standing behind it who seemed just as surprised to see me as I was to see them.

I only had a moment to recognise that this avatar did not look like the ones Amber, Lea or Ries was using before I raised my gun and shot him twice in the chest before raising it higher to shoot him twice more in the head.

The guy only had time to let out a cry of surprise before his body disappeared in a burst of particles.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a notification pop up that showed player "TR" has killed player "Megaslaughter".

When we signed up for the contest, we were given the choice of what our name would be displayed on our scoreboard.

We opted to just abbreviate our names since we don't intend to be some kind of big shot here anyway. Thus I was "TR", Amber was "AB", Lea was "LA" and Ries was "RS".

I expected some of the participants to use either their real names or use pseudonyms but… Really? 'Megaslaughter'?

You know what, I'm not even going to comment on it.

I spied the icon at the bottom right corner that showed me I had eight bullets left in the magazine with forty eight more bullets left in reserve for the ballistic pistol.

I tried to eject out the magazine and the magazine that was ejected out disappeared before a new one appeared in my other hand out of thin air.

Ah, I see how this works. This was actually exactly the same as how the game would function so I was definitely used to this.

I slammed the new magazine into the pistol, not needing to cock it since it already had a round in the chamber. The number in my bottom right vision changed from eight and forty eight to twelve and forty four.

Good, this one is the same too. Unlike some games which would deduct the entire magazine's worth of bullets from your reserves when you reload even if you still had some ammo remaining in the magazine you just ejected.

I stepped past the doorway onto the rafters above what looked like some kind of factory. From here, I could see several contestants running around the place below clearly looking for weapons that they could use while several of them had already found some and were engaged in combat.

Since I only had a pistol, I kept myself under the cover of darkness and snuck along the rafters hoping there was a better weapon up here.

I saw one of the paths leading to a deadend that had something that looked like an industrial crate at the end and I suspected it would contain some kind of weapon or equipment inside.

The sounds of gunshots below muffled my footsteps as I made my way towards the crate, where I started inspecting how it operated.

There was a screen on it so I tapped my finger on it and… Several arrows popped up on the screen from left to right, each one pointing in one of four different directions.

Right… I guess I have to swipe in the direction of the arrows in order?

Alright, up, up, down, down, left, right, left, right and there we go. Too bad there wasn't a "B" or an "A" in there.

The box popped open and I peered inside it, smiling when I spotted a personal shield and an assault rifle inside.

I picked up the shield and found a slot on my waist specifically designed to hold it so I slotted that in.

A bar appeared on the bottom left of my vision which must indicate the integrity of the shield I was wearing.

I then move the pistol to my waist where a holster had materialised for me to place it before pulling out the ballistic rifle from within and touching the ammo to add it into my reserves.

I idly wondered how many weapons you were allowed to carry before making my way towards the rafters again where I had a full view of everyone below me.

None of them even noticed me as I took a moment to survey the area below me to prepare myself for my ambush.

Once I was sure of their locations, I popped out from behind my cover and started firing at the biggest threat first, which happened to be the guy who was using a sniper rifle while hiding in the corner of the building.

He didn't even have a shield yet so the first shot I aimed at his head pierced through his helmet and did critical damage to him.

Even though that would have been a fatal shot in real life, I know that this place operated on a health system which was why I shot the first guy in the head twice as well earlier. Thus, I sent another bullet his way, this one piercing through his neck.

The guy was still in the midst of falling over before his body disappeared, the rifle he had been holding dropping onto the ground with a loud clack.

A few of the contestants below looked up, only to see the barrel of my rifle pointed at them as I started raining down a hail of bullets on them.

I targeted the ones who already had weapons first, eliminating a good number of them quickly while the others who didn't have weapons quickly tried to escape.

I had to dive back into cover to reload, just in time as someone returned fire at me, their blaster shots piercing through the space where I had been just a few seconds ago.

Letting the empty magazine drop from its slot to disappear, I slammed in a fresh mag and cocked the rifle before crouch walking a few feet to the side and popping up once more.

They were still aiming at where I had been earlier so my position surprised them, giving me the time I needed to take down three more guys before I had to duck back under cover again to avoid their bullets.

Changing my mag to a new one again, I moved to another location while still hiding myself, waiting until I heard the gunshots wane indicating some of them had emptied their bullets before I leapt out from my cover, descending towards the floor below.

I had already eliminated the ones furthest away from me so the remaining enemies were right under me, making it difficult for me to shoot them from above without exposing myself.

Incidentally, the place where I chose to jump out from had one guy directly below me so landed on top of him, smashing the poor guy flat on the ground.

I didn't waste the chance to fire a few rounds into the guy's head and turn him into particles before diving towards cover to avoid the bullets shot my way.

I lifted my gun in midair to aim and he world seemed to slow down slightly as I lined up my shot with my shooter.

Two shots to his head and he was eliminated before I hit the ground.

Rolling behind cover, I mentally counted down from five before popping out of my cover, surprising another enemy who was in the midst of deciding if he should approach my hiding place.

That guy got five shots in the chest before he was eliminated and I shifted positions to catch another guy trying to flank me from the other side, surprising him with two shots in the head and knocking him out of the competition as well.

My shield flared as a few shots landed on it, prompting me to dive back into cover as a guy with a pistol fired his weapon at me.

My concentration shifted to the bottom left of my view to see that only a quarter of my shield was emptied so I was considering charging out and rushing him since my shield could tank the hits when a shotgun blast made me pause.

Looking at the top right of my vision, someone else just got killed and I'm assuming the pistol guy got wiped by the shotgun guy.

Now instead of rushing out, I peeked again and sure enough, a guy with a shotgun was there.

Both of us fired at the same time but at this distance, I had the upper hand as only a few of his pellets hit my shield while all my shots found their mark.

He also had a shield so it took about seven shots to break it before I managed to kill him with another four shots from my rifle.

I ducked back into cover and reloaded, popping up to survey the surroundings only to see it empty.

Ok, so far so good. Time to loot their dead bodies of better equipment and ammo before I go.

I hope the others are ok…

At least I haven't seen their names come up as one of the people who were eliminated for now…

            

    
        They Have Skill Cards

    
    
    
    
                With this place cleared of enemies aside from those that ran off, I was free to loot the place relatively safely for now.

Naturally, I couldn't stay here for long since other contestants might also come here to loot soon.

I quickly inspected the weapons that were dropped but none of them were better than the rifle I had looted so I left them behind and only took the ammo. The only additional gun I took was the sniper rifle that the first guy had dropped.

The only problem was that there was no scope on the rifle so I suspect those would be something that we could pick up as well.

Double checking that my gear was in order, I left the factory building I was in and stepped outside, careful of ambushes.

Everything was quiet for now so I took the chance to inspect my surroundings.

Then, out of habit for playing these kinds of games, I moved my right arm up to look at my wrist as though I was checking the time, which was a movement that would bring up the map of the area in the game I used to play.

I almost felt stupid for doing something like that when a map actually appeared on my wrist showing the map of the battlefield.

There was even a circle around a specific area which I assumed would be where the map's zone would shrink to in a while.

Heck, I could see the edges of the map already starting to turn red slowly which meant the play area was already in the midst of shrinking.

Good news, the map does show me where I am and it even shows where my teammates were currently at, where they were all inside the safe zone.

Bad news, I was outside the safe zone and I have a feeling none of my team members know about this map function.

I cracked my knuckles before equipping my assault rifles, orienting myself in the direction of the circle before starting my trek towards the next safe zone.

I'm not sure if this place had any vehicles for us to use but I didn't see any around anyway, so walking it is.

There's still notifications popping up in the corner of my view where people are still being taken out every minute. But since I don't hear any gunshots around, there shouldn't be any fights nearby right now.

That meant I was still looting as I went along as I scoured the industrial buildings for more loot as I passed them, hoping for better weapons or just taking the ammo that I found since there doesn't seem to be a limit on how much ammo we could carry.

While walking through one of the factories and picking up ammo for my assault rifle, I heard a gunshot go off in one of the upper levels and immediately dove for cover.

I held my rifle close and I peeked at my shield, only to see that it was still full.

Several shots were fired and then another source of gunshots rang out nearby.

Seems another group of people were fighting upstairs.

I could just avoid them and go my own way here or join in as a third party to wipe out the winner. But that might also make me vulnerable to anyone who was attracted by the source of the noise too.

Deciding it wasn't worth it, I got up and prepared myself to sneak out of here when I noticed a crate across from me. It was the same one where I got my current assault rifle and shield from.

These must be equipment boxes where better equipment was stored so it's definitely worth it to check it out.

Although… This one seemed to be red in colour while the first one I found was black. Maybe the colour denoted the different rarity and quality of the weapons inside them? If that was the case, I unfortunately do not know what colour was the most rare since this place did not even give us a tutorial or something before we got dropped in.

Fine, it was my fault that I expected something like that before they dropped us in but whatever, at least I'm a quick learner.

I quickly crept to the box even as the gunshots rang even louder from the floor above and just as I reached the crate, someone suddenly burst through the door which I came came from earlier.

He looked around before realising the gunshots came from upstairs and immediately rushed towards it.

See? I knew people would just third party them if given the chance… 

As though to prove me right, another contestant ran in while holding a shotgun in her hands.

She looked up at the source of the noise and immediately rushed towards the stairs as well, not noticing me at all.

Damn… Seems like there were more people around here than I thought.

I quickly activated the screen on top of the crate and flicked the screen according to the arrows that were displayed.

The crate popped open and I peered inside it, expecting another weapon or something that could possibly replace one of the weapons I was currently using.

Except…

What's this?

I reached in and pulled out what looked like two metallic cards that had pictures and words inscribed on them.

The first one had a picture of someone looking at a red figure behind a wall while pointing their weapon at said wall as though preparing to shoot. Below it seemed to be a short description of what the card was supposed to be.

[Passive Skill - Target Marking: Grants user ability to mark enemies they have spotted and highlight them as red silhouettes in their vision. Marked targets would remain visible even while out of sight for two seconds before it loses its effect.]

Huh… Are these like skills that you can grant yourself in this game? Because this was definitely something new to me.

I took that card and wondered where I could slot this until I looked down at my belt to see six empty slots that looked like a perfect place to slot in these cards.

I slotted this Target Marking ability into one of the card slots.

Once that was in, I tried looking around and it doesn't seem like anything changed until another enemy ran into the building, also drawn by the current gunfight that had intensified upstairs.

I immediately tried to 'mark' him and his body turned completely red in my vision.

The guy then ran towards the stairs which should have hid him from view but I could still see him climbing up the stairs through the wall until two seconds passed and his figure disappeared.

Oh damn, this would be quite useful for me to plan ambushes and keep track of enemies that I'm fighting. This is pretty cool.

In the game I was used to, we had 'abilities' as well but they came more in the form of equipment instead of cards like this so this skill might be granted in the form of a pair of goggles that you can put on or something like that.

Seems like they had expanded on this for this game.

Speaking of which, I looked at the second card which had a figure swing on a rope.

[Active Skill - Grappling Hook: Allows user to deploy a grappling hook that can stick onto any surface to be used to swing or pull user around. Cooldown time: Eight Seconds.]

Oh damn, this would definitely be useful in getting around!

I quickly slotted that card into another empty slot on my belt and this time, a small tube appeared under each of my wrists.

I instinctively knew that these were the grappling hooks that I could use to manoeuvre myself around the battlefield.

Seems like red boxes might contain skill cards like these and if the opponent had skill cards on them, I could potentially loot them if I manage to defeat them as well.

Now I want to join the fight above just to see how well I can make use of these new abilities.

I went out into the centre of the factory, making sure that there was no one around before aiming my left wrist at one of the windows that was on the second floor.

With just a thought, the grappling hook shot out from under my wrist and stuck itself above the window frame.

I then willed the grappling hook to start pulling me towards it and I felt myself flying towards the window at a relatively fast speed.

The firefight there was still ongoing but no one expected anyone to appear through the window. So when I jumped through the opening while disengaging the grappling hook at the same time, I found three guys all standing out in the open caught completely by surprise.

I didn't even need to aim and simply fired my rifle from the hip, quickly adding three more kills to my name.

Ok, this is actually fun. Are there other ways to play this game outside of this Pleasure Station? Because now I want to get this game for myself!

            

    
        Sniper On The Roof

    
    
    
    
                I shot the grappling hook out at the ledge of a building, using it to pull myself towards it at an angle so that I could use it to swing it around a corner.

As soon as I swung around the corner, I found my targets under me, which happened to be two guys currently fighting in close quarters with their knives after they ran out of bullets trying to kill each other.

They looked up to see me swinging towards them with one hand holding on to my grapple and my other hand pointing my rifle down towards them.

I squeezed the trigger and rained down fire on them, quickly killing one while the other managed to dive out of the way as his shield saved him from being eliminated. For now, that is.

I detached my grappling hook and dropped down towards the ground, spinning myself around in midair to level my gun at him once more.

I fired another shot that broke his shield before finishing him off with two shots to the head.

Even as he disappeared into particles, I did not stop to loot since the red zone was already catching up to me and I had another few hundred metres left to run to reach the safezone.

Of course, you don't immediately die if the red zone catches up to you but it instead, deals damage to you over time.

It bypasses your shield to damage your health directly too so the shield wouldn't help you much.

Speaking of which, I've found that while the shield and your health recharge by themselves, it's a relatively slow process which you can speed up using healing items in the form of a battery pack for the shield and a syringe for your health.

There were a few others also running a distance away from me but all of us seemed to be content to concentrate on getting away from the red zone instead of trying to attack each other for now.

The zone would end just up ahead but I wasn't planning on stopping there since it would leave me in the middle of an open field.

Instead, I was planning to run a little bit further to take shelter inside what looked like an apartment complex further down.

Incidentally, Lea should also be inside that building if my map was correct so I could meet up with her there.

As I started to get close to the building, it seemed like someone decided that it was safe enough for them to consider attacking the others who were also running to take advantage of our distracted state.

I heard gunshots coming from my right and turned to see one guy had dropped to a knee and started shooting at those who were running in the field with a sniper rifle.

One poor guy was already wiped from a well placed head shot from his rifle and he was aiming at the next person who still had not realised what was happening yet.

I could only watch as the attacker lined up his shot and pulled the trigger, the bullet piercing through the poor contestant's head and instantly killing him.

Damn, what kind of sniper was he using that was dealing that much damage? Even my assault rifle needed two headshots to kill.

Granted, I've not used the sniper rifle I looted off the first guy since I was still missing a scope for it but this guy already decked his rifle out with all the accessories for it.

The next target he was aiming at happened to be me and I saw him swing the rifle towards me.

I quickly dropped to the ground and tucked myself into a roll.

Just in time too as he fired right after that and his shot narrowly missed me as it flew through the space where I had been earlier.

I completed my roll and got into a crouch while levelling my own rifle at the guy and fired a few shots in his direction.

His shield protected him from a few of my shots which seemed to have caused him to panic a little as he got up to start running again.

Unfortunately for both of us, that earlier exchange prompted a number of the other contestants to take that opportunity to attack the others as well, dissolving the entire thing into a free for all.

I picked myself up and continued running towards the building, avoiding the bullets flying around the field. There's no way I would join in the fight in such an open area where there was zero cover.

As I got closer to the building, I felt an impact on my side and my shield flared to life to protect me, the bar dropping slightly in the bottom left corner of my view.

I turned to see an enemy running towards me with a shotgun they were firing from the hip.

Behind them, even more people were running after him clearly intent on trying to take me out as well.

I could turn back and fight back but that would put me at a disadvantage since I would be practically fighting waves upon waves of enemies still running from the red circle.

But if I were to just continue running, this guy would just keep shooting me from behind as well and whittle down my shield until it breaks.

Who knows if there were already people waiting in ambush inside that building?

I wouldn't even have time to recharge my shields as I would be forced into another fight while I wasn't at peak health.

I was considering just turning around to fight them when the shotgun guy suddenly jerked his head back and fell on the ground, his body disappearing into particles.

He must have been shot by someone which was a lucky break for me since I could now simply run away from here. Until someone suddenly dashed ahead of me to block my way.

He must have some kind of movement skill that allowed him to move that quickly but now I'm forced to fight him so I--

Something hit the back of the head which broke his shield apart.

I did not hesitate and shot a few bullets into his chest, dropping his health to zero and opening the path once again.

Even as I continued to run, I realised that people were being dropped left and right around me and I knew someone was sniping them from somewhere which meant I was in danger too.

I kept my head low and doubled my speed towards the building, running till I was within range of my grappling hook to launch myself towards it.

When I looked back, I realised someone had managed to catch up to me and was in the process of trying to grab on to me as though to stop me from running away.

I was wondering why he was even doing this while trying to point my weapon at him when he too was sniped by the unseen sniper and turned into light particles.

That was when I realised it must be Lea sniping them since she was covering for me. I'm guessing she must have set up a sniper's nest on top of the apartment building and picking off people running away from the red circle.

Sure enough, a notification popped up in the corner of my eye that showed "LA" has killed "Handsomeguy", which should be the one who was trying to grab me.

I hadn't been paying attention to the kill feed since I was too focused on running away instead.

Perhaps Lea even figured out the map function and knew where I was which was why she had not shot me.

Entering through the doors, I started moving up the building to find her and sure enough, I could hear the sounds of a single gun being shot at regular intervals from above.

Reaching the floor that I believe the gunshots were coming from, I looked through each of the rooms until I found a figure crouched at the window with a sniper rifle half propped up by the window frame.

I entered the room just as the figure fired another shot and a kill message of "LA" killing "Canttouchthis" popped up in the corner.

"Lea?" I called out.

"Hello Captain," She answered without looking back. "Glad to see you're safe. There's a few stragglers that managed to enter the building so could I trouble you to watch my back? There's a few more coming this way that I'll take out first before joining you."

"How do you know that it was me?"

"I remembered what your avatar looked like, Captain. I have a good memory."

Ah, ok. I guess I can see that.

Even though our faces were covered, there were still differences like the colour and design of the suit we were wearing but for her to be able to identify that in such a scenario was quite impressive.

I was about to ask her if she knew about the map function when I heard some gunshots coming from within the building itself.

Ah, that's right, I need to watch her back.

Guess I'll ask that later.

            

    
        You Should Share Loot With Your Team In This Game

    
    
    
    
                I 'absorbed' the ammo my latest kill dropped to replenish the ones I used in the earlier firefight.

Lea joined my side while looking around the corridor, making sure there weren't any more enemies hiding around the corner.

"Seems like we got everyone," I commented, standing back up.

Lea relaxed slightly, "It does look like it. I noticed that you have gotten quite a number of kills on your own, Captain."

"Just luck," I half lied, not exactly feeling the need to tell her about my past experience with these types of games.

Instead, I nodded at her, "Do you know that we have a map function? You just need to raise your arm parallel to the ground and face your wrist towards you."

She blinked at me and did exactly as I told her, prompting said map to appear in front of her.

"Oh, it even shows where the other two are. Is this what you used to find me?"

"Yeah. It doesn't say who the particular team mate is on the map but I figured that it was you from the kill feed and the fact that those people were being sniped."

"How did you know about this map, Captain?"

"Ah… I saw someone else do it."

She nodded and did not question me further on it.

Lea looked back down on her map, "What's our next course of action, Captain?"

"Well, the circle would be shrinking soon so it'll be good to meet up with Amber and Ries since the other teams would most likely be doing the same as well."

"Hmm… One of them is just a few blocks north of us inside the city area while another one is on the other side. Though judging by their movement, they seem to be heading towards the city area as well."

"I guess that means it would be better for us to meet with the one inside the city area first and wait for the other one to reach us?"

Lea hefted her rifle in her arms, "I think that's a good idea. But I had been spying on the city from here and there's a lot of fighting going on in there. Seems like quite a lot of people have already gathered there so we would be going into the thick of it."

Well, that's expected, especially since the map showed that the next circle would be around that area as well so most of the surviving contestants would be heading there too.

I turned to Lea, "I guess before we head there, let's consolidate our loot first."

She agreed so we went to one of the rooms and hid ourselves inside so that we had time to react in case anyone else came along.

I brought out the sniper I looted from the industrial area, "I got this sniper rifle, not sure if it's better than your current one but it doesn't have a scope on it though."

Her eyes widened slightly when she saw the rifle I brought out, "Oh! This one is definitely better. In fact, I'm surprised they have this in here. This one's also a coil rifle, Captain, definitely better than this pellet shooter that I have right now."

The pellet shooter that she was using to score headshots on people just minutes ago… Sure…

"I'll swap you for it then, can your scope be used on this gun?"

"Of course, Captain. But you can keep the scope, I can make do without it for this gun."

I raised an eyebrow, "Are you sure? I'll most likely be using the assault rifle instead of the sniper though? So that scope might be wasted with me."

Lea thought about it for a moment, "In that case… Please allow me to take the scope, Captain."

"Of course. Do you have a sidearm? Or at least another weapon that you can switch to in case of a close combat fight?"

"I don't need one, Captain."

I frowned, "What do you mean you don't need one? We were literally in a close combat gunfight just now. Wouldn't you be in trouble if those guys stormed into this room and caught you here? Your sniper rifle wouldn't be able to deal with so many people at once, can it?"

The corner of her lips curled up slightly into a smile, "That's assuming I would be put in a situation like that in the first place, Captain. And do not worry, I have my own ways of dealing with close quarters combat."

"Still… Isn't it better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it? Which reminds me, you don't have a sidearm on you outside of this game too. Perhaps we should get you one? We still have some spare weapons from those pirates we killed the last time."

She paused for a moment before nodding, "I suppose it would be better to have one just in case, Captain."

"You're talking about both here and outside, right?"

"Yes, Captain."

I chuckled, "Alright then, we'll get one from the drops outside for you. Do you have any skill cards?"

She showed me her waist where a single card was slotted in it.

"It's a passive skill," She explained without prompting. "If I stay still, I would slowly adapt to the surroundings and slowly turn invisible over time."

Right… So that's a skill where you can literally turn invisible by staying very still…

"Is that what you meant when you said you had your own way of dealing with close quarters combat?"

"That's one of them."

I pulled out my Target Marking skill card and handed it to her, "In that case… I think this might help you as well."

She took it from me and gave it a short read before nodding, "It certainly would help me, Captain. May I take this?"

I nodded for her to go ahead and watched her slide the card into an empty card slot on her waist.

It seems like these skill cards were pretty rare since all the contestants we've killed earlier didn't have any skill cards equipped either.

Or maybe these people were all new and didn't even know about the existence of skill cards? That's possible too.

As I got ready to leave, I heard a soft thump coming from outside the room which made both of us pause.

And here I thought there wasn't anyone around anymore.

I tightened my grip on my rifle and prepared to ambush whoever was outside the room when something rolled into the room.

It took me an instant to realise that it was a grenade and reacted by kicking the grenade back out through the door before diving back into the room right before it exploded.

The shockwave of the blast sent me rolling away further than I would have normally but I managed to absorb the impact with the roll and get back into a crouch with my gun pointed at the door.

Thankfully, my shield took most of the damage which only lowered it by half so I was still able to fight.

It was clear that I did not manage to kick the grenade far enough since an enemy quickly rushed into the room after the explosion and his gaze locked onto me almost immediately.

I was just about to squeeze the trigger when Lea's shot pierced through the side of his head, shattering the shield and dropping his health to zero with that single bullet.

It also looks like he was part of a team because three other people immediately rushed in after him from behind, all of them pausing for a moment when they realised one of their own got destroyed the moment he stepped in.

That gave me the time I needed to gun down the one on the right, his shield quickly breaking upon my onslaught before his health got depleted by the next few shots.

I was worried that Lea would be in danger because of her close proximity with them and, sure enough, one of them was already raising his rifle to aim at her.

I tried to swing my weapon to aim at him first but Lea suddenly did a backflip, evading the bullet that her opponent shot at her.

I got to watch her line up her sniper with her target and take the shot while she was still midflip in the air.

The bullet pierced through the first guy's head and continued its path to shatter the shield of the last remaining guy.

Without his shield, a quick burst from my assault rifle was enough to finish him off before he could even decide whether it would be better for him to run or fight.

Lea then landed in the classic three point landing, looking like she didn't just execute that crazy stunt just now.

She stood back up and smiled at me, "That was what I meant when I said I had my own ways of dealing with it, Captain."

Ah… Ok, that was really cool. I kinda want to see that again…

            

    
        The One At The Mall

    
    
    
    
                We were nearing the city area and I could already hear gunshots and explosions from here. Seems like it's pretty intense over there…

I looked down at my map and there's one of our teammates just up ahead in what I could only describe as a shopping mall.

And I'm not sure if we're fortunate or not but that's also where the most explosions are coming from… Whoever that's in there seemed to be in the thick of it too.

"I'll go in and try to find them. In the meantime, could I ask you to set up an overwatch somewhere?" I asked.

Lea looked around before pointing at an office building a short distance away, "I'll be there, Captain."

I raised an eyebrow at her, "Wouldn't that be a little far to provide any support?"

"Do not worry Captain. It is not."

I trusted her so I nodded, prompting her to make a run towards the building while I turned to face the mall.

Hefting my rifle and double checking that I was at full health and my guns were all loaded, I started running towards the mall as well.

I figured that going through the front entrance was probably a bad idea so I made use of my grappling hook to pull myself onto the roof to look for a roof access point.

As I climbed over the ledge, I found someone else laying down prone on the roof with his back towards me.

I froze, thinking that he might have set a trap for me but then realised he had a holographic screen in front of him where he seemed to be controlling something through it.

I very carefully climbed over the ledge and checked for traps before creeping towards him.

While he was still distracted by the monitor, I used my free hand to pull out my pistol while keeping my rifle by my side in case any surprises came up.

It seemed like my concern was unnecessary as I managed to reach him without the guy even realising someone was sneaking up on him.

Just as I was about to creep closer, however, the roof access door at the end suddenly burst open which made me jump.

I didn't even see who it was before an explosion engulfed him, with a kill message that showed someone died to a bomb.

I'm going to guess that this guy was the one who trapped the door since he was expecting people to come up to the roof via that door but he didn't expect someone to have a grappling hook that could bypass that.

Unfortunately, that jump earlier also gave away my location and he noticed me standing behind him almost immediately.

Fortunately though, he was lying down prone which meant he could not respond to my presence quickly enough so I emptied my pistol mag on him before he could get up.

I watched as he disappeared into particles, leaving behind a pistol, a rifle, two grenades and… Oh, a skill card!

It's probably what he was using when I found him earlier I guess?

I picked up the card and found a picture of what looked like a drone with a gun attached underneath it.

[Active Skill - Attack Drone: Allows user to summon an Eagle Class Assault Drone with a ballistic weapon attachment in either sentry mode or remote control mode. If destroyed, can be resummoned after a thirty second cooldown.]

Yep, like I thought. He must have deployed it and plopped himself up here thinking that there would be minimal risk of him getting wiped if he just camped up here.

This is definitely useful so I took that card and slotted it onto my waist.

I then tried to summon it and a triangular shaped drone appeared in the air beside me. It wasn't using propellers to stay afloat but it did have a low thrum sound coming from the bottom so I suspect it was using some kind of hover technology or something.

At the very front was a barrel jutting out at the end of the triangle which I presumed must be where it will shoot from.

For now, I set it to sentry mode which would make it float along beside me and shoot at any enemies we might encounter.

I then picked up the two grenades before moving towards the door with my new 'companion', after I reloaded my pistol, of course.

The sound of gunshots and explosions got rather deafening as I reached the doorway, looking at the flight of stairs that led down to the interior of the mall itself.

I was just about to start my descent when the sound of hurried footsteps came from below as several people ascended the stairs.

I quickly took a step back before looking up at the roof of the bulkhead, figuring that I could hide up there when these guys come up onto the roof and ambush them from there.

I wasn't sure if the drone would just automatically fire on enemies so I made sure to lay myself low so that we were completely out of sight.

At least three people ran through the door and I realised that they were running away from something with how panicked they sounded.

"Who the fuck was that?!"

"This is so unfair! Why is that even allowed?!"

"Oh, I keep forgetting that you're new to this game… Those are absolutely allowed… I'm more surprised that they're using it so well…"

"You're telling me that we can find rocket launchers and miniguns here?!"

"Yes?"

"How is that fair?!"

"Well… That would slow you down quite immensely and in a competition like this, you wouldn't want to be weighed down especially if you're a solo."

"I still think having them is ridiculous! They're single handedly wiping out squads by themselves just because of that!"

"Hey… Let's hold up on the complaints for a bit… Where's G?"

There was a short pause and I figured that this 'G' guy might have been the person who got blown up by the trap earlier.

"Hey! G! Where are you?!"

I decided that this was the best time for me to spring my trap so I took out one of the grenades I had just picked up and… Err… How do you use this thing?

I mean… I knew it was a grenade since it's the same shape as the one I kicked away back when I met up with Lea but… It's not like there's a pin or something to pull?

Oh wait, it looks like there's a button over here that I need to first uncap to press it.

A red light started blinking on the grenade and I quickly rolled it away from me until it reached the edge and dropped down where those guys should be.

"Hey, what the--"

I braced myself as the grenade exploded below, shaking the ledge that I was on from the shockwave.

Once it was clear, I got back up on my feet and peeked over the edge with my rifle to see a dust cloud below.

Unbidden, the drone started firing into the cloud and I followed suit, shooting at the same place it was shooting at.

A kill message popped up on the edge of my vision and the drone quickly switched targets, prompting me to do the same as well.

Another kill message popped up just as the cloud cleared, revealing the last guy laying on the ground still dazed and confused from the grenade's explosion.

My drone started shooting at the last guy and this time I let it finish him off.

The poor guy barely managed to push himself up on an elbow before several bullets peppered his back and reduced his health down to zero.

I reloaded my weapon before jumping down from the ledge to aim my rifle at the stairs, just in case the explosion attracted more people to investigate.

Seeing no one, I started descending the stairs, following my map to where one of our teammates was.

Also, I noticed that Lea seemed to have made it to her building safely and seeing that the dot on the map wasn't moving, she must have already set up an overwatch.

The mall was a mess as gunshots, shouts and explosions were echoing off the walls. The mall only had a single story so I was moving from cover to cover as I headed to the dot on the map.

But then I realised that I was literally going to where the explosions and gunshots were the loudest.

Damn… Are they pinned down or something? Especially since the previous group was mentioning something about someone with a minigun…

I'm hoping that I don't run into whoever was using that as a weapon though…

"Nyahahahaha!!! Why are you running?!! Weren't you guys hunting me earlier?!! Die, die, dieeeeee!!!"

A rather familiar voice came from around the corner right before the whine of something spinning up could be heard.

Two guys ran out from the corner and tried to turn towards me, only for a literal hail of bullets to shred them apart from the side, eliminating the both of them in an instant.

That voice… Is that Ries?

            

    
        She Really Likes Big Guns

    
    
    
    
                Errr… That laughter could only belong to Ries, right?

Unless there's another catgirl who decided to participate in this fight?

Just in case… I'll deactivate my drone first in the event it gives away my current position for now.

I peeked around the corner to see a person wielding a minigun currently moving towards some guy who was trying to desperately crawl away from them.

"Nyahahaha!! Where are you trying to run off to?! Didn't you want to fight?! Then come and fight me!"

The person with the minigun stepped on the guy's back and lowered her weapon to point at his head, not even giving him a chance to cry out before the gun revved up and unleashed a hail of bullets into the back of his head.

"Nyahahahaha!! I can't believe they added the XM-Seven Energy Minigun here!! They even got the weight, fire rate, recoil and dimensions exactly right!! This is the best!!"

…

Yep, that's definitely Ries….

But… What's with that sudden change in personality?

As I was wondering if she was like this because of the fact that it's a game, someone peeked out from the corner and shot at Ries.

Ries reacted immediately by ducking her head to avoid the shots while swinging her minigun to spray in the direction of her shooter.

The newcomer ducked back behind the corner to avoid the rain of bullets which prompted someone from the opposite corner to pop out to start shooting at Ries instead.

I was just about to rush out to help her when she activated something which prompted a translucent energy shield to be projected from her minigun, protecting her from the bullets.

The other guy clearly did not expect that as he was late in going back behind cover and ended up being shredded into pieces by Ries's minigun, the cat girl laughing maniacally as she watched the guy disappear into particles.

"Nyahahaha!! Did you think you could just take me out that easily?! Time to fucking dieeeee!!"

She switched out her minigun and pulled out a new gun that had a long, single tube which she aimed at the corner the first guy had appeared from.

She then shot out a ball at the corner and I realised that it was a grenade launcher.

She really likes big guns as I expected…

The grenade exploded, blasting the guy out from the corner.

He didn't even manage to get up before Ries spun up her minigun again and blasted him to pieces.

"Nyahahaha! You can't hide from me!! Is there no one else?!"

As though responding to her provocation, a figure suddenly appeared from behind her out of thin air with a sword made of energy poised to stab her from behind.

I reacted quickly by raising my own rifle to fire at the back of the guy to save her.

Surprisingly, the guy did not even have a shield and two shots in the head from me was enough to wipe him.

Ries spun around and saw me and I thought she would mistake me for an enemy seeing that I had my gun pointed in her direction and the guy I was shooting at had already disappeared into particles.

Surprisingly she lowered her gun and waved at me, "Hey boss! Glad to see you're ok! Look what I found!"

I'm… Not even going to question how she knew and just accept it as it is.

"We should go, this place is too open for us to fight safely."

She tilted her head, "Eh? Really? I think this place is fine though? There's little cover up close so we can see them coming and shoot them before they get close to us."

I pointed at the place where I just killed the guy who tried to stab her in the back, "That guy managed to sneak up on you. If I didn't shoot him, he would have stabbed you."

She showed me a peace sign, "That's why Boss is here to cover my back-- Boss!!"

She raised her gun to point in my direction and I instinctively knew that she was warning me about someone behind me.

I spun around while raising my gun at the same time, prepared to shoot whoever was behind me.

But instead of some guy trying to backstab me, all I saw was the particles of someone being eliminated.

Looking at the kill feed above, I saw Lea's name popping up with a kill.

I looked around and realised there was a skylight above on the roof that had a direct line of sight to the building that Lea had set herself up in.

I gave a thumbs up in that direction as a thanks to the Alv before turning back to Ries.

"Ahem… As I was saying, we should go. We're still missing Amber and it's better for us to stick together instead of being alone lest we get picked off one by one."

"Nyahahaha! That means we can get into bigger fights as well, right Boss? Then let's go!"

"Hold on, cover me for a bit," I told her, moving to the place where I killed the guy trying to backstab Ries earlier.

He had dropped his sword and, as I thought, a Skill Card as well.

[Active Skill - Active Camo: Allows user to turn themselves nearly invisible for five seconds. Using any weapon would break the camouflage. Cooldown time: thirty seconds.]

Hmm… This seems quite limited in use but I'll just take it along just in case. Better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it.

I would very much like to take a moment to check Ries's equipment but this wasn't the safest place to do it so I quickly grabbed the Skill Card and the sword he dropped before leading the way towards Lea's location.

I ran a few steps before hearing Ries call out to me from behind, "Boss?"

Skidding to a stop, I turned around to see that Ries barely took a few steps from where she had been.

I was about to ask what was wrong when she took another slow step forward, pausing for a second before moving another step forward.

"That minigun slows you down by that much?" I asked.

She nodded, "If this was real life, I wouldn't even be able to lift this without using a power armour or an anti-grav support module…"

I watched her take another slow step forward and, if I'm being honest, that looks like a really huge drawback to have.

I can see why people wouldn't use such a weapon despite the immense firepower it could provide. Although I guess if you only needed to defend a single position, this would be an extremely valuable weapon instead.

Judging by the speed she was walking, the circle would start to close by the time we even reached the building and the map showed that it was outside the next circle as well…

No choice then…

I waved at the building where I believed Lea would be able to see me before pointing at my wrist and gesturing in the direction of the next circle.

Hopefully, she understood that we should move to the next area instead of staying here.

I turned back to Ries, "We'll need to move to the next area then. The good thing is that Amber seems to be making her way towards that location as well so it would work as a good rendezvous. But we would be quite vulnerable while we're moving there, think you can handle it?"

Ries hefted her minigun, "With something like this in my hands, I'm ready to take on anything, Boss! Nyahahaha! Like these guys over there!"

She spun around and activated the minigun's shield, blocking a shot from a pistol that was aimed at me from behind her.

The guy who had tried to sneak an attack on me tried to duck behind cover but he was just a little too late as Ries lit him up mercilessly.

Three others immediately popped out from behind their own hiding spots and started shooting as well, all of their shots being blocked by the shield on Ries's minigun.

She wasn't too surprised by the sudden appearance of the new enemies and calmly shifted her aim to shred another guy into pieces.

I have a feeling that shield also has a limit to how much damage it could take so I rushed in to help her take out the rest.

I used my grappling hook to launch myself upwards before using the momentum to swing towards one of them hiding behind an overturned table.

I caught him in the middle of a reload as he looked up at me in surprise, my foot meeting his face as I landed right on top of him and kicking him into the ground.

Without letting him recover, I fired my rifle into his chest, shattering his shield and eliminating him quickly.

 I raised my rifle, preparing to shoot the final guy when he was shot through the head by a sniper round, his health dropping to zero and disappearing.

Thanks Lea.

Now we should really go before more people show up.

            

    
        Moving To The Next Circle

    
    
    
    
                Checking my map, the next circle would be in the centre of the city area where a stadium of sorts was located.

Lea caught up with us which wasn't a difficult thing to do considering how slow Ries was moving with that big gun of hers.

Yes, I know she has two relatively big guns on her chest as well but I wasn't referring to that one in this case…

I activated my drone again and it seems like it recognises your teammates so it would not fire at them without my input.

We were also intentionally moving through the back alleys to avoid meeting other contestants as much as possible. And since there wasn't some kind of board to show how many players are still remaining, I didn't want to put ourselves in a big fight right now.

I checked the map again and it looks like Amber was currently inside the stadium itself so that works for us.

We're planning to head there and find somewhere that we could hunker down in order to make the best use of Ries's loadout.

Unfortunately, despite our best efforts to remain inconspicuous, it seems like there were also other teams who had the same idea so we would run into them while making our way to the stadium from time to time.

Still, it was better than moving out there because by the sounds of what was going on in the middle of the city, it really seemed like an all out war was going on.

"Careful now, I'm pretty sure there's quite a number of people there already," I warned.

Ries hefted her minigun, "Nyahahaha! Anyone that comes along would get shot up by this baby! Don't worry Boss!"

Speaking of which…

"How did you know it was me so quickly?"

She shrugged, "I don't really know how to explain but when I saw you I already kind of knew. Maybe it's part of the system or something?"

Hmm… I'm not so sure about that but maybe it's something instinctual?

I was just about to ask if she had any skill cards when my drone suddenly spun around and started shooting behind us.

This wasn't the first time it happened so all of us reacted immediately to it.

Lea and I dove for cover while Ries turned around and activated the shield on her minigun.

Several gunshots rang out from down the alley where we had just come from, the bullets ricocheting off the walls though none managed to hit us.

One of our attackers was caught completely by surprise by my drone as he was literally standing in the middle of the alley and out of any cover.

While my drone did whittle down his shield, it was not enough to break it so he was still standing. For now.

I lined up my rifle with the target and fired a three round burst at him, shattering his shield. That was followed by another three round burst where two hit him in the chest and the last one went through his head, eliminating him.

His two teammates were not as stupid as he was and were already in cover but they definitely weren't counting on my drone alerting us to their presence before they were ready to fire.

Seeing Ries's minigun rev up, both of them decided that taking cover was a better idea than trying to shoot back so they immediately ducked before the rain of bullets sprayed towards them.

"Nyahahahaha!! Why are you hiding now?! Come out and die you bitches!!!"

Not gonna lie, I actually kind of dig this version of Ries as well. She's kind of hot.

Lea had her sniper trained on them, ready to shoot at them the moment they popped up.

I briefly considered throwing a grenade but I wanted to save them for the stadium encounters instead of using them here if I could help it.

Thus, I crouched back down behind my cover and placed my rifle on the floor before willing a monitor to appear in front of me.

Responding to my thoughts, an actual monitor was constructed right in front of me before dropping in my hands, allowing me to control the drone remotely from where I was.

I immediately familiarised myself with the controls and flew the drone up into the air, flying above the hail of bullets Ries was shooting.

From that angle, I could see the two men that were crouched behind the low wall, seemingly communicating with each other via hand signals while they avoided the energy bullets currently suppressing them.

As I considered who I should shoot first, one of them pulled out a ball shaped object and I instantly knew he wanted to throw a grenade.

I used the monitor to aim the drone at him just as he pushed his thumb on the activator and fired the drone's machine gun at him.

He jerked in surprise at being hit, flinching back in surprise as his shield got drained.

The fact that he was being hit surprised him so much that he even forgot he had the grenade in his hands and dove onto the ground in an attempt to avoid my drone's gun fire.

I could see his teammate reaching out to the grenade he had dropped in a panic right before it exploded, sending both of them flying back from the impact.

Lea immediately fired a shot that accurately pierced through the grenade guy's head and eliminated him while the second guy flew right into Ries's bullet rain, shredding himself into pieces.

I turned my drone around and was just about to relax when I saw two more guys appearing from down the alley around the corner through the monitor.

Lifting my head up from the monitor, I realised one of them was already moving into position to raise his rifle to point at me.

I dropped my monitor which caused it to disintegrate into digital particles and picked up my own weapon to shoot in his direction.

I wasn't planning to hit him but the fact that I fired first made him hesitate as he opted to lean back around the corner instead of shooting.

Ries and Lea heard my shots and also turned around, switching our targets to the two guys that had tried to sneak an attack on us from behind.

I changed the drone's mode to sentry and moved up, rolling myself behind a low wall to act as cover before popping up to fire a few shots into the corner the two guys were hiding behind.

That gave Lea the covering fire she needed to move to a more suitable cover as well, while Ries simply walked forward with her minigun still pointed in their direction.

This time, instead of suppressing them, Ries continued walking up to them while I kept my suppression on them since they were just a short distance away from us.

She turned the corner and I could pretty much guess that the cat girl, who was one head shorter than I was, had a big grin on her face when she found the two guys hiding around the corner.

"Surprise, fuckers!" She laughed.

She pulled the trigger on her minigun and eviscerated the poor guys who were unfortunate enough to be at the other end of her gun.

"Nyahahahaha! Die, die, dieeee!!! You thought you could sneak up on us huuuuuh?! Fucking die!!"

Lea leaned towards me, "Is she ok?"

"I think she just really likes to shoot big guns."

"Hmm…"

Ries stopped shooting before waving at us cheerily, "All clear Boss! Let's go! Let's go! I think there's more people over there that I can shoot at!"

Yeah… She really, really likes to shoot big guns.

Just as I was about to stand up, I saw something drop down from above right in front of me.

I didn't even get to see what it was before Lea rushed towards me and smacked the thing away with the butt of her rifle like she was hitting a homerun.

That 'thing' turned out to be a grenade as it exploded shortly after it flew away, not close enough to do damage to us but still close enough that the shockwave sent us stumbling back a step.

Ries let out a shout before she started to rev up her minigun again, firing at the roof above us.

I'm guessing that was where our attacker came from so I activated my active camouflage skill and deactivated my drone before shooting my grapple at the ledge, pulling myself up towards the roof.

I found a guy backing away from the ledge while looking uneasy, clearly not expecting his ambush to end in failure.

He did not notice me as I snuck towards his side and pulled out the laser sword that I looted from the other guy.

As soon as I managed to get within range of him, I slashed the sword across his neck, which I had expected to be a one hit kill.

Unfortunately, that seemed to only take a chunk of his health away so he was still alive and he tried to turn around to see who attacked him.

Fortunately, I was faster than he was and sliced him a second time, this time successfully eliminating him.

A sword needs two hits? This is so bullshit…

Whatever, let's find Amber already…

            

    
        The Squad Is Assembled

    
    
    
    
                According to the map… Amber should be just up ahead.

But… I'm not sure if I want to go there…

"Ahhhh!!! That guy is crazy!!"

"Who the fuck is that?!"

"Waaahhh!! Let me go!! I surrender already!!"

Several gunshots rang out and then it was silent for a moment.

Then more screams came a few seconds later.

"She found us!! Run!!!"

"Ahhhh!! I want my mommy!!!"

"No, stop, please!! Why are you tormenting us like this?! No! I-- Accckk!!"

What the heck is going on over there?

I checked the map, seeing the dot on the map a few feet away from me just past the door. I then shifted my gaze up to look at the door in question before looking down at the map again.

Yeah… She's inside there… I think… Unless she's upstairs or downstairs instead?

I turned to look at my two companions who gave me a nod in return.

Alright, just in case the person in that room was someone else, we would be ready to face them.

Ries took point and also activated the shield on her minigun before activating the door to open it.

The door slowly slid open and I peeked over Ries's shoulder to see someone currently smashing someone's head against the wall repeatedly.

They weren't even saying anything as they were smashing the guy against the wall. They were literally smashing the guy silently without saying anything.

Err… I think that's Amber, right?

I noticed that someone was crawling away from them and it looked like he was trying to reach for a gun that had been discarded at the side.

He managed to grab it to turn around to shoot at Amber but she had tossed the guy she had been smashing the head at him, causing him to shoot the guy instead.

Those shots finished the guy off and Amber made use of her impromptu shield to rush towards that guy and deliver a kick across his face.

She then lifted her foot to stomp on his head repeatedly and by the sounds of muffled cries coming from that guy, it seems like it at least still hurts him even though we're in a simulation.

I wasn't even sure if physical attacks like that even do damage but apparently it did since the guy eventually disappeared into particles.

That also happened to be the last guy in the room so she slowly turned her head to stare at us.

At first it looked like she was going to attack us too until I felt her gaze landed on me.

The tension suddenly disappeared and she rushed towards us with her hands outstretched.

"Teraaaaaa!!!! I missed youuuuuu!!!"

Ries had to step out of the way, allowing Amber to reach me and pull me into a tight hug.

"Oof… We were separated for not even more than an hour, weren't we?" I asked.

"Nnngghhh… It felt longer because I didn't know whether you were ok or not!"

I gestured at my wrist, "There's a map function here that shows your teammates."

I even raised my arm to show her the map in question.

She looked at it before turning to me, "Wooow! I didn't even realise we could do that! That is so cool! If only I knew about this earlier, I could have searched for you with it!"

I looked around the room, "Well… Err… It looks like you had fun though?"

She scoffed, "Fun? It most definitely wasn't fun! I was worried that some random people might be bullying you!"

I raised an eyebrow behind my mask, "I'm pretty sure I've shown you that I can handle myself in a fight, haven't I?"

She hugged me tighter, "And I think you already know I'm quite a possessive person, yes? Ehehehe~"

You don't say… At least she admits to it I guess?

Lea cleared her throat, "Ahem… Captain? May I remind you that we are not exactly in a safe location?"

Ah, right.

I separated myself from Amber and took a moment to check our surroundings.

It seems like this was supposed to be a locker room of sorts so it was basically an enclosed room.

Perhaps one or two teams thought that it was a good idea for them to hide inside here and wait out the circle until Amber found them, which resulted in the massacre we heard outside.

That worked for us because now we had a relatively secure place that we could use to check our equipment since we hadn't had a chance to do that since meeting up with Ries.

I positioned myself so that my drone could watch the door while I gathered the other girls together to check on our equipment.

"What skill cards and weapons do you have?" I asked Amber.

"Weapons? Oh. I don't have any. And what's a skill card?"

I blinked at her, "You… Don't have any weapons? How did you even last for this long?"

She shrugged, "I just beat them up?"

I noticed that she didn't even have a shield…

"Were you sneaking around or something?"

"Eh? Sneaking? Of course not. I was trying to find you so I kept going to where there were fights to see if you were there. When I knew you weren't, I just beat everyone up."

"Err… You didn't even bother to pick up the weapons they dropped?"

She shook her head, "Of course not, that would just waste my time when I could be searching for you!"

I don't even know what to say to that…

"Ok… I guess we're fortunate that we eliminated some of them here and you can just take the equipment they dropped then."

Amber looked around, "Hmm… I guess I'll just take a look around and take anything that looks good then."

Lea also nodded, "In that case, allow me to do the same as well, Captain."

"Sure. We should take a look around and see if there's any good stuff around here especially since we would be pretty much fighting against the final groups after this. Ries, can I count on you to watch the door?"

Ries giggled and hefted her minigun, "Leave it to me, Boss!!"

She stomped over to the door we entered and had her minigun trained on the doorway, almost as though she was hoping someone would actually walk through that so she could have a reason to shoot.

Lea, Amber and I split up to look around the locker room to see if there were any good equipment laying around.

I figured that Amber would like to use pistols so I picked up any pistols I found and brought them back to the centre of the room to drop them there in case she wanted any.

I also found some skill cards where some looked to be useful while some were just outright useless.

There was one skill card where the skill was literally making you explode when activated.

… Ok yeah, I can see how it can be used where you send one of your teammates to act as a suicide bomber or something but this is useless for my team because I'm not going to make anyone do that.

Sure, it could be a last resort skill as well where you are engaged in a close combat fight with some enemy and you were losing so you blow yourself up with them…

Ok, not totally useless, I stand corrected.

But I mean when you put this next to a skill that literally allows you to call down an airstrike at your target location, which one do you think would be more useful?!

I'm not even kidding about the airstrike one because that's what I found. The only downside to it was the fact that it was a single use only.

There was also another skill card that allowed you to spawn in a crate filled with shield and health boosters every few minutes so that's definitely useful.

Then you have the less useful ones like this skill card that lets you feel the actual pain of being shot.

Yes, the simulator numbs the pain that you could feel in here and this skill basically lets you feel all the pain you would have felt as if you were shot in real life. I legitimately cannot think of an actual, practical use of this in this competition unless you are an absolute masochist.

There were a few other skill cards as well and it definitely seems like I was right in thinking that the good stuff would naturally be gathered in the final circles since the players would be gathering here anyway.

I brought everything that was worth looting back to the others and gathered them in a pile to let everyone choose whichever equipment suited them best for the upcoming battle.

The circle was already pretty small so any survivors still in the game would be gathered in this stadium and it would only just be a constant battle from now on as soon as we stepped out of here.

No matter what, since we've already come this far, we have to win this!

            

    
        It's A Warzone Out Here

    
    
    
    
                The circle was really small now, with the next one only occupying a little less than half the stadium.

It's unfortunate that the map does not show the actual layout of the stadium so I could not tell where was the best place to hunker down.

That meant we would have to look for one ourselves.

I looked back at the girls to check if they were ready.

Amber had, as I thought, chose to use dual pistols as her main weapons though she did take a rifle as a backup weapon.

As for skills, we had a few new additions for each of us.

For me, I kept the grappling hook and the drone skills for myself. In addition, I added the airstrike skill which allowed me to drop an airstrike on a target location once. There was also another skill that allowed me to send out a hologram of myself that I could control to misdirect my opponents.

As for Amber, she took the self destruct one which I openly questioned her on why she would even use that. She claimed that if she was going to be beaten, she would rather go out with a bang instead of a whimper.

I pointed out that activating a grenade before they die would have achieved the same effect but I had to agree with her when she said that the skill would be easier to activate than a grenade.

Aside from that, she also took the active camouflage from me since I didn't really need it and I don't think I would have as many chances to use it as compared to her anyway.

I did keep the sword though, since no one else seemed to want it. I thought Amber would want the sword but surprisingly she did not want to use it even as a backup.

Aside from the self-destruct skill, she also found a "Freerunning" passive skill that allows her to basically switch the direction of gravity for herself.

That's not exactly an accurate description but it allows her to decide which surface is the 'floor'. So if she set that the ceiling was the floor, she could run on the ceiling and even jump up and down with her landing back on the ceiling as if the direction of gravity had been inverted for her.

But the skill does not allow her to just change the direction of gravity which would make her 'fall' towards the sky.

It's a… Rather weird skill but Amber really seemed to like it.

Lea still had her passive camouflage skill and the 'wall hack' skill. She also found a copy of the hologram skill like me and took that as well.

As for Ries, the only skill she had was a passive skill that basically allowed her to activate a shield around herself that would protect her from a set amount of damage before it breaks. The cooldown for it was a good sixty seconds but the shield buff was quite significant.

Seeing all of these skills, I wondered if there were actually real life equivalents out there in the form of mods or equipment?

Making a mental note to check that out later, I led the way towards the door of the locker room and tapped on the button that made the door slide open.

When the door opened up, I found the remaining parts of the stadium had literally turned into a warzone.

Explosions, gunshots and contestants were flying around the place.

For now, the fighting was still kept confined to the stands but the map showed that the circle would be closing in until we would be forced onto the field where there was practically zero cover.

Initially, I had thought that it would be a good idea to secure ourselves in a space at the back of the stadium where we would have the high ground and pick off as many people as we could from there.

Then when the circle starts closing, we would fight our way down and take out the people running for the next circle from behind.

Naturally, I wasn't expecting that plan to go without any problems but it seems like it would be difficult for us to even make our way to the top of the stadium with how intense the fight was going on.

Heck, we had only just stepped out of the room and two different teams had noticed us and started firing at us.

Instead of ducking back inside the room and trapping ourselves, we decided to just take them out.

Both were teams of three so we were pretty much equal in terms of number if you were to include my drone as well.

One of them was using a sniper, one was using a shotgun and the other four had opted to use rifles instead.

Ries quickly activated her shield and stood in front of me, blocking the shots aimed at me with the minigun's shield.

"Nyahahaha! Too weak, too weak!! All of you ain't good enough!!" Ries laughed, revving up her minigun.

She pulled the trigger and the high pitched whine of her minigun lighting up could be heard throughout the stadium.

One of them immediately disappeared into particles as his health was reduced to zero before he even got a chance to react.

I peeked out from the cover Ries had given us and took aim at the shotgun guy, pulling the trigger several times to shoot at him.

His shield managed to protect him from my shots, giving him time to dive for cover.

The sniper was taking aim at us but Lea was faster and shot him faster than he could take the shot, her bullet piercing through his shield and then his head.

Seriously, that sniper of hers literally one shots any targets if it's a headshot. The only negative thing about it is that it needed time to charge before it could fire.

I thought they actually teamed up to fight us but it seems like that wasn't the case as one of them smashed the butt of his rifle across another guy's head, knocking him into the ground.

The guy who got knocked down quickly raised his own rifle to fire a few shots at the one who just knocked him down, breaking his shield.

Amber took the opportunity to shoot her pistol at the guy with the shattered shield, hitting him in the head but unfortunately not doing enough damage to kill him.

I helped her by firing a round through his head as well, dropping his remaining health to zero and eliminating him.

The shotgun guy peeked out and fired a shot at us, only for his pellets to bounce off Ries's shield instead.

Ries swivelled her minigun towards the shotgun guy and absolutely blasted the guy to bits.

Just as I was thinking where we should move to after we finished off the group in front of us when an explosion blew up the remaining guys in front of us.

As though that wasn't enough, several shots came from the side and shredded through the ones who managed to survive the grenade blast.

Ries spun around and pushed us behind her, raising her minigun to raise her shield and also activating her skill that boosted her shield, right as several gunshots rang out and the bullets ricocheted off of her.

Damn, looks like even more groups are here…

I ducked behind Ries and ejected the magazine to slam in a new one.

"We need to move, Ries, we're too open here! Move to the higher benches!" I shouted over the din of the firefight.

She let out a laugh and started walking forward while spraying her minigun in the direction of the new group that shot at us.

The rest of us huddled behind her and took potshots at anyone that we saw an opportunity to shoot at.

Obviously Ries could not tank all the damage so there were a few times where we had to break and seek cover, giving the cat girl the time she needed to recharge her shield and her shield boost ability.

We managed to take out a few more squads that way but the wave was never ending as every enemy or squad we took out, a new one seemed to take their place no matter how many we killed.

The fight just seemed to get even more intense and it looked like pretty much everyone was now concentrated within the circle and engaged in their own firefights.

At this rate, we might get overwhelmed even if we were to take the high ground. Heck, the circle would already start closing by the time we reached there so it was definitely not a good spot anymore.

I turned back to the girls, "We're going to have to hunker down here! Ries! I need you up here and deploy your health crate! Lea, you'll be in the centre! Amber, support Ries! I will cover for Lea's back!"

Yes, we're going to have to make a stand here and hold out until the circle starts to close.

It's ok! We can win this!

            

    
        The Pros Are Coming Out

    
    
    
    
                I fired another shot at the guy who was shooting at us from behind the wall, my bullet hitting him in the head and adding another kill to my roster.

I ducked back into my cover and reloaded while taking a moment to check the map.

The circle was already closing up and everyone was gradually moving towards the field on the stadium.

Some had thought it would be a good idea for them to move there early and bunker up, only for the others to pick them off one by one, making the field a killzone.

That basically meant that all the survivors were still concentrated in the stands area and everyone was just slowly making their way towards the field while moving cover to cover and shooting at anyone who was caught outside.

While I was leading my group closer to the next circle, I was also keeping an eye out for the position of the remaining teams. I was hoping that I could find a large group of them bunched up together so that I could make use of the airstrike skill I've looted.

It's a single use skill so I did not want to waste it on just killing a single enemy with it.

As we neared the edge of our side of the stadium, I found four other teams that were also nearby and heading towards the edge where I had wanted to go.

We saw one another at almost the same time when we vaulted over the low wall that acted as dividers for separating each section of the stadium. We had missed seeing them before that since there were walls that divided the stadium into different quadrants in between us.

Three of those teams chose to rush forward to secure fighting positions while myself and another team chose to leap back where we had come from to hunker down instead.

Several bullets were shot in my direction but I managed to duck my head down behind the wall before they hit me.

The rest of my party also gathered at the wall, all of us waiting for the team aiming at us to stop firing before we would pop out and return fire at them.

We didn't need to wait long as the other teams started shooting at each other which forced them to respond to the new threat, giving us the chance to start shooting from behind our cover.

Ries was not using her minigun this time as she had opted to use her grenade launcher instead.

She raised the launcher and shot one of the explosives out towards one of the three teams that were crouched behind several benches.

The grenade flew in a high arc and landed right in the middle of that group, exploding spectacularly and sending the group flying in all directions from the explosion.

I was about to take aim at one of the poor guys who was sent flying when a red streak flew through the air and sliced up all of them in one go.

The red streak even continued towards one of the other teams and decapitated the entire group before they could react.

The red streak stopped as the two teams disappeared into particles, revealing it to be a person holding a sword with a red energy blade which I assumed to be the source of the red streak.

Did he just wipe out two teams in an instant with that sword?

He then turned his gaze towards the third team that had chosen to run towards the outskirts of the stadium seats, which made me realise this guy wasn't even part of the four teams I had seen earlier and was a solo contestant.

That team of four members tried to shoot at him, two of them using assault rifles, one of them with a shotgun and the last guy using a light machine gun.

A rain of bullets pierced through the air and I thought that would be the end of that sword guy but he defied our expectations by spinning his sword in front of him quickly, deflecting the bullets away.

Wait, you can do that?! Can I do it with my sword too?!

The sword guy then flipped himself into the air, leaping over the hail of bullets before his figure suddenly changed into a red blur once again, streaking towards the team that shot at him.

The shotgun guy was the first to get slashed and he instantly disappeared from a single blow.

Hey?! Wait a minute! What the hell?! Why does his sword only need one slash while mine needed two?! This is unfair!

Heedless of my internal protests, he spun around and slashed his sword at the light machine gun guy, his blade slicing through his head.

I thought that would also be a one hit kill but surprisingly it was not.

The sword guy did not look surprised as he was already in the motion of bringing his sword back around to deliver another slash through his opponent's torso, completing the kill this time.

I'm guessing he can only do that one hit kill thing with that red blur effect, which I believe to be a skill of his.

The two remaining teammates spun around to aim their rifles at him, only to get entangled with each other due to their close proximity and preventing either of them from taking aim at the sword guy.

The sword guy seemed to have expected that as he didn't hesitate to spin himself in a half circle, slashing his sword through the torso of both of his enemies before swinging it back to slash them a second time, eliminating both of them instantly.

"Concentrate fire on him!" I ordered, lifting my rifle to take aim.

The other team that had also chosen to take cover on the other side of the war also opened fire at the same time as we did, both of us realising the threat that this guy posed to us.

He spun around while swinging his sword in a wild dance, deflecting away our shots that would have hit him while dodging the others.

His skill must have also finished its cool down as he leapt into the air once more before his figure blurred into a red streak once again, this time shooting towards the other team.

"Jump over! We need to help them!" I called out.

Oh no, I wasn't doing this out of the kindness of my heart. I fully intend to wipe out the other team as well but I figured that attacking him while he was occupied with the other team would give us a better chance instead of just facing him alone.

The girls obeyed without question, all of us jumping over the low wall to turn towards the section where the other team was.

He had already cut down one of them while the other three were trying their best to shoot him down.

It seems like this team had the sense to spread out instead of staying together like the other team so they were not taken out as quickly.

We did the same as well and I slammed a new magazine into my assault rifle before I started shooting at him.

The sword guy dashed forward in a red blur, dodging through our shots to slice up another guy before he turned to start his sword dance again.

Ries reloaded her grenade launcher and fired it towards him, intentionally aiming at the ground near his feat.

The sword guy saw the grenade coming and spun forward, the side of his sword smacking against the grenade to send it flying back towards us.

"Take cover!" I warned, diving away from the impact zone.

I managed to avoid the blast but Ries was too slow and ended up having to activate her shield to tank the blast instead.

At least that only broke the extra shield and left her relatively unharmed.

When I got up again, I saw the guy stabbing his sword through the head of the last guy on the other team, effectively wiping their team out.

He then turned his gaze towards me and I felt a chill run up my spine.

As he raised his sword, the world around me seemed to slow down and my body reacted faster than I knew what was going on.

I dropped the assault rifle in my hands and pulled out my own energy sword, holding the blue blade up to be parallel to my body.

It seemed like I had managed to hold it up just in time too as the sword guy changed into a red streak to flash towards me, only for his blade to smash into my own and send me skidding back a few feet.

I managed to stay on my feet while maintaining my pose, which surprised the guy considerably as he was just standing there with his sword held in a slashing pose while staring at me.

Hey, don't look at me, I don't know how I managed to block the blow as well.

Just as I was about to engage him in close combat, a shot rang out and a sniper round pierced through his head, killing him instantly.

Damn Lea… Here I thought I would be having an intense one on one sword fight here… But thanks.

Guess I'll take his sword and that dashing skill of his~

Still… It seems like I've been underestimating the people here. I should be expecting the ones who have survived so far to be pretty skilled like this guy.

Guess we're going to need to be extra cautious.

            

    
        No Plan Survives First Contact

    
    
    
    
                [Active Skill - Sword Dash: Must have a sword equipped to use this skill. Gives user a focus meter that they can use to select targets to dash towards and strike with their sword to deal extreme damage. Focus meter will refill itself over time.]

As I thought, it was this skill that allowed him to kill those guys with one hit.

"Do you want this, Amber?" I asked.

"Bleh… No thanks. I think you are more suitable for this, Tera," She rejected the idea immediately.

Not sure why she would say that but ok I guess? Partly because I took his red sword as well and this game apparently allows you to dual wield weapons as well.

Heck, I don't even know why I never tried this but I could be dual wielding assault rifles from the start if I wanted to.

I guess it would be annoying to reload two assault rifles but it's still pretty cool I guess.

We were moving closer to the edge of the stands and I could see several of the teams were also slowly making their way to their own sections of the stadium, bringing us down to the final few teams that were fighting for the champion spot.

From here, I could see that there were five 'sections' of the stadium excluding our own that were cleared out by individual teams.

Two of them were solo teams, one of them was a duo while the last two had a full party of four members.

For now, it looked like we were all content to stay where we were until the circle started to close again.

We did a final inspection of our equipment before going through the plan once again.

"Ok… So the circle is going to start closing soon and we're going to want to be one of the last groups to move. We also don't want to be the last either so when at least two teams have gone, all of us will jump out except for Lea. You will stay here for as long as you can while healing yourself with the health crate Ries has spawned here in case of damage from the circle."

Lea nodded, shifting herself closer to the crate I had mentioned while holding on to her sniper rifle.

I turned to Amber, "You would be running along the perimeter of the field and taking out any teams that chose to remain behind while they are distracted shooting at the others."

She grinned, "Leave it to me!"

I then turned to Ries, "As for the both of us, we'll make our way towards the end circle and I'll cover your back while you cover my front. If I see an opportunity, I will drop an airstrike which should hopefully wipe out a squad on its own."

Ries made a show of pulling out the battery pack on her minigun to slam in a new one before giving me a thumbs up, "I've got you covered!"

I hefted my rifle, "We'll have to see how everything goes from there but if there's anyone remaining in the last circle, I would be making use of the new skill I got to clean up anyone else that's left."

All of them gave me a firm nod.

Right then, the circle started closing and I got up into a crouch, "Ready to win this?"

"Nyahahaha! Ready to shoot down some idiots for sure!" Ries laughed.

I peeked over the waist high wall that separated us from the stadium, expecting to see the other teams either making a rush towards the final circle on the field or opting to stay put.

What surprised me was that the team that had two people leapt out from the stands, one of them literally rocketing through the air to fly towards the field with his partner holding on to his waist.

He dropped back down on the field and, upon landing, caused a circle of light to appear beneath his feet.

A wall then constructed itself in front of them in a semicircular shape, protecting them from any incoming fire.

As though that wasn't enough, the wall even had two mounted machine guns which the both of them immediately manned and started firing at the stands.

I was forced to duck behind cover as the bullets flew above my head, narrowly missing me.

Well fuck, guess those guys managed to get their hands on a skill that allowed to spawn in a fighting position… They must have already planned for this ahead of time.

Well too bad for them because I have a counter for it!

I waited for the shots to move away from my position before quickly popping out to use the airstrike skill, marking their location as the intended target before ducking back down again.

The card on my waist disappeared soon after, indicating that it was successfully activated.

Muahahaha! I knew this skill would be useful! You thought you were safe behind your wall? That doesn't protect you from what's coming from above!

I heard a low whine from above which I assumed must be the sound of them simulating an aircraft flying overhead to drop the payload.

Sure enough, I saw a trail descending from the sky that was headed directly towards the stadium.

The trail got closer and closer and I could now see that it was a missile that was dropped and headed straight towards my targeted location.

Let's see you hide from this one! Muahahaha!

I was just about to yell for everyone to take cover when an explosion rocked the stadium.

Eh?

Wait… That explosion happened way too early… And the direction of the explosion came from above…

I looked up again, only to see smoke coming from the edge of the stadium's roof that hung over the stadium's seating area.

…

Did the missile really hit that roof and exploded instead of actually hitting where I want it to hit?!

Fuuuuck!! What kind of useless skill is this?!!

There's so much space!! How the hell did you hit that?!! Arrrghhh!!!

Now how are we supposed to--

There was another explosion and I peeked over the wall to see someone had actually jumped over the ledge to land on the field.

I thought he had a death wish especially since both of the machine guns immediately turned towards him and started firing.

The guy quickly activated a skill which projected a silhouette of a figure out from his body which blocked the bullets from reaching him.

He then slowly floated up into the air and the light solidified and colour formed around the silhouette, revealing it to be a power armour.

Fuck! You can have a skill that spawns a power armour?! That's so unfair!!

The two machine guns continued to fire at him but they might as well be firing peashooters as the bullets bounced off the armour without leaving a scratch.

The guy then slowly started to trudge towards them, moving at a speed that was even slower than Ries.

Damn… Ok, I guess the drawback of that armour was that it's incredibly slow despite the defence it granted its user.

As though emboldened by this, the other solo guy also jumped out, only to disappear from sight as soon as he touched the ground.

Another guy with active camouflage I see…

The last two teams with four people each also jumped out, both teams landing beside each other.

I thought they might start fighting each other first but they not only did not fight amongst themselves, I saw a few of them actually tossing weapons or healing items to each other.

God damn it! Those two teams were actually working together! They definitely separated themselves into two teams with the intention of beating every other team using sheer numbers!

As though to further confirm that, one member from the left team threw something on the ground while another member from the other team threw the same thing but further away from them.

That 'something' turned out to be smoke grenades as both of them exploded into clouds of smoke, completely hiding both teams from view.

And because they were in between us and the other teams, the smoke cloud ended up blocking our view of the other side of the field as well, completely preventing us from shooting at anything while we were in the stands.

"Go, go! We have to go now!" I yelled.

If they were planning on overrunning the defensive position and taking it for themselves, we cannot stay here and let them take it or they would be able to just hide in there and let the circle kill us!

After all, we don't know for sure if they had more smoke grenades that they could use to hide themselves.

Argghhh!! All my plans turned out to be completely useless!

But if you think this is enough to defeat me, I'll show you we can still win despite all that!

Let's go, girls!! We can still win this yet!!
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                "Nyahahaha! Let's gooooo!" Ries laughed, pulling out her minigun to point at the smoke cloud.

The barrels of her minigun started to spin before a high pitched whine echoed throughout the stadium when it started firing.

She slowly rotated towards the right, the trail of bullets following her rotation as she cleaved an arc through the smoke with her minigun.

That plan worked at least since I saw a kill notification pop out from the corner announcing Ries taking out two guys.

Unfortunately, the rest either managed to tank the hits or avoid it as there were no more casualties after that.

Without much of a choice, Ries and I headed into the smoke, aiming to reach the machine gun nest that the duo had set up.

Amber would be skirting around the edge of the smokescreen to do a flanking manoeuvre and Lea had plopped herself down at the very edge of the circle to set up a sniping position.

I separated myself from Ries and ran towards where I remember the fortification to be, hoping that I could reach there in time before those two teams wiped out the machine gun duo.

Gunshots started ringing out from in front of me and I knew the two, or more accurately three, teams had made contact.

A few stray bullets whizzed past me and I dove towards the ground just before several more flew through the space where I had been.

The hail of bullets did not stop so I had to start crawling forward to advance while avoiding the deadly projectiles.

I grunted from the annoyance of needing to crawl until I found myself looking at something resembling a foot.

I looked up to see that I had reached the machine gun nest and there was someone crouching down on this side of the wall taking cover from said machine gun as well. I seem to have interrupted him mid heal as he had one of those syringes in his hand and hovering it over his arm.

The both of us looked at each other for a good minute before I lifted my gun to shoot him in the head.

That single shot was enough to kill him and he disappeared into particles, allowing me to advance forward to take his spot instead.

"Jack! You done healing yet?! We're gonna jump over the wall on three! You ready?!" Someone shouted from my left.

No one responded and I guessed the guy I just killed was named Jack so I intentionally lowered my voice an octave before shouting out, "Ready!"

"One! Two! Three! Go, go, go!"

I stayed where I was as the other team jumped over the wall and something exploded which I assumed must have been from a grenade that was thrown beforehand.

Gunshots rang out from behind the wall and I took out the grenades that I saved for just this occasion.

I quickly uncapped one and activated it before tossing over the wall, not even waiting for it to explode before I uncapped a second one.

The second one was also tossed over the wall in a slightly different direction than the first and I had just activated the third grenade before the first one exploded.

I lobbed the third one over and picked up my swords, keeping my head down as the second grenade exploded which gave me a kill in the kill feed and the third one blew up two more.

I jumped over the wall just as the smoke began to clear, revealing five guys remaining after the grenades I tossed. One of them was the machine gun guy while the other four were from the larger group with two members remaining from each team.

The good thing was that they were still down on the ground so they were in the midst of recovering and unable to fight back.

What that meant was that I had all the time I needed to activate the Sword Dash skill where an aiming reticle popped up in my vision with a white bar at the bottom.

I targeted the first person closest to me and the bar depleted slightly, but it looks like there was enough in the bar to target everyone anyway.

I quickly selected the other four as targets before activating the skill again.

My vision shifted and my body moved on its own, pulling me towards the first guy I had chosen as my target.

The sword in my left hand passed through his body before I was wrenched away towards my second target where I was directed to slash with the sword in my right hand by the skill.

The slash didn't even finish its arc before I was propelled towards the third and fourth targets, my arms flailing out to cut both of them through the neck before I stabbed my sword forward in a thrusting motion and shot towards the last guy.

The blade was stabbed into his chest and the skill ended, right as the five guys disappeared into particles of light.

Damn… This skill is pretty OP eh?

The rest of the smoke cleared up and it seems like that power armour guy was still making his way towards us with about a few metres left to go.

I was just about to start shooting at him when I saw my shield bar suddenly deplete itself.

I panicked and realised there was someone behind me, my mind instantly remembering that there was one guy left that had the active camouflage ability.

Turning around, I saw him lifting his pistol to point at my head to finish me off, his finger already pressing on the trigger as he got ready to fire.

There was a gunshot from the side, a bullet hitting my attacker in the head and shattering his shield.

Amber appeared from the side, her own camouflage skill deactivating as she fired another shot from her second pistol at my attacker.

This one hit him in the chest but it was not enough to kill him, only serving to make him panic as he lifted the pistol in his hand with more urgency hoping that he could at least take me out with him.

Another gunshot sounded from further away and Lea's sniper round pierced through his head from the side, reducing him to particles before he could fire at me.

That was a close one…

"Tera! Are you alright?!" Amber screamed, rushing towards me.

I waved at her, "I'm alright. He only got my shields. And it's not like I was in real danger right?"

"I still don't like watching you get shot!"

"You can worry about me later, we still aren't finished here yet."

All of us turned to the final remaining enemy who was still stomping towards us in his power armour, seemingly not at all concerned that we outnumbered him.

Lea fired a shot from her sniper that ricocheted off the helmet, dealing no damage to him at all.

I went ahead to man the mounted machine gun while Amber and Ries stood by my sides and we sharted shooting at him.

The power armour guy paused and the surface of his armour glowed blue before it projected some kind of translucent blue bubble around him.

All of our bullets lost their momentum the moment it entered the field, dropping down onto the ground harmlessly at his feet.

Even Lea's sniper wasn't able to pierce through that bubble and landed in the same area as our bullets.

He then continued walking and the bubble followed him, the guy getting closer and closer to us.

Ries switched out her minigun to a grenade launcher and shot a round at the bubble.

Unsurprisingly, the grenade also stopped in midair before landing on the ground. That did not stop the grenade from exploding and it blew up directly underneath the power armour's feet, throwing up a cloud of dust as it did so.

Ries did not stop at one and loaded another one and fired, blowing him up again before firing another one.

She continued to fire until she ran out of grenades and switched back to her minigun.

Obviously, we knew it did not work because there was no kill feed message so we weren't surprised to see him walk out of the dust cloud relatively unscathed.

The defence on that thing is such a cheat! How the hell are we supposed to deal with this when he's pretty much immune to explosions and that stupid bubble blocks any bullets?!

Ries let out a roar before running towards him at a slightly faster speed than that guy's walking speed.

I let her go as I suspected that she was trying to see if shooting at him from inside the bubble would make a difference as compared to shooting at him from outside.

Just as she reached the bubble however, the guy suddenly jumped forward and closed the distance, the bubble disappearing to change his power armour into a gold colour right before it let out a blast of electricity around it.

Ries was stunned by the electrical discharge, prompting the guy to pull back a fist before punching forward into her abdomen with a rocket powered fist.

There was a loud crash before Ries disappeared, turning into particles.

Noooo!! How dare you hit the cat girl?!!
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                This bastard hit the cat girl!! How dare you hit the cat girl?!

No, no, just because she is using an avatar that doesn't show that she's actually a cat girl is besides the point! You still punched her!

I racked the machine gun and resumed firing at him again, intending to take this bastard down. I also summoned the drone that I had put away in favour of sneaking in the earlier smoke cloud to join me as well.

But all he did was just throw up the bubble again and all my bullets were rendered useless.

Fuck this, if bullets are useless then let's see how you deal with this!

I pulled out my sword and activated the Sword Dash skill once again, selecting him as the target of my skill.

My body moved on its own as the skill took effect, my vision blurring as I shot forward with my sword slashing at him.

I was hoping that I could at least deal some damage to him with this skill but what happened was my blade hitting the chest of the power armour and stopping there, leaving only a dent in it and nothing more.

He seemed surprised by my sudden appearance but he quickly activated his shield to change his armour into that gold colour again.

I tried to pull back from him but the electrical discharge hit me before I could and I found my body seizing up and being unable to move. That blast also destroyed my drone as it crashed into the ground before deconstructing itself into particles.

I saw his fist pull back and I knew he was going to punch me like how he had Ries and that would probably kill me.

However, just as the thrusters on his fist ignited, a single bullet was shot from Lea that hit him directly in the fist. It wasn't enough to penetrate the armour but it was enough to alter the trajectory that it redirected his fist away from me.

Amber had then ran up and pulled me away from him, freeing me from the paralysis.

"Tera! Are you alright?!" She asked, practically screaming.

"Yes, Amber… That was close though…"

The guy turned to me, his face hidden behind his helmet but I could somehow tell he was scowling at me as though he was upset I managed to get away.

"His armour is too thick for swords and he has that stupid bubble that stops bullets which he can switch to a paralysing shockwave if we get close… How the heck are we supposed to beat that?!" I cried out.

Amber frowned, "If I am not wrong… I believe that skill operates on a timer… So for a set amount of time, he's able to use that ability and it will deactivate after a while. Otherwise… I believe it just has a set amount of health that we need to reduce to zero in order to break it."

"How are we supposed to damage it if that stupid bubble of his stops our bullets from reaching him? I already used up all the grenades I have!"

Amber suddenly turned to me and gave me a silent look.

I realised what she wanted to do and my eyes widened.

"No, Amber do--"

I didn't get to finish my words before she spun around and started shooting at the guy while running towards him.

Predictably, he activated his shield again and she intentionally tried to flank him to make it look like she was trying to attack him from behind.

He turned with her and I was hoping there might be a gap in the bubble like there being a hole in his back but there was no such thing of course.

Amber then tried to shoot him from within the bubble and he did the exact same thing where he dropped the bubble before rushing forward to activate his paralysis field.

The only difference this time was that Amber managed to jump back in time before her figure disappeared thanks to her camouflage skill.

The guy was confused by her sudden disappearance but he did not have to stay confused for long as Amber reappeared behind him to jump on his back, shooting her pistol at his neck.

That did not work either and the guy tried to reach his hand to grab Amber but she suddenly tossed her pistol aside to hug him tightly.

And then she activated her self-destruct skill.

Her figure started to glow and I had to run back to the machine gun nest to leap behind the wall before she exploded, the force of the explosion large enough to rock the entire stadium and throw up a small mushroom cloud.

Holy crap… I didn't think that explosion would be that big…

I checked the top right corner of my vision and Amber's name popped up… Except that it only showed her being eliminated without anyone else accompanying her.

Damnit! Just how tough is that stupid power armour?!

I looked back up just as the dust cloud began to clear, only to see a guy looking confused standing in the middle of the explosion with no power armour in sight.

My reaction was immediate as I drew my sword and activated the sword dash skill again, my body flinging forward before my sword plunged itself into his chest.

The guy was looking down at the sword sticking out of his chest in obvious shock before he slowly disappeared into particles.

The kill feed showed that I managed to kill him and the air around me was suddenly filled with cheers and applause.

Everything around me then seemed to deconstruct itself and I found myself standing on top of a pedestal surrounded by a sea of spectators. Some of them were cheering enthusiastically while others were obviously upset but they still clapped despite that.

Beside me were Amber, Lea and Ries, all three of them seemingly just as surprised as I was with the current situation.

That was when our client, or rather, the owner of this station appeared floating in the air.

He gestured towards us, "Everyone! May I present to you the winners of the Battle Royale!! Congratulations!!"

The cheering got louder and I suspect those were the people who had bet on us to win because there was definitely no other reason to cheer for us.

He then floated down to us and shot us a smile, "Congratulations on winning you four! A representative will be meeting with you to discuss your winnings! I'm looking forward to meeting you all!"

Meeting us? Oh right… That was one of the rewards, wasn't it? I totally forgot about that.

He turned back and gestured towards the crowd, "Thank you all once again for joining me for this event! Please enjoy the rest of what this station has to offer you!"

With a snap of his fingers, everything turned black and I realised I was waking up from my Virtual Dive.

There was a soft hiss as the cover on the pod opened up and I realised the 'bean bag' chair I had been sitting on was slowly pushing me up, allowing me to get back on my feet.

I was expecting myself to feel a little disoriented after jumping out from the virtual world so suddenly but that was clearly not the case as I found my footing easily enough.

Unlike the machines I was used to, you could get dizzy after coming out from the virtual world and you might even need to spend some time orienting yourself first before you can move.

I guess that's just one thing that they managed to upgrade in this universe?

I stepped out from the machine and I found the other three girls also stumbling out from theirs.

Ries looked at me, "We… Did we really win, Boss?"

Amber laughed, "Ahahaha! Of course we did! How could we lose when Tera is there?! I saw everything too!"

I raised an eyebrow, "How did you see everything? Weren't you eliminated?"

The facilitator in charge of us answered instead, "Members of the final five teams were sent to the spectators instead of being kicked out of the game after being eliminated. It is so that they would be able to be presented as the winners together in the event that their team won even if they were eliminated."

Ah, that's why Ries and Amber appeared alongside Lea and I after the game was over.

The facilitator then nodded at me, "Please allow me to congratulate you on your victory. The final prize pool has been determined to be at five point eight million Credits. Would you be splitting it or would we be sending it to one person to collect?"

"Five point eight million? Wasn't it only around three million?" I asked.

"We would normally receive last minute entrants which would bump up the prize money right before the start of the competition. This is normal."

Damn… So we would each be getting… Twenty one million, four hundred and fifty thousand Credits each?!

With all this money, I'm definitely able to buy that new ship with plenty of money to spare to outfit it!!
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                We were instructed to wait in the room until the door opened, revealing a very attractive woman accompanied by a similarly handsome man standing at the doorway.

The woman clapped her hands together, "Congratulations dear participants!"

"You are the winners of this week's Battle Royale!" The man finished, prompting the both of them to pop streamers into the room.

The four of us just stared at them silently.

The guy chuckled at our lack of response, "Ahaha! Tough crowd we have this time eh? No matter! If you would just follow me! Mister Linc is waiting for you upstairs in his reception room!"

"Please, right this way!" The girl continued.

Both of them stepped aside from the door to gesture towards the corridor at the same time.

Are these two siblings or something? I actually wouldn't be surprised if they turned out to be siblings with how coordinated they are.

Otherwise… I guess they must have done this a lot of times.

Also… I guess the name of the station should have given away the name of the owner as well…

I looked at my companions and they gave me the same look as well. I guess we should be following them then.

I led the way and I gave the two supposed siblings a nod, showing that we would be following them.

For some reason, I noticed that the guy and girl shared a look and I had a feeling a silent message was passed between them before they moved. The woman chose to walk in front of us while the man took the position at the very back.

They then led us towards another lift that was located at the very end of the corridor. In fact, I didn't even realise that it was a lift until the wall slid open, revealing a hidden passage behind it.

I guess this was intentionally made so that only the champions of the event would know about this place.

We were escorted into the lift that was big enough to fit a truck before it started ascending.

Just like the previous lifts, there were no buttons that we could press and it moved on its own as though someone else was controlling it.

I thought it would bring us directly to our destination but that was not the case as it stopped at what looked like a security checkpoint of sorts.

Several armed guards including drones and even guards in power armour were scattered around the room, all of them watching us as we stepped out from the elevator.

Our guides didn't even spare them a glance and simply guided us through the security checkpoint.

They had to do another scan of us to make sure we had no weapons and walked through a machine that supposedly would disable any combat implants and also scan for any genetic modifications we had on us.

Interestingly, that was how I found out that none of my crew members were even modded to begin with.

I was so sure that they had some kind of modding done to themselves and I would have thought the machine only scanned for combat related modifications but that was clearly not the case when it showed I had modded myself to be a futa.

So that meant the other three were completely unmodded which was definitely a surprise for me.

"You're all unmodded?" I asked aloud.

Amber shrugged, "Mods don't work well with me."

Lea shook her head, "I have no interest in them either."

Ries poked her fingers together, "I… Never actually had the spare Credits to mod myself even if I wanted to."

Ok, I guess I can understand all that.

Anyway, we were brought to another lift at the end of the security checkpoint which made me wonder just how many lifts this guy has in this goddamn tower. Like seriously…

At least this one seemed to be the last one because when the lift came to a stop, we found ourselves stepping out to a rather plush sitting room with white marble floors and a uselessly high ceiling.

To our left was a small bar stocked with several bottles of alcohol, which was obviously there to serve the person in the leopard print suit seated in the very centre of the room on a couch big enough to seat ten people across.

"Hahaha!! If it isn't the courier!! Looks like you lost, Midori!" The owner of the station laughed.

My attention shifted to the only other occupant of the room who was standing behind him.

It was a woman in a black suit with her black hair tied up in a ponytail and her eyes hidden behind a pair of half rimmed sunglasses. She gave off the air of a professional secretary and was even standing at attention with her hands behind her back.

She sighed slightly at his words, "So it would seem."

The man then stood up before opening his arms wide in a welcoming gesture, "Welcome, champions! I have to say, that was a brilliantly good fight you've put on for us! I was at the edge of my seat for quite a number of your encounters, I'll have you know! And to think this is even your first time participating! Simply extraordinary!"

He then snapped his fingers and a smaller couch appeared from the ground in front of him.

"Come, come! Sit, sit! I have a lot of things I want to talk about! But first, drinks! What would you all like?"

Our two guides immediately went over to the bar and I panicked a little. I don't even know what kind of alcohol there is and would it even be wise to reject his offer?

I know for a fact that some people would see rejecting their offer of alcohol as rejecting their hospitality so it would be nice to at least accept it.

I turned to the girls and Amber came to my rescue, "We'll just have whatever you're having, thanks."

Err… Is that even a good option?

The man grinned at her, "In that case, make it the Olivia Seneschal Platinum!"

The two supposed siblings immediately set to work while our host gestured at the couch in front of him.

"Now come on! Take a seat! Don't stand on ceremony now!"

We moved over to the couch and I waited for him to sit before I did.

His grin widened a little, "I suppose I have not introduced myself have I? Linc Farhar! Though I will have others call me Mister Linc, I shall allow you all to call me Linc as your reward for giving us such an entertaining fight!"

"Ah… Err… Thanks? I'm Tera and they are my companions. Amber, Lea and Ries."

The three girls waved at him in response to my introduction.

"Ahahaha! There's no need for you to be nervous! You're not here to kill me right? If you are, I'll have to ask you not to try because that would be such a shame if Midori had to kill you for it!" He laughed.

I looked at the girl behind him and I realised she wasn't just a secretary but his bodyguard.

Our drinks soon arrived and interestingly, the woman was the one who brought us our drinks while the guy went to give Linc his.

I also noted that she bent at the waist to hand me my glass, which had gave me an unobstructed view of her cleavage.

Even after I took the glass from her, she hovered there for what felt like a second or two longer than necessary before she straightened herself again.

When I turned back to look at Linc again, the station owner was smiling at me.

"So, Miss Tera! Do you know why you are here?"

I shrugged, "I thought we would be here to collect our prize or something?"

"Ahahaha! That is certainly one of them! And one of your prizes is spending time with me! Aren't you glad?"

I had to hold myself back from blurting out 'No' and simply settled for a shrug instead.

"Oh my! Seems like you're still nervous, aren't you? You don't need to be! Let me just tell you that one of the things I love the most is the thrill of making bets and the raw emotions that come from the struggles of human survival! I specifically brought you here so that I could talk to you about them!"

I blinked at him, "The struggles of human survival?"

"Yes! When you put people in a situation where they have to kill or be killed, isn't it fascinating how different types of people would have different types of responses to that? That's why I love watching this Battle Royale the most!"

Eh?

I don't really understand how that has anything to do with human survival since that barely has anything to do with that…

If he wanted to watch something related to 'human survival', I'd say that he'd have more fun watching some people struggling on a deserted island or something…

While I was wondering that, he took a sip of his wine before leaning forward with a predatory glint in his eyes.

"That's why… Would you like to make a bet with me, Miss Tera?"

…

Why did I feel a sudden chill down my spine?

            
