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PROLOGUE

KING LUCIFER

Sitting in his command chair that overlooked the rest of his vessel, Azazel couldn’t help but notice how empty it seemed. Lights from the various consoles and overhead panels lit the interior, revealing how few people were present. Only the five members charged with controlling the ship sat at their stations. Normally, there were at least 20.

Like any good Angelisian vessel, the ship’s cockpit was designed with the helm and communications array situated up front. The command chair sat in the back on a raised platform that allowed him to observe his subordinates. Situated before the helm was the ship’s main viewport, which allowed everyone a view of the outside without the risk of exposing them to the cold emptiness of space.

Currently, the world shown was not one of space but of a docking bay, primitive, with dull durasteel walls and grated floors. It was also empty. There wasn’t a single dock worker present. No people were rushing about attaching fuel lines to the ship, checking pressure gauges, or studying the clamping calibrators to ensure that the ship was properly grounded. This docking bay was more silent than the far reaches of space.

Azazel knew the reason for this. The docking bay was in lockdown. No one aside from himself and the commander of the Interstellar Police Force, Karen Kanzaki, was allowed in or out. The doors and bulkhead had been sealed.

This wouldn’t have been enough to stop him if he truly wished to escape. His vessel was perfectly capable of destroying that bulkhead, and the Dauntless could outfly anything in this quadrant of the galaxy.

Humans did not possess the level of technology necessary to keep a ship like his impounded—certainly not these humans. But that wouldn’t help with his situation. Right now, he was exactly where he needed to be: inside of Mars City, the human stronghold where Princess Gabrielle resided with her chosen marriage candidate.

“Open a line to Angelisia,” Azazel commanded of the soldier working at the communications console. “I have urgent matters that I must speak with King Lucifer about.”

“Yes, sir!”

A holographic screen popped up a meter away, hovering in the air. A line of communication soon opened between their ship and Angelisia. The screen showed static for a couple of seconds before the form of his king, the most powerful man in the galaxy, and someone whom Azazel greatly respected, appeared before them in all his splendor.

“Ah, Azazel,” King Lucifer spoke in a gravelly voice, grating and deep. “It has been a while since I’ve heard from you. Tell me, how goes the search for Gabrielle?”

Azazel rose from his command chair and snapped off a salute, pounding his right fist against his left breast. “My Lord. The search goes well. I have discovered Princess Gabrielle’s location.”

“Excellent. I take it that means you will be returning to Angelisia soon?”

“Unfortunately, My Lord, there are some slight complications at the moment that make bringing Princess Gabrielle back difficult.”

There was a slight delay in the king’s next words. “Difficult, you say?”

Azazel tried not to show fear at the change in King Lucifer’s tone, but he couldn’t stop the thrill that traveled down his spine. While not cold, the hint of warning contained within King Lucifer’s voice set him on edge; he could feel the hairs on his neck rising. He knew that from this point forward, he would need to tread carefully. If he said the wrong thing, if he spoke out of turn, it could spell the destruction of this planet, maybe even this solar system.

“Yes, My Lord, difficult. There is a small problem that is stopping me from returning to Angelisia with Princess Gabrielle.”

“A problem, you say?”

“Well, not really a problem. I believe it may be more accurate to say that a new development has arisen, one that has necessitated us staying at our current location,” Azazel amended, trying to determine how best to proceed.

King Lucifer was well-known for his temper. He’d blown up entire planets before just because someone upset him, and Azazel would be remiss to let the planet that Princess Gabrielle’s chosen marriage candidate lived on be wiped from the face of the galaxy.

“Go on, Azazel. I am listening.”

“Just as you commanded, I managed to track down Princess Gabrielle to a planet called Mars. It is a small planet on one of our galaxy’s spiral arms, out toward the edge. Sometime before myself and my men managed to ascertain her location, Princess Gabrielle ended up meeting a young human male named Alexander S. Ryker who, unknowing of Princess Gabrielle’s circumstances, took her into his home.”

There was a moment of silence. Azazel held his breath. These next few moments would be critical, as they would decide how this meeting was going to develop.

“Explain,” King Lucifer demanded.

Azazel nearly breathed a sigh of relieve. The only reason he didn’t was because it would have been seen as a sign of weakness, and those who were weak did not attain his rank. Instead, he straightened his spine and explained the situation to his king.

“While I am still unsure of all the details, it seems that Alexander found Princess Gabrielle when she was facing dire circumstances. Out of the goodness of his heart, he allowed her to live with him and they have been getting along rather well. At least, that is what I have pieced together from the few times that he and I have spoken.”

Saying that they had spoken was something of a misnomer. They had only spoken once, and that was during their battle when he had fought with Alexander to see if the boy was worthy of being Princess Gabrielle’s marriage candidate. It had been more like a lecture, though. Alexander had berated him for not thinking about Princess Gabrielle’s feelings.

Azazel would never forget the passion that Alexander had spoken with, which was why he would do all in his power to help those two with their love.

“Interesting…”

Watching King Lucifer idly rub his chin, Azazel could not help but wonder about what was going through the man’s mind. He dared not ask, however, as he feared the result that would come from such a question. Thus, he continued.

“Sometime during her stay with him, Alexander must have learned about Princess Gabrielle’s circumstances. The first time my men ran into them, Alexander managed to confuse them and escaped. The second time he fought and defeated them with some help from one of Princess Gabrielle’s inventions.”

That caught King Lucifer’s attention. The king of the galaxy focused more intently on his subordinate. Azazel remained calm under the man’s scrutinizing gaze. He now had the king’s full interest, which could only be a good thing—or so he hoped.

“A human managed to fight against two Angelisians and won? How intriguing. Tell me, Azazel, has he fought you as well?”

“He and I have indeed exchanged fists, and I can say without a doubt that he is talented. While I am certain that in a prolonged battle where I am fighting seriously, I would win hands-down, I will not deny that he is a skilled hand-to-hand combatant.”

“Is that so? That’s very interesting. However, I do not believe you called to inform me about how some human boy managed to fight you to a standstill. There is something else you wished to tell me.”

Azazel almost winced at the perceived insult. Humans were a relatively new species to the galactic community. There were several other solar systems with human, or near-human, species, aside from this one. Each one had only become capable of space travel within the last two-hundred to five-hundred years.

Humans were also relatively weak. While there were species that were physically weaker than humans, all of them had a unique trait that gave them an edge. Angelisians were physically powerful and had their aura manifestation, Daemons had inner demons that granted them incredible strength and power at the cost of their sanity, and Athraighs had their Glamour. Humans didn’t have any special abilities like that, not a one.

“Yes, your majesty. During the battle, Princess Gabrielle stated her desire to marry Alexander.”

“Ho?” King Lucifer leaned back on his large throne, seemingly contemplating Azazel’s words. “So my eldest has chosen her own candidate for marriage, huh? What an interesting change of heart this is. She has never been very interested in getting married before, no matter how many candidates I had her meet. Is there something special about this Alexander, I wonder?”

“I am unsure. He seems like a dependable enough person, however, without further investigation into his character, I cannot ascertain whether there is something special about him, or if Princess Gabrielle is simply using him to keep from being married off to someone else. What I can tell you is this: Alexander S. Ryker is strong and has stated that he will not allow Princess Gabrielle to be married off against her will. If nothing else, this has endeared Princess Gabrielle to him, which may be the cause for her desire to marry him.”

“Hmm…”

Azazel waited patiently for his king’s reply. He knew better than to interrupt the man while he was thinking. Even though he was one of King Lucifer’s most loyal subordinates, not even he would escape the man’s wrath if he spoke out of turn.

“It seems that things are getting interesting, Azazel,” King Lucifer said at last, an amused grin spreading across the man’s face. It sent shivers down Azazel’s spine. “A new player has entered the competition for my eldest daughter’s hand, and he’s someone that has been chosen by Gabrielle herself. Yes, things are becoming intriguing.”

Once again, Azazel said nothing. If his king wished for him to speak, then King Lucifer would have bid him to do so. It was not his place to intrude upon his king’s thoughts. Just then, King Lucifer leaned forward, pinning Azazel with his gleaming red eyes.

Azazel had often been called fearless. He certainly feared little. Even death could not strike fear into his heart. However, in that moment, pinned by his king’s powerful crimson eyes that gleamed with a maniacal tenacity, Azazel couldn’t keep the fear from freezing his heart cold.

“Tell me more about this boy, Azazel.”

Not one to disobey a direct order from his king, Azazel recited everything that he currently knew about Gabrielle’s protector. “Alexander S. Ryker is a sixteen-year-old boy with a younger sister. They both live on Mars.”

“Sixteen? That would make him the same age as Gabrielle and two years older than Michelle and Ariel.”

“Indeed, Your Majesty.”

“Continue, Azazel.”

“Of course. According to the information that I’ve obtained, Alexander had, at one point, entered the Mars Police Academy, but he was kicked out due to his reckless and destructive tendencies. He supposedly caused a lot of property damage while on his practical assessment tests, and the police forces decided to wash their hands of him.”

King Lucifer snorted in amusement but didn’t say anything.

Azazel continued. “I have also gathered that he is a genius with an intellect that may even be on par with Princess Gabrielle. Also, much like the Princess, Alexander appears to be an inventor. From my understanding, most of his inventions have a bad habit of going awry, and are at least half of the reason he leaves so much destruction in his wake. However, those items he creates that do function as intended tend to be very useful.”

Azazel still remembered the strange whip that Alexander had used when they fought. While it hadn’t been a deciding factor in their battle, it had certainly given the young man an edge at the beginning. Then there was also that strange rubbery substance that Alexander had used on him, which had covered his face and made it impossible for him to see. The boy had a natural aptitude for inventing odd forms of weaponry.

“So he is like Gabrielle, then? An inventor?”

“It would appear so. I have witnessed firsthand at least two of the inventions that he’s created and both were impressive, if a bit primitive.”

“Hmm… is there anything else that you can tell me about him?”

“Just this: It seems that Alexander’s father was a renowned hero on Mars for actions taken in the past. I do not know what he did, exactly, but I do know that he was responsible for saving a great number of lives during a crisis that happened some twenty-odd years ago. The current commander of the police forces here, Karen Kanzaki, spoke very highly of the man and seems to greatly admire him.”

Karen Kanzaki was a tough-as-nails woman. She didn’t take crap from anyone, and Azazel knew from experience that she could be downright frightening when the mood struck. Her glares sent chills down his spine, and her commanding presence made even him, a commander of the Angelisian Army, quiver. Anyone who could make that woman admire them must have been someone of incredible strength and fortitude.

“The son of a hero, eh? Now that is even more interesting. It seems my daughter has chosen a fascinating person to become her husband. Very well, I shall meditate on this matter a little more, Azazel, and I will soon have a message for you to deliver to this Alexander S. Ryker.”

Azazel pounded his breast plate in a salute. “My Lord!”

The screen went blank.

Solitude once more engulfed the Dauntless.


CHAPTER 1

STRIKING A NEW FRIENDSHIP

Alex didn’t want to wake up that morning. His first assumption was that he was just tired, which was logical, given what had happened two days ago.

Two days ago, Alex had been forced into a fight against Gabrielle’s bodyguard and a commander of the Angelisian Army, Azazel. While he hadn’t died, the injuries he’d sustained had been painful enough to knock him unconscious. After a battle like that, all he really wanted to do was sleep.

Yet as the seconds ticked by and he slowly gained more alacrity, Alex realized that the real reason he didn’t want to wake up was because he felt so comfortable. Warm. Snug. Content. He must have felt this way because of the person sleeping with him, contently nestled against him. Her warm breath caressed his skin, and her bare breasts felt like two soft marshmallows as they pressed into his side. Yes, with her at his side, it was easy to just close his eyes and drift back to sleep…

… Wait a minute.

Opening his eyes again, Alex looked down and to his left. Though the covers were draped over her, he could clearly identify the person sleeping in his bed as Gabrielle. Her silver hair was a dead giveaway.

And that’s when it hit him.

Gabrielle was sleeping in his bed.

Gabrielle was in his bed!

Holy crap!

Alex barely recognized the loud shriek that escaped from his mouth. Acting on instinct, he tried to leap out of the bed—not that it did much good. Gabrielle’s hold on him was ironclad. The moment he moved, she came with him, which caused Alex to lose his balance as his feet became tangled within the bedsheets.

With his arms windmilling like a pair of propellers, the world around him tumbled. A harsh crack! preluded the stars that appeared before his vision as his head smacked against the floor. Staring up at the ceiling, Alex needed to blink several times to regain his eyesight as he could see nothing but a painfully blinding light. Just what were those white spots phasing in front of his eyes anyway?

Gabrielle, who’d somehow miraculously stayed attached to him, moaned and slowly stirred awake. Alex stiffened when the girl lifted her head off his chest, blinking her weary eyes as she stared at him with the incomprehensible gaze of one who was not yet awake. Two bright emerald orbs like viridian forests peered at him from beneath strands of glittering silver.

“Alex?” she mumbled tiredly. Her long ears, which stuck out of her silver hair, wiggled up and down several times.

“Ah… G-Gabrielle, this is…”

Alex tried to explain how they’d ended up in this situation, but Gabrielle just offered him a sleepy smile. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“Uh…” Alex needed a second to restart his brain. “I slept fine, I guess.”

“That’s good.” Gabrielle placed her cheek against his chest. “I slept really well, too. Tee-hee! I guess it’s because I was sleeping with you.”

Alex was startled. “W-wait a minute! What do you mean you slept with me? I don’t remember going to sleep with you!”
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“I came in to ask if you wanted to take a bath with me last night, but you were already asleep. You looked so comfortable that I ended up climbing into bed with you. I must have fallen asleep because you were so warm and cuddly.”

W-what kind of answer is that?!

“You can’t just crawl into someone’s bed and sleep with them!” Alex yelled.

“Eh? Why not?” Gabrielle asked, placing her delicate hands on his chest and lifting herself up to stare down at him. “We’re engaged now, aren’t we? I’ve read that married couples are supposed to sleep together.”

Alex could not answer her. It wasn’t because he didn’t want to, but because there was something else that distracted him. Her boobs.

Alex was a healthy teenage male, and just like any other male his age, he possessed a healthy interest in women. Gabrielle epitomized what Alex believed was true beauty. Her long silver tresses scintillated like a thousand microscopic jewel strands woven together. Bright green eyes, emeralds of innocence, perfectly reflected her vivacious personality. Slender shoulders. Long legs. Unblemished skin. A lithe yet buxom figure. Even the bright silver wings that protruded from her lower back just above the hips held a mesmerizing charm.

While many of his teenage fantasies had featured Selene and Jasmine—sometimes together—Gabrielle had something that those two didn’t—several somethings.

Two of those somethings were her boobs. Gabrielle sported breasts that were large and perky. They sat proudly on her chest, two hills that were capped with light pink nipples. As they bounced in front of his face, Alex felt an overwhelming desire crash into him. His mind became a deluge, a flood of erotic images that bombarded him.

 

“You’re right,” Alex said as he placed one hand behind his back, using it to support him as he sat up. The other he wrapped around Gabrielle’s waist. “I’m sorry, Gabrielle. I wasn’t thinking properly. It’s perfectly okay for us to sleep together.”

“Really?” Gabrielle’s vibrant smile made everything seem better. It also made his pants impossibly tight.

“Really.” Alex nodded. “Since we’re engaged now, it’s okay.”

“Yay! I’m so happy!”

Alex smiled as Gabrielle cheered. “Now, since we’re awake, why don’t we do something else that married couples do?”

Gabrielle tilted her head. “Eh? What are we going to do?”

“This.”

Alex leaned in and took one of Gabrielle’s nipples into his mouth. A loud moan left her parted lips as he swirled his tongue around it. The taste of salt tickled his tongue. Fingers ran through his hair, reaching behind him and pulling him deeper into Gabrielle’s bosom.

“Oh, Alex!” Gabrielle’s cry of ecstasy echoed around the room.

 

“Gya!”

Alex jerked backwards like a man being shocked with several thousand volts of electricity. Gabrielle cried out as he bucked her off him and scrambled to his feet. She flew through the air and crashed back down with a loud yelp.

“Owie.” Gabrielle rubbed her sore backside. Her wings flapped in agitation. “What was that for?”

“I-I’m sorry,” Alex said with increasingly wide eyes. “I didn’t mean to…” He trailed off, his eyes widening further as he looked down and realized something else.

Gabrielle was naked. Completely. Buck. Ass. Naked.

“Alex?” Gabrielle looked at him, her questioning gaze innocent and pure, as though she hadn’t realized she was naked. Given what he had seen of her thus far, she probably did know about her lack of clothes. She just didn’t know that it was wrong to be naked.

Alex spun around and squeezed his eyes shut. A feeling of vertigo passed over him and his loins tingled with unpleasant arousal. “A-anyway! I’m going out to get some exercise. Please get dressed while I’m gone!”

He didn’t give Gabrielle a chance to respond and, grabbing his exercise clothes, ran out of the room and into the restroom. Once he’d locked the door, Alex pressed his back against it and slid down.

That… that was…

Intense. That had to have been the single most intense moment of his life, minus what had happened in this very restroom the first day that Gabrielle had started living with them.

Alex took several deep breaths, trying to erase the memory of a naked Gabrielle from his mind, but also attempting to keep himself from feeling ashamed. Gabrielle wasn’t an object. Yet when she had appeared before him like that, all he could think about was how sexy she was, of how much he wanted her. Only a sick, disgusting pervert would think such rampant sexual thoughts. He felt like vomiting.

After he changed into his workout clothes, Alex left the house and went for his morning jog.

Maybe a 10-kilometer jog followed by 1,000 push-ups, 1,000 sit-ups, 1,000 squats, 1,000 pull ups, and 1,000 lunges would help clear his mind.

1

Gabrielle didn’t know what was wrong with Alex this morning. Why had he run out on her? It was weird. Granted, he didn’t seem to like taking baths with other people for some reason, but she hadn’t expected him to panic like that after discovering they had slept in the same bed last night. They were going to get married, after all. All married couples did this. The books that Michelle had lent her said so.

Married…

Before meeting Alex, the idea of marrying someone had been unappealing. Gabrielle didn’t want to marry the suitors that her father had chosen. All of them were boring. Uninspired. Not fun. They just wanted the title that came with the marriage, not Gabrielle.

Alex was different. He was fun to be around, created cool inventions just like her, she could talk to him for hours, and he had a younger sibling who he doted on. Yes, if Gabrielle was going to marry someone, then she wanted to marry Alex. He was someone that she could see herself spending the rest of her life with.

That was why she decided to head down to the lab and take a look at his biological mapping data again. There were still issues with his Angelisian crisis suit. She also needed to repair it since it had been destroyed during Alex’s fight with Azazel.

The lab was a lot different than when Alex had given her a tour of his house, but that was because she had made a lot of modifications. She’d expanded the space. She’d modified all of Alex’s old equipment, upgrading all of it to Angelisian standards. Now, the lab was not only five times larger than before, everything in it was about twenty times better than standard human technology. She was quite proud of herself.

Walking along the white tiles, Gabrielle stopped in front of Mr. Bio-Reader. It was a large contraption with a modified holoscreen that displayed 3-D images as well as numerous buttons and knobs. She manipulated the screen with experienced hands, pulling up all of the data she had taken on Alex.

Looking at the data on Alex’s biological map, which hovered before her eyes as a three-dimensional holographic image, Gabrielle could do nothing but scratch her head. Alex’s bio-map showed all his body’s various systems. They ran through his body, glowing lines of color. The veins were red, the respiratory system was yellow, and his bioelectric system was blue.

There doesn’t appear to be anything unusual about him. His bio-rhythm, bio-electromagnetic field, chemical balance… everything about him is the same as a regular human.

Gabrielle had data on several human and near-human species, which she compared to Alex’s own data. There didn’t seem to be a significant difference between him and the other humans. What difference did exist was within the 5 to 25 percentile, which was the standard difference found in individual people. As far as she could tell, Alex was a regular pers—

Wait.

Blinking several times, Gabrielle manipulated the three-dimensional map, zooming into the area around his chest. There, she finally found something unusual.

What is that?

It looked like there was something black inside of him. The strange black mass was centered around his core, which was attached to his bioelectric system, but that was all she could figure out. Unfortunately, because Mr. Scanner was merely an updated version of Alex’s old scanner, it didn’t have the ability to zoom in any further. If she wanted to figure out what this thing inside of Alex was, then she would need to create a more advanced version of Mr. Scanner.

Mr. Scanner 2.0, get ready to be built!

Rolling up her imaginary sleeves, Gabrielle pulled her multi-purpose tool out of her D-space and readied herself.

It was time to get to work.

2

Karen Kanzaki had never been more shocked than she was in that moment. She stared at the person appearing before her, a mere holographic projection using advanced alien technology that was light-years beyond humanity. The person on the other end, a commander in the Angelisian Army, stared solemnly from between strands of silvery-blond hair.

“You can’t be serious,” she said, the first words since Azazel had spoken.

“I am dead serious,” Azazel replied.

Karen pounded a fist onto her desk. “That is absolutely unacceptable! If you think for one second that I will allow your king to do as he pleases, then your brain must have been fried with a blaster bolt.”

“You have no choice in the matter.” The words cut through her like a precision laser. “This has been decided by my king, the ruler of the entire galaxy.”

The real-time holographic image was of Azazel, a man whom she’d only been acquainted with for the past few days, and who she was already beginning to dislike.

She had met with Azazel several days ago, when his vessel attacked one of the ships patrolling around Mars. He had claimed it was because he was trying to get their attention. After the matter was settled, she had learned that he was the bodyguard of a princess, and not just any princess. This princess’s father controlled most of the Milky Way Galaxy.

Karen hadn’t believed him at first, but then he had used his ship, the Dauntless, to destroy a massive meteor with a single blast. Her superiors in the Galactic Defense Force, the GDF, had told her to cooperate with him. She’d been left with no choice. Karen had helped him find Gabrielle, which had precipitated a battle between Azazel and Alex. That was a disaster that she would rather not remember.

Now, two days later, Azazel had just informed her of King Lucifer’s plans for Alex. It went without saying, but she did not approve of those plans. Not a bit.

Taking a deep breath, Karen calmed down. She sat back in her seat, placed her elbows on the desk, and leaned forward. “What you are suggesting will put more than just Alexander at risk. The entire city—no, all of Mars and maybe even the rest of the solar system, will be in danger as well. What your ruler is asking for is unreasonable.”

“Unreasonable though it may be, this is his decision. If you choose not to obey him, King Lucifer might decide to simply destroy this solar system. He’s done it before.” Azazel’s stern expression shifted into a grimace. “For what it is worth, I am sorry that this had to happen. I, too, wished for a different outcome.”

“I’ll bet,” Karen replied in a scathing tone.

As the conversation ended, the holographic representation of Azazel disappeared. Karen leaned back in her chair and pressed a hand to her forehead as if to ward off the coming headache.

Alexander, you had better be careful. Trouble is coming your way.

Her thoughts went to the young man that this conversation had been about. She hoped he was going to be okay.

3

Azazel sighed as the communication line between him and Karen Kanzaki was cut.

That was not a pleasant conversation.

As a commander of Angelisia, it was his sworn duty to obey all the orders from his king, regardless of what that order might be. Because of this, he’d forced Karen Kanzaki to accept the orders of a king that she did not bow to, all but told her that the son of the man she admired was going to be placed in danger, and disregarded her opinion. If Karen Kanzaki had not disliked him before, she certainly did now.

“Commander Azazel,” his communication aide said. “A ship has just left hyperspace, bearing three-delta-two.”

Azazel pushed aside his grievances and entered his commander mode. “What’s the vessel’s classification?”

“It looks like the A2-B27 Slaver ships used by mercenaries and bounty hunters,” the aide said.

Slaver ships did not necessarily mean that the person inside was a slave trader. Chances were that the person piloting it had heard about the competition for Gabrielle’s hand and was coming here to try and wrest her from Alexander’s grip. He wondered what species was inside of that vessel.

“So it begins,” Azazel said ominously.

There was a long pause as Azazel tracked the incoming vessel on the holoscreen. Something was tickling his brain, like an itch that he couldn’t scratch.

“Why does it feel like I’m forgetting something?” he asked of no one in particular.

None of his aides had an answer for him.

4

Shii-rya came out of hyperspace several hundred kilometers from the planet Mars, the place where Princess Gabrielle was supposedly staying. He adjusted his communication channel to the one that King Lucifer’s message had told him about. After a moment, static crackled in his ear, and then a voice spoke up.

“Unidentified craft, this is Mars Aerospace Control. You have entered Mars airspace. Identify yourself and state your reason for coming here.”

Hissing into his unit, Shii-rya repeated the message that he was supposed to say, “My name is Shii-rya Naga. I am here to claim Princess Gabrielle.”

There was a pause from the other line. “… Understood. I have been told to direct you toward a docking station. Please follow my instructions.”

Shii-rya followed the instructions that he was given. The person directed him toward a small docking bay that opened before him like the gaping maw to a toothless space snake. He adjusted the controls, pushing his craft forward and passing through the docking bay doors, which sealed shut behind him.

After setting down, he waited for the ship’s interior and the docking bay to properly pressurize. Then he exited his ship. The docking bay was empty, which he’d expected. Several meters away, a single door opened, and he didn’t hesitate to walk through it. The door led into a long metal hallway of durasteel grates, oxygen tubes, and blinking lights.

Two guards were stationed at the end. They were standing by a large durasteel door. The way their eyes widened as he walked up to them amused him. He knew that most humans were primitive apes, but these ones were apparently so backwater that they’d probably never seen his kind before.

The one on the left fumbled with the tablet in his hand. He had dark skin and black hair. He was packing a good deal of muscle, which was visible beneath his skin-tight unitard. Yes, he would make a perfect body.

“You are, um, Shii-rya, right?” the man asked.

“That’s right,” Shii-rya said, flicking out his long, forked tongue.

“Erm, right. So, we’ve been told to let you enter Mars City. However, you’re going to need to disguise yourself, and you will have a minder for the duration of your time here. Please cooperate with them.”

A minder? That part had not been in King Lucifer’s message, which meant that whoever had decided on this, it had not been King Lucifer. It must have been a human who was high up on the food chain in this hick solar system.

Shii-rya’s scaled lips twisted into a smile. “I’m sorry, but there’s no way I’m going to let you people tail me.”

Quicker than either human could react, he slammed his tail into the soldier on the right. The woman cried out as she was tossed into the wall. A loud clang! echoed down the hall. The woman slid down, revealing the dent that she had made as she hit the floor, unconscious.

“Shit!” the man swore.

He reached for something at his waist, but Shii-rya was faster. He wrapped his tail around the man’s throat and lifted him into the air. Grinning, he brought the struggling man, whose face was beginning to turn blue from a lack of oxygen, closer.

“Now… I’ll be taking your body for my own, if you don’t mind,” Shii-rya said.

Screams reverberated through the hallway.

And then it became mercifully silent.
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After walking Alice to school, Alex and Gabrielle went back home, where they spent several hours working on their inventions. It wasn’t until Gabrielle’s stomach grumbled that they decided to take a break. Gabrielle wanted to go out somewhere, so they hopped onto the nearest shuttle and flew to Mars City.

Built inside of the Dollfus Crater, Mars City was a massive civilian population center situated inside of a dome. The dome, which kept the harmful atmosphere at bay, loomed over the city, a gigantic construct of glasteel that could barely be seen through.

Alex lived outside of the city proper. The outer district, as they had been named, sat outside of the crater itself.

Mars City was made up of four levels and four districts: upper, middle, lower, and under levels, and north, south, east, and west districts. While the levels were used to determine social status, the districts were more like designated zones that served specific functions. The east district where Alex and Gabrielle headed to was primarily a residential district.

There were a lot more people at this time than there usually were. All of them were young people around their age, wearing the Atreyu Academy uniform, or a uniform from one of the less prestigious schools. Today was Friday. They must have been let out early. If Alex remembered right, there were only two standardization tests on Friday. That meant his friend would be at the shop they were going to.

Entering the Metronome Sweet Shop, Alex was greeted by Selene. Her dark skin presented a lovely contrast to her light-colored clothes, a white skirt and a light-yellow shirt. Long dark hair descended her head in curls that bounced as she walked. Her black eyes reminded him of glittering obsidian.

“Alex!” Selene smiled at him. “Are you here for your… or… der…?”

“Is something wrong?” Alex asked as Selene trailed off.

Selene pointed at Gabrielle, who was firmly attached to his arm. “Alex… who is this?”

“I’m Gabrielle!” Cheery as ever, Gabrielle beamed at Selene. “It’s nice to meet you!”

“Uh…” Selene took a moment before responding. “Nice to meet you… too.”

Seeing how Selene still looked confused, Alex extrapolated. “Do you remember when I told you about the friend I was helping? This is her.”

“Uh-huh…” Selene looked back and forth between them, her expression slowly morphing from befuddled to flat. “You two look like a lot more than just friends.”
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It didn’t take Alex long to realize that Selene was referring to the way that Gabrielle had wrapped her arms around his left arm. She did it so often that he’d grown used to it, but for someone who’d never seen how Gabrielle acted, they could have easily mistaken his and Gabrielle’s relationship for more than what it was. He blushed and opened his mouth to say that they were just friends—

“Alex is my fiancé!”

—when Gabrielle beat him to the punch.

“Oh, I see,” Selene said, nodding several times. “He’s your fiancé. That makes sense.”

One second passed. Then two. From the slow widening of Selene’s eyes, it seemed like she had finally realized what Gabrielle had just said.

“YOU TWO ARE ENGAGED?! WHEN DID THIS HAPPEN?!”

Selene’s shout was heard for kilometers.
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Alex had never been more embarrassed than he was now. If shame could have been ascribed a physical feeling, he would have said that it felt like having several buckets of machine grease dumped on his head, and then lit on fire.

It took him nearly fifteen minutes to explain Gabrielle’s situation to Selene, and that was without adding in the whole “alien princess whose father controls most of the galaxy” issue. That was a matter that he didn’t want to get into.

He and Selene were sitting in a booth. Gabrielle had wandered over to the display case sometime during his explanation and wasn’t paying attention. As he finished his tale, Selene rubbed her head and sighed.

“You really haven’t changed at all since you were in primary school, have you?” she asked. Her expression was weary, as though his story had exhausted her.

Alex frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

The look Selene gave him made Alex lean back. “It means that you still recklessly jump headlong into a situation that’s really none of your business. Honestly, Alex, I know you want to be a hero like your dad, but helping every person you come across is only going to end up with you biting off more than you can chew.”

“What was I supposed to do? Leave an innocent girl to fend for herself?”

“I didn’t say that. I’m just saying that one of these days, you’re going to help someone and find yourself in more trouble than it’s worth. You might get hurt, or worse.”

“I’m not going to abandon someone in need of help.”

Alex and Selene had been over this argument many times in the past. She had never understood his desire to help others, or how much helping people meant to him. It was always, “what if you get hurt?” or something similar. He wished Selene could have been a little more supportive, but she’d been like this for as long as he could remember.

“I never said you should abandon someone who needs help,” Selene defended herself. “I’m just saying that you should be more self-conscious of who you help and how you help them. Don’t forget that you also have a sister to look after. If something happened to you, then Alice would have to go and live with your grandfather, and I know how much you’d love that.”

Grimacing, Alex conceded to her. “Fair point. But you don’t need to worry about me. I’ve trained every day for the past seven years. I’m not going to let myself be hurt that easily.” He paused. “Besides, if something actually did happen to me, Alice could always move in with Grams.”

Grams was the nickname that he had given to Alice’s grandmother. He supposed that she was also technically his grandmother, but neither she nor his grandfather were related to him by blood, much like Alice herself. Still, Alex liked Grams better than Alice’s grandfather. That man could go to hell for all he cared.

“If you say so.” Selene shrugged.

“Hey, Alex?” Gabrielle grabbed his attention. “Which one of these is the strawberry cheesecake parfait?”

“The parfait isn’t in the display,” Alex said. “Since those are made to order, they’re kept in the back. Selene, would you mind grabbing my order, please?”

Selene gave him a look that all but said, “This isn’t over yet.” Fortunately for his peace of mind, she didn’t bring up his hero complex again.

“Sure thing.” Selene and Alex stood up. Before she went to the backroom, however, Selene paused and turned back to him. “Before I forget to ask, what’s up with Gabrielle’s outfit?”

Alex looked at Gabrielle’s outfit, which was an Angelisian crisis suit. It was a light pink unitard with blue veins running through it, referred to as the Nerve Synapse System, which enhanced the wearer’s physical strength by several factors. A pair of silvery wings also protruded from her lower back at about hip level. While they were long, easily spanning half a meter per wing, it didn’t look like anyone could fly using them, but as Gabrielle stared at the many desserts inside of the display, her wings flapped up and down as if they were real wings.

I wonder what Selene would say if she knew those wings weren’t fake?

He looked back at Selene. “That’s the only outfit she has right now. Is there something wrong with it?”

He had bought her some clothes a few days ago, but all of them except one had been destroyed by Mr. Recycle Doggy, an invention of Gabrielle’s. Her only remaining pair of human clothing was being washed.

“Is there something wrong with it?” Selene parroted, her expression deadpan. “Yes, there is something wrong with it. It looks weird. Only police wear ridiculous-looking unitards, and those wings… who the heck adds wings to their outfits?”

“I think her outfit looks cool,” Alex mumbled.

Selene pressed a hand to her face. “Of course you do. Anyway, I’ll grab your order. Be right back.”

“I’ll be here.”

As Selene wandered into the backroom, Gabrielle walked over to him. “She seems nice.”

“She is,” Alex agreed. “Selene has been my best friend since childhood.”

“Do you think she and I can become friends?” asked Gabrielle.

“I’m sure you and she can become friends, if that’s something you want.”

Gabrielle clasped her hands together in front of her face, which had taken on an expression that could only be considered dazzling. Her eyes were shining, and her smile was so wide and hopeful that Alex was nearly blinded by its brilliance.

“I’d really like to be friends with her,” she said.

“Then you should talk to her before we leave.”

“Kay!”

A chime echoed through the pastry shop, a soft ding! that alerted the people inside to a customer's arrival. Alex turned to the door. A familiar figure had walked in. Shoulder-length black hair. Dark eyes. Dark skin. He was wearing civilian clothes at the moment, basic pants and a T-shirt, but Alex would recognize him anywhere.

“Darrick,” he greeted.

Darrick worked in the Mars Police Force as a pilot. He and Alex had met before then during a bank robbery where Alex had beaten the crap out of the robbers and caused a couple hundred thousand credits worth of property damage. For one reason or another, Darrick had decided to join the police after that. Since then, he had always taken to calling Alex senpai despite being older.

Alex had no idea what senpai even meant.

Darrick froze. Slowly craning his neck, he looked at Alex like someone who was staring down the barrel of an A-22 advanced assault rifle. “Uh…”

“Is something wrong, Darrick?”

“Um… no?”

“I didn’t know you shopped at Metronome’s.”

“I don’t…” Darrick started, and then paused before adding, “… usually.”

Alex frowned at his friend, who was acting a little strange. Whenever they interacted, it was normally Darrick who enthusiastically greeted him, not the other way around. Yet here Darrick was acting like he didn’t even know him.

“Is everything okay, Darrick?”

“Yes. Everything is fine.”

Even his voice sounded odd. Alex couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was a sense of dissonance in his voice, as though two people were speaking at the same time. Did Darrick have a cold?

Selene came out several seconds later with two pink bags in her hand, which she handed to Alex. “Here’s your order.”

“Thanks.”

“Selene!” Gabrielle stepped into Selene’s personal space. “Will you be my friend?”

“Uh…” Selene took a step back, putting some distance between them. She looked at Alex, then back at Gabrielle, whose eyes were sparkling like two gems being hit by sunlight. “Erm, okay. Sure. Why not?”

The vivid luster in Gabrielle’s eyes became even more vibrant. She took Selene’s hands in her own, her smile so bright that Alex was forced to look away lest he go blind.

“Thank you!” Gabrielle said. “I’ve always wanted to have a friend!”

“Um, you’re welcome,” Selene said, stunned. Alex could tell that she was flabbergasted by how wide her eyes had grown. They were larger than dishboard pucks.

“Then… then do you think we can do something together?” Gabrielle continued. “I’ve read that friends spend time together and do fun things together.”

“I… don’t see why not,” Selene said. “Um, why don’t we go out sometime this weekend? How about Saturday?”

“Saturday,” Gabrielle breathed out, her excitement barely restrained. Her body visibly shivered as though she was just barely resisting the urge to cheer. “Okay. Saturday.”

“Right. Saturday. So, uh, could you let go of my hands now?”

Gabrielle promptly did so. She spun around and lunged at Alex, hugging him for all she was worth. A loud popping sound echoed from his back, which Alex was positive had just cracked.

“Alex! Alex! Selene and I are now friends! Isn’t that great?”

Despite his physical discomfort, Alex smiled at the girl and patted her head. “It is. I’m glad you’ve made another friend besides me. It’ll be good to be friends with another girl, too.”

“Mm!” Gabrielle nodded, her smile so wide that it forced her eyes to close.

Alex was truly happy for Gabrielle. He knew how much she wanted to make friends. Her life before now had been one of isolation. For the whole of her life, unless she was performing her duties as a princess, she had remained locked away in her father’s palace. Her father had not allowed her to make many friends, so aside from her sisters and her inventions, the only friend she had was, supposedly, someone called Thor, a prince from another planet who used to visit Angelisia when his parents were meeting with King Lucifer.

Alex and Gabrielle left with their desserts in hand. Alex said goodbye to Selene and Darrick. However, as he stepped outside, he looked back at the small shop as something ominous washed over him.

“Alex!” Gabrielle tugged on his arm. “Come on, let’s go home. I want to eat that strawberry cheesecake parfait.”

Slowly, reluctantly, Alex turned away from the store and began walking. “Yeah. Okay. Let’s go.”

Alex and Gabrielle walked to the nearest shuttle station and hopped onto a shuttle. As they sat in their seats, Gabrielle resting her head on his shoulder as she hugged his arm with a big smile, Alex frowned as the chilly feeling from before refused to vanish.

Darrick acted like he didn’t recognize me. I wonder what’s wrong? He didn’t even call me senpai.

“Hey, Alex, when can I eat the strawberry cheesecake parfait?” Gabrielle asked.

“Not until after dinner,” was his immediate reply.

“Aww! No fair!” Gabrielle pouted. “I wanted to eat it as soon as we got home.”

“And spoil your appetite? Absolutely not.”

As Gabrielle pouted, Alex grinned. The sense of foreboding faded to the back of his mind. He was sure that nothing was wrong. His friend had probably been having an off day.
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Selene watched Alex and Gabrielle leave her store with a frown. She didn’t know what to make of Gabrielle yet. The girl acted insanely cheerful, too cheerful. While she felt bad, some part of her couldn’t help but think that behind Gabrielle’s brilliant smile, there existed a woman with a more sinister nature.

Maybe I’m being too distrustful, Selene thought. But if I don’t be suspicious of her, then there won’t be someone to watch Alex’s back.

Back when they were little, Alex had always taken the things that people said at face value. If someone told him that they needed money, he would give it to them. If someone said they forgot their lunch, he would either give them his or buy them one. He never once questioned the people around him, never once considered that they might have been abusing his kindness. This had led to him being used and tricked on several occasions.

Selene couldn’t rely on Alice either. While she was more practical than her brother, Alice was too lazy to be a good protector. It was because Alex had spoiled the girl rotten. She guessed that was what happened when someone had a protective and doting older brother.

Putting thoughts of Alex, Gabrielle, and Alice out of her mind, Selene turned to the dark-skinned man her friend had called Darrick. His intense stare unnerved her. She put on a smile regardless. “Is there something that I can help you with, sir?”

“Yes, there is,” Darrick said, and suddenly, his once uncertain face twisted, dark shadows appearing along creases that hadn’t existed seconds ago.

Selene stumbled back when Darrick’s body morphed. His skin peeled off, tearing as if it had been made of paper, revealing leathery green scales underneath; his body grew to nearly twice his previous size; and his face turned into a reptilian muzzle. Towering over her, the being before her was no longer Alex’s friend, but a monster that appeared to have been conceived by the director of a horrorvid.

“Wh-what…?”

Selene couldn’t finish her sentence. Her throat had closed, choked with fear. Her body shook like a high-powered turbine, her breathing hitched as she struggled to comprehend the creature in front of her, and her mind tried to come to terms with what she was seeing.

“You’re coming with me,” not-Darrick said, his voice a sinister growl.

Selene’s scream was abruptly silenced.


CHAPTER 2

KIDNAPPED

“Gabrielle, could you pass me Mr. Spatula?”

“Kay!”

Alex held out his hand, and Gabrielle placed an object in it. Mr. Spatula, as they called it, didn’t look at all like a spatula. Made of adamantine, it was a gleaming contraption with a cylindrical handle and various implements sticking out of one end. The other end looked like a tapered bulb dial switch. This particular device could act as a spatula, tongs, a fork, and several other utensils with the flip of the switch.

“Ready to initiate the test?”

“Ready!”

Gabrielle, wearing the only remaining clothes she had, a white T-shirt with a heart on the front and jean shorts, watched Alex with anticipation as he flipped the switch at the bottom of the handle. The contraption whirred as the tongs were exchanged for the spatula. Alex then used the spatula to flip the Sunshine Angeln, a fish that dwelled in the oceans underneath Mars’ surface.

“Test one: Spatula complete.”

“Yay!”

Alex and Gabrielle shared a high-five. Sitting on a pan covered in oil, the fish sizzled and popped. The scent wafting from it was mouthwatering. A glance at Gabrielle revealed that his companion was actually drooling.

“Are you ready for test two?” Alex asked.

Gabrielle pumped her fist into the air. “Yes!”

“All right. Test number two is now commencing!”

Alex flipped the switch again. Whir! went Mr. Spatula as it switched from a spatula to a pair of tongs, which he used to grab the veggies and rotate them on his nuclear fusion grill—a fancy and unnecessarily powerful grill that he’d built with his own hands when he was ten.

“Test two: Tongs has been successful!”

“This is great!” Gabrielle cheered. “There’s just five more tests left.”

“Right. Test number three: Fork is about to commence.”

Alex flipped the switch again, his anticipation building. This might have been a small invention compared to his other ones. However, it was the first original item that he and Gabrielle had invented together.

… Nothing happened.

He frowned. Then he flipped the switch again.

Still nothing.

“It’s not working?” Gabrielle inquired curiously.

Alex flipped the switch several more times. Nothing happened. “Seems that way. Do you think the gears used to turn it might not be working properly?”

“Mm…” Gabrielle, a thoughtful demeanor about her, placed a finger against her lips. “I don’t think that’s it. We triple-checked all the parts. There was nothing wrong with them.”

“True.” Alex studied Mr. Spatula, flipping the switch some more as if doing so would help him figure out what the problem was. “It could be something with the OS, but we’re using such a basic program to operate this, so it shouldn’t be causing any issues. Maybe one of the circuits blew out. I know that we used simple circuits instead of the more advanced ones that you have.”

“I think something simple would work best for this, though,” Gabrielle said. “After all, using complex circuits with such a simple operating system could have disastrous results. Also, since Mr. Spatula doesn’t need much power, it doesn’t need the complex circuits.”

“True.”

This device was a fusion of Angelisian and human technology. With such a unique blend, they were being careful in using too many advanced Angelisian parts. Even though all of the components came from Gabrielle, they’d been crafted specifically to work with human engineering techniques.

After flipping the switch several more times, Alex sighed and placed Mr. Spatula onto the table. “I guess this still needs some work. That’s disappointing. It was doing so well, too.”

“Yeah,” Gabrielle agreed sadly.

It didn’t take long to finish preparing the food. Alex turned off the oven and grill, and then he and Gabrielle prepared the table, setting down plates and utensils. He was just about to tell Gabrielle to grab his sister—

“Kya!”

—when Mr. Spatula leapt from the table and attacked Gabrielle!

“Gabrielle!”

Mr. Spatula whirred out of control. Gabrielle tried to grab it, but Mr. Spatula slashed through her clothes right along the bust line. Since Gabrielle apparently didn’t believe in bras, her breasts were exposed to the cool air, bouncing up and down in a way that defied the laws of physics as Alex knew them. She looked down at her chest, surprised but not concerned. Alex squeaked and turned away.

“I-I-I’m sorry! I wasn’t looking!”

Unfortunately, that left him open to Mr. Spatula’s attack.

“Iyahn!”

His clothes were ripped to shreds as well, not just his shirt, but also his pants, leaving him in only his boxers and socks.

As if fate was conspiring to humiliate him, Alice decided to walk into the kitchen at that very moment.

“Hey, Bro. I heard yelling. Is everything…” She trailed off, and her face slowly turned flat, save for the blush on her cheeks. “You two… are incorrigible, you know that?”

“It’s not like that!” Alex shouted at the top of his lungs.
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The showers in Azazel’s flagship, the Dauntless, were communal. That meant that everyone used them, though the men’s shower was separated from the women’s. The showers also came with a hot spring, which was a recent addition that Azazel had added because… well, why the heck not?

Currently, Azazel was enjoying his time in the hot spring, sighing contentedly as the steaming water seeped into his skin. Few things soothed the soul like a hot bath.

Hot springs were a human invention. Well, technically, they were a natural phenomenon, but no one had ever thought of bathing in them until humans had come along.

There had been a group of humans, who were more advanced than the ones found in this solar system, that he’d visited during the Unification War 43 years ago. That was when he’d been introduced to hot springs. It had been love at first dip.

With him were his two subordinates, Abel and Kane. They were the ones who had been unfortunate enough to have been sent after Princess Gabrielle when she arrived on Mars. The two of them had just gotten out of the hospital, and they had apparently decided to spend their first moments of freedom soaking. While Abel looked relaxed, Kane remained moody.

“Are you still upset that we lost to that kid?” Abel asked.

“Course not,” Kane grumbled. “Besides, we didn’t lose to that brat. We lost to Lady Gabrielle’s invention.”

“If you think about it by the end result, sure. But if you look at it from who got the most hits in, then he beat us. That electro-whip of his did more damage to you than your single attack did to him.”

“I sent that brat flying with my attack!”

“And he gave us both the shock of our lives.”

“Tch!”

“Speaking of…” Abel turned to Azazel. “What do you think of that kid?”

Azazel slipped deeper into the water, until it was up to his chin. “If you are referring to Alexander, then I think he has proven himself to be a dependable young man. He did not defeat me, true, but I thought he was quite skilled at combat. He also understands Princess Gabrielle’s feelings. If nothing else, I approve of him for that reason.”

“You’ve known Princess Gabrielle for a long time, right?” Abel asked.

“Yes. I have known Princess Gabrielle since she was just a small child.” Azazel smiled as he reminisced about the past. “Princess Gabrielle has not changed much since she was young. Back then, she was a precocious little girl who had a fascination for machines and a bad habit of gutting our destroyers and frigates.”

“Ugh, she did that even back then?” Abel grimaced.

“I didn’t know that,” Kane said. “I can’t imagine a little girl taking apart our war vessels.”

Sending the two a deprecating smile, Azazel said, “understandable. I couldn’t believe it either, not until I had come into our docking bay one day and discovered Princess Gabrielle standing on a pile of remains from our most powerful warships. King Lucifer was amused, but most of his council was consternated.”

“That reminds me, did you remember to deliver King Lucifer’s message to that brat?” Abel asked.

“Oh, crap!” Azazel jumped out of the water. “I knew I had forgotten something!”

Azazel rushed out of the hot spring. He’d completely forgotten to get dressed. The number of female officers who shrieked, attacked, and called him a pervert for his streaking were numerous. Azazel had several bruises when he came back to the hot spring and got dressed.

His wives would never let him live this down if they ever caught wind of it.
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Fortunately for Alex, Mr. Spatula had not destroyed their dinner, thus they were able to eat without him needing to make a trip to the convenience store. After changing clothes, dinner was served.

“So delicious!” Gabrielle squealed as she took her first bite. “This is so good!”

Alex felt his chest swell up like a space slug—a creature with an exoskeleton that allowed it to survive the cold emptiness of space. He didn’t have many things that he took pride in, but his fighting prowess, inventions, and cooking were three things that he felt confident were top-notch.

“I’m glad you like it.”

“This is the best food I’ve ever had!”

When Gabrielle had lived in the palace, all the food that she ate was taste-tested first. Because of that, by the time it reached her, the food had grown cold. Her first hot meal had been in this very kitchen. Alex promised himself that he would make sure she could eat a warm meal every day for the rest of her life.

“Your ego is showing, Bro,” Alice said.

His sister’s brown hair was long, traveling all the way down to her lower back. It matched the color of her doe-like eyes. She was on the lithe side. The pink t-shirt that she wore was sleeveless and showed off her slender arms, while the pink pajamas were baggy. She was also wearing a pair of white socks.

“Allow your brother his moment,” Alex retorted.

He and Alice couldn’t have looked more different. Unlike her, his hair was primarily black, all except for his bangs, which were silver. His ___ eyes looked nothing like her brown ones. Furthermore, he was much taller than her. Alice barely reached his chest.

The difference in their physical appearance was due to the fact that they were not related by blood. Alice was his step-sister. Her mom had married his dad sometime after she’d been born.

The banter was light that evening. Alice didn’t even act phased by what had happened just a few minutes ago. It seemed she had grown used to seeing her brother near-naked.

Alex didn’t know how to feel about that.

Beep beep! Beep! Beep beep!

Conversation stopped when Alex’s IDband went off. Every citizen on Mars City had their own IDband. They acted as a personal communication device, identification, and biorhythmic scanner. Most people never used them, except for when they were applying for a job or something similar, but Alex used the biorhythmic scanner to help him keep fit. His was also heavily modified and had several additional features. They weren’t necessarily legal, these features, but it wasn’t like he would get arrested… unless someone found out about them.

Alex pressed a button on his IDband, and then tapped his ear to activate the communication unit. “Hello?”

“Hello. Is this the man who was with Princess Gabrielle at the shop?” an unfamiliar voice said.

Alex frowned. “Who’s asking?”

“My name is none of your concern. I have your friend. If you want to see her alive, then come to the location that I’ll be providing. Come alone.”

“W-wait a second! Just who the hell are—”

Alex didn’t get a chance to finish his question. The other line went silent.

“What’s wrong, Bro?” Alice asked.

Alex didn’t pay attention to his sister. A message had appeared on his IDband. Placing his hands underneath the table, Alex pressed a button which brought up an image of Selene, unconscious, hanging from a ceiling, and bound by several metal tentacles.

His heart stopped cold.

“Alex?” Gabrielle said in a questioning tone as he stood up.

“I just remembered that I forgot something.” Alex smiled at the pair to allay their worry. “I need to head over to the convenience store real quick.”

“Do you want me to go with you?” Gabrielle asked.

“No. This shouldn’t take too long. Why don’t you and Alice watch Titan Girls and eat those strawberry cheesecake parfaits?”

“You bought them?!” Alice’s normally bored eyes sparkled.

“I did. They’re in the fridge.”

Alice squealed, leapt from her seat, and rushed over to the refrigerator. She squealed again when she saw the strawberry cheesecake parfaits sitting on the top shelf.

“I love you, Bro!”

“I’ve noticed that you only say that when I buy those for you.”

“What are you talking about? I tell you that all the time.”

“Right.”

Alice grabbed the two desserts and shut the fridge door with her hip. “Come on, Gabrielle. Let’s eat these and watch Titan Girl.”

“Kay!”

Gabrielle and Alice went into the living room. Alex put the dishes in the sink and entered the hallway through the other door. Moving with quick strides, he went down the stairs and into the lab. His crisis suit was back inside of its container. Gabrielle had finished repairing it, though he didn’t know if it was properly calibrated yet. Alex didn’t have time to concern himself with that. It was an inane detail.

He walked over to the console, opened the container, closed his eyes, and prepared himself.

Seconds later, all Alex felt was thousands of needles piercing his pores as the suit latched onto his body and synchronized with him.
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Azazel didn’t know where he was. Colossal structures towered over him. Built with little sense of aesthetics, these buildings had a uniformity that made him long for home.

Mars City was nothing like Angelisia. Cities on Angelisia were majestic and organic. The structures were constructed in such a way that they blended in with the flora native to Angelisia. They were completely different from these bland skyscrapers that clogged up Mars City’s airways.

The place where Azazel had wandered to was dark. Cast in the shadows of massive buildings, darkness engulfed this section of Mars City like a bad case of the Angelisian flu. He looked up. Even the dome was barely visible through the cracks between buildings.

Realizing that he was lost, Azazel walked up to the nearest citizen, a young woman who was warily turning her head as though waiting for something to leap out and stab her in the neck.

“Excuse me!” He boomed. “Could I trouble you for a—”

“KYA!” the woman screamed. “MONSTER!”

Azazel was stunned into silence as the woman ran away, shrieking like she’d just seen an abominable horror from the far reaches of space. When she disappeared around the corner of a building, he remained standing there for a while longer, and then huffed in indignation.

“That was rude,” he said.

With nothing else to do but find the next denizen and ask them for directions, Azazel began walking once more. Several minutes passed with more people running from him. It wasn’t long afterward that the loud blaring of sirens alerted Azazel to the arrival of a police shuttle seconds before it came into sight.

“You in the armor! Put your hands in the air and surrender yourself! You’re under arrest!”

Azazel had no desire to be placed in confinement again. So, he did the only thing that an upstanding and forthright commander of the Angelisian Army would do in such a situation. He ran away.

“After him!”

The shuttle zoomed forward, hot on his tail.

“Why is this happening to me again?!” Azazel’s scream was lost to the din of sirens.
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Gabrielle wondered why Alex hadn’t returned home yet. An hour had already passed, and he hadn’t returned from his trip to the convenience store. Shopping didn’t normally take this long, did it? Of course it didn’t. She and Alex had gone shopping together before, and it hadn’t taken them more than 15 minutes.

She and Alice were sitting on the couch in the living room. Titan Girl was playing on the holovid located in the corner of the room. It was a rerun, or so Alice had said. Gabrielle didn’t know what a rerun was, but she didn’t ask because Alice had said it like she should naturally know what reruns were. She didn’t want to sound stupid for asking.

“I wonder what’s taking Bro so long?” Alice’s words mirrored her thoughts.

Gabrielle stood up. Her bare feet hit the wooden floor. “I’m going to find him.”

Alice raised an eyebrow. “How are you planning to do that?”

“By using Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search.”

Gabrielle swiped her index finger through the air. A holographic menu appeared in front of her, which she scrolled through until she found Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search. This was the menu that allowed her to access her D-space. Not even a second later, her robotic invention appeared before her after she pressed on the menu.

“It looks like a guinea pig attached to a rocket,” Alice observed.

Gabrielle did not know what a guinea pig was. Her machine was based on a small rodent found on Angelisia: an Angelisian Folst Rat. They were four-legged mammals with a sense of smell that was ten times stronger than any other creature found on Angelisia. Thanks to her sister, Ariel, who loved collecting exotic animals, Gabrielle had been able to create Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search.

“Okay! Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search, I need you to find the owner of this underwear.”

Gabrielle pulled Alex’s underwear from her D-space and held it in front of her search robot, who leaned up and started sniffing it.

“W-where did you get a pair of my bro’s underwear?!” Alice squawked as she leapt to her feet.

“From his room,” Gabrielle answered.

“Why would you even have his underwear in the first place?!” Alice shouted… and then she paused. Slowly, ever so slowly, she sat back down. “You know what? Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

Gabrielle didn’t understand why Alice was getting so worked up, but she decided to not let it bother her. Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search had finished sniffing the underwear anyway, and he was already bolting off, which meant he had a scent. Gabrielle followed him.

The search was on.
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The Undercity. As the name implied, the Undercity was on the bottom floor, ground level, as it were. Technically speaking, it was one of the four levels within Mars City. However, this level was the only one that not even the dregs of society dared to tread.

Alex wandered through the Undercity, following the instructions that he’d been given by his friend’s kidnapper. He didn’t know where he was, or how long he had been traveling. Darkness engulfed everything. There were no lights within the Undercity. The sky was closed off by numerous massive plates, and what little light that might have once guided his path had long since broken down.

It was almost shocking. Mars City had only been built within the last 150 years. In fact, domed cities like this were a recent invention. The first one had been built on the moon back in 2122. In the two centuries that followed, domed cities had been built on every planet within the solar system, save Saturn and Jupiter, and even they had domed cities constructed within the surrounding asteroid belts.

Because the Undercity was at bedrock level, it meant that instead of walkways, he walked on solid ground. The crunching underneath his feet was from all of the waste and trash that had been thrown down there. With his IDband’s searchlight illuminating the path in front of him, Alex tried to navigate around large piles of debris as he traversed the ruined remains of decrepit buildings.

He glanced at his watch again. A holographic map hovered over it. There were two blips on it: A triangle that represented him, and a circle to show his destination.

I’m about fifteen meters from where Selene’s kidnapper is.

A hundred thoughts and questions ran through his mind. Who had kidnapped Selene? Why would they kidnap her? What did they want? He didn’t know anything. In the end, Alex wasn’t sure if he needed to know. Did it matter what this person’s motivation was? They had kidnapped his friend. The important thing was rescuing Selene and kicking the ass of whoever had committed the crime, not figuring out the who’s, how’s, what’s, and whys.

Alex eventually ran into a large door. Built into a massive pillar that ascended high past his field of vision, the durasteel door was rusted and old, covered in scratch marks and stains. It didn’t look like anyone had used it in decades.

Typing on the keypad didn’t do anything. The keypad didn’t have any power left. However, it looked like the door was still working.

After a moment’s thought, Alex pulled a cable out of his IDband, which he plugged into the keypad. A series of numbers were projected onto his holographic screen. This door needed a password. Alex activated his hacking program, which he’d built in the event that his police work ever required him to sneak into a secure location, and watched as the program worked its magic.

The door groaned on rusted hydraulics as it slid open. It couldn’t open all the way thanks to the accumulated rust. Alex clicked his tongue and, grabbing it, strained his muscles to fully open the door.

Darkness met his gaze. Alex stepped forward—and almost stumbled when the floor dropped out from underneath him. This wasn’t a hallway, he realized belatedly. Shining his searchlight down, he found a staircase that descended further into the depths of the building.

His footsteps were loud as he walked down the stairs. What would he find when he reached the end of this stairway? Was Selene okay? Questions popped into his mind, but he squashed them for now. He couldn’t let himself be clouded by thoughts like that.

The staircase turned into a hallway, and his footsteps echoed all around him, an ominous sound that combined with creaks and groans from the aged structure. He flashed his searchlight on the walls. Stains and scratches and rust covered everything. He wondered what this place had been used for, but he dismissed the thought when he came upon a door.

Like last time, Alex had to hack into the door. The squealing of gears precluded its opening. This one opened all the way, as if someone had performed maintenance recently. He frowned and walked into the next room.

There was no telling how large the room was. Light was sparse, with only several tiny bulbs that appeared to still be working illuminating a few areas within the room. They were like white spots on a black canvas. In the center of this canvas, hanging from the ceiling, bound by mechanical tentacles, still unconscious, was a familiar person.

“Selene!”

Alex rushed toward Selene—when his danger senses suddenly screamed at him! Diving forward and rolling along the ground, he felt more than heard something smashing into the floor behind him. The ground rumbled and shook. Skipping to his feet, he spun around, prepared to face whoever had tried to get the drop on him.

Then he saw who, or rather, what it was.

He paused.

The creature before him was bipedal, but that was where the similarities between it and humans ended. Scaly green skin covered most of its body, except for where the scales turned gray. Its bald head had a ring of spikes going around it that reminded Alex of a crown of thorns. Bright yellow eyes peered out from beneath a thick brow ridge. This creature wore a dark jumpsuit, and a tail that was at least two meters long lay uncurled on the ground.

An alien?
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“Who are you?!” Alex questioned out loud.

“Shee-hee-hee-hee!” The alien released a wheezing laugh. “My name is Shii-rya.” A forked tongue flicked out from between his skinless lips. “And you are Alexander S. Ryker, the boy who Princess Gabrielle favors, shee…”

He called her “Princess” Gabrielle.

Gabrielle’s father was King Lucifer, the King of Angelisia and Emperor of the Galaxy. It made sense that this alien, this Shii-rya, would know about Gabrielle. What made his insides churn was not that he knew of her title as a princess, but that he had specifically mentioned her.

Alex narrowed his eyes. “You’re one of her suitors, aren’t you?”

There was no other explanation. This man—alien—must have been one of the people that wanted to marry Gabrielle.

“I’m not one of her suitors. I am her future husband.”

“Did Gabrielle agree to marry you? I don’t think she did.”

“It doesn’t matter what the princess wants. This is what I’ve decided, so this is how it’s going to be.”

“What?”

Shii-rya grinned and puffed out his chest. “I’ve decided to marry Princess Gabrielle. She’s naive and childish, but she has a great body for a humanoid. And I can always train her to act the way I want later. More importantly, by marrying her, I’ll become the Emperor of the Galaxy. Ultimate power will be within my grasp!”

Alex gnashed his teeth. This person… he was one of the reasons that Gabrielle had run away from home. This Shii-rya didn’t care about Gabrielle at all. He wanted to the throne, and he was willing to do anything he could to get his hands on it.

Still, how did he know that Gabrielle was here on Mars?

That was something that he didn’t understand. No one should have known where Gabrielle was residing save Azazel and her other bodyguards… and her father, too, he supposed. They certainly hadn’t broadcasted her location. So, how was it that this alien knew that she was on Mars?

I suppose it doesn’t matter.

Alex pointed at Shii-rya. “If you think I’m going to let some dickwad like you marry Gabrielle, then you must be several sparks short of a fuselage. I’ll never let someone who doesn’t understand Gabrielle’s feelings come anywhere near her!”

“Shee-hee-hee! You say that like I’m giving you a choice. Either you give up on Gabrielle… or I’ll kill your friend.”

Cackling, Shii-rya pressed a button on a device in his left hand. The tentacles that Selene was wrapped in suddenly constricted. Alex’s heart felt like a cold hand had clenched it when his friend let out a strangled gasp.

This situation had just gone from bad to “fuck me sideways.”
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After running out of the house, Gabrielle chased Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search all the way to a convenience store. She rushed through the sliding doors. Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search was already flying down one of the aisles. Chasing after her beloved robot, she eventually found Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search hovering in front of a door near the back.

“Is Alex in here?” she asked. Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search squeaked.

Opening the door and peering in, Gabrielle studied the room, which appeared to be some kind of… bathroom? She guessed it was a bathroom, though it was bigger than the one in Alex’s house—and there wasn’t a shower. Didn’t all bathrooms have showers?

Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search floated over to one of the stalls. Gabrielle opened the stall to reveal… a young man who was not Alex sitting on the toilet with his pants pulled down.

“Iyahn!” the man screamed. “What are you doing?! Close the door!”

Gabrielle didn’t pay attention to the screaming man. “Muuuuu! Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search, this isn’t Alex!”

Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search apparently wasn’t paying attention to Gabrielle as, barely a second after the door had opened, her robot flew into the stall and attacked its occupant.

“What are you—GYYAAA! MY DICK! THIS THING’S RUBBING ITS NOSE ON MY DICK!”

“No! Bad Mr. Sniff-Sniff Search!” Gabrielle admonished her robot, who wasn’t listening to her at all.

“OH, GOD! GET IT OFF ME! GET IT OFF!!!”

It would be a while yet before the screams died down.
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Alex was in a bind. It wasn’t a physical bind, necessarily, but an emotional one. He was stuck at a crossroad. Two choices had presented themselves, and he didn’t know which way to go. If he acquiesced to Shii-rya’s request, then his childhood friend would go free, but Gabrielle would be forced into a loveless marriage with this douchenozzle. If he refused, his friend would die.

Neither of those options were pleasant.

I need to stall for time.

“Even if I agree to let Gabrielle go, what makes you think she’s going to marry a dick like you?” Alex asked.

“Shee-hee-hee-hee.” Shii-rya had the creepiest laugh Alex had ever heard. “It doesn’t matter what the princess wants. I’ve already told you this: I have decided to marry her, so that is what’s going to happen. Her wishes don’t matter.”

“There’s no way someone like you could marry Gabrielle,” Alex rebutted. “I can’t see either Gabrielle or her father letting scum like you into the family.”

Shii-rya’s skin turned red as if all his blood was trying to break through his scales. “You know nothing of this galaxy, you miserable little ape! Might makes right! Those who have power can do whatever they want, while those who lack it must scrape along the bottom, picking up the scraps that the strong leave behind. That’s how it’s always been. I refuse to become one of the weak. That’s why I’ll marry Gabrielle and become the Emperor of the Galaxy! Then I will be able to do whatever I want!”

While Shii-rya pontificated, Alex tried to think of how he could save Selene without agreeing to let Gabrielle go with this monster. The problem, as he saw it, was that he didn’t know anything about this Shii-rya character or his species. He knew neither Shii-rya’s weaknesses nor his strengths. That being the case, he could deduce a few things based on his enemy’s appearance.

He was clearly some kind of reptilian life form. His skin was green and scaly, and it was likely tougher than Alex’s own human skin. Alex couldn’t see them very clearly, but he was positive that Shii-rya’s claws were long and sharp. That tail also looked quite deadly.

Alex didn’t know much about reptiles in general; biology had never been his strong point. Still, he’d watched enough holodramas that explored the concepts of deep-space and other races to have some basic expectations, such as increased physical attributes and enhanced senses.

My electro-whip should be able to give me an edge in this battle… and my suit has increased my physical abilities. I’ll have to act quickly, but if I can just capture him with my whip, then I can end this battle before Shii-rya has a chance to do anything.

To prepare himself, Alex slowed his breathing and calmed his mind. He would need to use every ounce of strength and speed that he possessed if he wanted to save his friend and the girl he’d come to appreciate.

Alex subtly reached behind his back. The feel of metal on his fingers was reassuring. He was prepared to pull out his whip when—

“Alex, are you in here?!”

—the door behind Shii-rya burst open and a familiar, silver-haired figure strolled in without the slightest care.

“Gabrielle?!” Alex gawked. “What are you doing here?!”

Grinning, Gabrielle tossed him the peace sign. “I came to find you, of course! You were taking too long. By the way, why are you in a place like this? I thought you were going to the convenience store.”

Alex was about to answer—but someone spoke before he could.

“Shee-hee-hee, it’s been a long time, Princess Gabrielle,” Shii-rya said, turning around. “You look even lovelier than I remember. Now, come here. It is time for you and I to depart from this miserable planet.”

Gabrielle looked at the alien lizard. She blinked. Then she tilted her head.

“Who are you?”

Alex would have laughed if the situation hadn’t been so serious. The look on Shii-rya’s face was priceless.

“H-how could you forget about me?” Shii-rya pointed at himself. “It’s me! Shii-rya!”

“Ah! Now I remember you!” Gabrielle gasped. “You were that creepy stalker who got caught following me! You tried to sneak into the palace and were arrested for putting up a fight. What are you doing here?”

Shii-rya coughed into his hand, regaining his composure. “Like I said, I’ve come take you back to space with me so that we can get married.”

“Married?” Gabrielle’s expression, which crinkled in disgust, practically screamed what she thought of that idea. “You’re the last person in the galaxy that I would ever want to marry.”

“What was that?!”

“Bleh!” Gabrielle pulled down her eyelid and stuck out her tongue.

“You little brat!” Shii-rya snarled before, with what appeared to be supreme effort, he reined his anger in. “Shee-hee-hee, you say that right now, but if you don’t come with me…” he pressed the button on his device, which elicited another pained gasp from Selene. “Then your friend is going to die!”

“Selene!” Gabrielle gasped. Shii-rya laughed some more. He was no longer paying attention to Alex.

Now!

Before Shii-rya could do anything else, Alex pulled out his electro-whip, which crackled as he turned it on and lashed out at the same time. The electron particles slashed into the device that Shii-rya was holding, cutting it in half. Smoke and sparks sprayed from the broken device. Shii-rya looked down, his eyes bugging out of their sockets.

That was his last mistake.

With adrenaline pumping through his body, and his suit enhancing his physical stats, Alex reached Shii-rya before the alien had a chance to recover. A punch to the face caused the alien’s reptilian muzzle to break. As blood squirted from the reptile’s nose holes, Alex spun around and snapped a kick at Shii-rya’s head.

Shii-rya wasn’t weak, however. He recovered quickly and blocked the attack with his tail, which wrapped around Alex’s leg. Rather than let this deter him, Alex wrapped his whip around Shii-rya’s neck and cranked it up to full. Thanks to his suit, which was resistant to all forms of elemental damage, he remained mostly unharmed. Shii-rya… not so much.

Alex landed on the ground as Shii-rya’s tail slackened. His lizard foe was lit up like festival lights on Mars Day.

His whip ran out of power five minutes later, but Alex didn’t let that bother him. He ran up to the smoking Shii-rya, who tried to attack him with a clumsy punch. Alex ducked and spun around, putting himself between the alien and Gabrielle. Gathering all his strength, Alex spread his feet wide, lowered his stance, and slammed both of his fists into Shii-rya’s chest. The result was… unexpected.

Like a guided missile being set off, Shii-rya was launched through the air. He flew backwards, disappearing into the darkness of the room. Alex couldn’t see what was happening, but several loud crashes! and bangs! echoed all around him. Another second passed, maybe two, and then an unsettling stillness settled upon the room.

“Well,” Alex said after a moment, “I just kicked his ass. That was a lot more anticlimactic than I thought it would be.”

“I’m just glad you took care of him.” Gabrielle huffed. “That guy always annoyed me.”

“Glad to be of help.”

Alex and Gabrielle shared a smile—until they remembered that they had a friend who was still strung up by several metal tentacles.

Rushing over to Selene, Alex and Gabrielle cut the cables tying her to the ceiling, and then lowered her to the ground. Selene remained motionless. Her head tilted back, and her feet canted inwards. Her eyes remained closed as though she was sleeping.

“What should we do?” asked Gabrielle.

“We need to call the IPF and let them know what happened here,” Alex said, fiddling with his watch. “We should also let them know to bring an ambulance. It’s a good thing I have Commander Karen’s direct line, otherwise it would take at least an hour to contact them.”

“Hello?” A voice, feminine and familiar, emerged from his IDband after he had placed the call.

“Comma—I mean, Karen?” Alex asked.

There was a pause. “Is that you, Alexander? Why are you calling me?”

“Listen… I have something to tell you, and I know it’s going to sound weird, but please hear me out.”

Alex waited on baited breath. Beside him, Gabrielle watched with the curious eyes of a child.

“I’m listening,” Karen said at last, and with that, Alex launched into an explanation of what had just happened.
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Karen Kanzaki arrived in the Undercity half an hour after she got off the line with him. She didn’t come alone, but she didn’t bring the paramedics like he had asked either. There was only one other person with her.

Dark hair wrapped in a severe bun allowed him and Gabrielle a glimpse of her slender neck. The woman who walked by Karen’s side had pearlescent skin and diamond-hard eyes. Unlike Karen, who wore her police unitard like a badge of honor, this woman was dressed in a charcoal business suit. She walked side by side with Karen, both of them entered and studied the room that he, Gabrielle, and Selene were in with matching expressions of derision.

“Hey, Alex,” Gabrielle whispered into his ear. “Who are those two?”

“The blond one is Karen Kanzaki, the commander of the police forces here on Mars. The other one is her second in command, Yumi Asahi.”

“Oh…” Gabrielle said. There was a poignant pause as she absorbed this knowledge. “Do you think they’ll be friends with me?”

Alex looked at the pair as they wandered over to them. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

“Alexander S. Ryker.” Karen sighed and placed a hand on her head as if suffering from a massive headache. “Even when you’re not a cadet, you still cause me no end of trouble.”

Alex looked away in shame. “S-sorry.”

“Well, this time, I suppose it couldn’t be helped. So, where’s this alien that you were talking about?”

“Over there.” Alex pointed into the darkness where he’d last seen Shii-rya.

Karen looked at her second in command. “Yumi?”

“On it.”

Yumi turned on a flashlight and stepped into the darkness. Alex watched her for several more seconds before turning away.

An awkward silence ensued as they waited for Yumi to return, though only Alex seemed to suffer from it. Gabrielle was oblivious, smiling as she always did, and Karen remained as collected as ever. Her poker face was secure.

“So, are you going to introduce me to your friend?” asked Karen.

“Uh, right.” Alex coughed into his hand. “Comman—Karen, this is Gabrielle Angelise. Gabrielle, this is Karen Kanzaki.”

“It’s nice to meet you!” Gabrielle beamed.

Karen’s smile was dry. “The pleasure’s all mine. You know, I’ve already had the chance to make the acquaintance of Azazel.”

“Wha—you know Azazel?” Alex and Gabrielle asked at the same time.

Karen’s amused expression made Alex’s cheeks turn hot. “Of course I know who Azazel is. Do you think he could have entered Mars City without me knowing about it? Don’t be foolish. Azazel contacted us first, though his method of first contact wasn’t exactly friendly.”

Alex wasn’t sure he wanted to know what that last comment meant. “Then does that mean you already know everything about our, um, situation?”

“If by situation, you mean about how Gabrielle is an alien and the heir to the person who controls most of the galaxy, then yes, I do,” Karen confessed. “Azazel would have never been allowed inside of Mars City unless he informed me of every relevant detail in regards to his presence here. That includes knowledge of who Gabrielle is.”

“That makes sense.”

Alex should have expected this. Of course Azazel wouldn’t have been able to enter Mars City without passing through Karen first. Though he had initially assumed that Azazel and those other two, Kane and Abel, had entered Mars City the same way that Gabrielle had, this way made more sense.

After all, Gabrielle’s personal transporter had been created by Gabrielle herself. It was unlikely that anyone else had such a device.

“Hey, hey,” Gabrielle interrupted. “If you’re the commander of the police, does that mean you’re Alex’s former boss?”

Karen crossed her arms. “That’s right.”

Gabrielle’s thoughtful expression was perhaps the deadliest weapon Alex had ever seen—at least to him. Karen seemed unaffected by the undeniable cuteness.

“Then… does that mean you’re also the one who fired him?” Gabrielle asked.

There was something about the way that Gabrielle had said those words that put Alex on guard. Karen seemed wary as well, which surprised him.

“Not… necessarily,” Karen admitted. “It was the Board of Galactic Defense that made me terminate him. If possible, I would have preferred to keep him on—if only so I could mitigate the damage that he causes.”

“Could you please not talk about me as if I’m a walking disaster?” Alex grumbled.

“You are a walking disaster,” Karen countered.

“Even if it’s true, you don’t need to say it so blatantly!”

Heat rose to his cheeks. He didn’t think he’d ever felt so embarrassed in his life. No. Wait. That was a lie. He’d felt like this plenty of times—whenever someone mentioned his propensity for causing destruction wherever he went, or when they made fun of his inventions, most of which never worked the way he wanted them to. He also got like this when he saw Gabrielle naked, but he wasn’t going to mention that.

Fortunately, before his shame could become overbearing, Yumi returned. “It is just as Alexander said. There is an extraterrestrial over there.”

“Species?” asked Karen.

“It looks like a naga.”

“Naga?” Alex asked.

“Lizard people from the planet Sceptile,” Gabrielle answered. “I’ve never been there, but Azazel told me that it’s an inhospitable planet, and that the inhabitants are very mean.”

Alex wondered if the sweat dripping down his face was due to nerves or Gabrielle’s vague explanation. For a princess whose father controlled the galaxy, she didn’t seem to know much about the various species that her father ruled over.

“What are your orders, Commander?” Yumi asked.

A short pause was followed by Karen handing out orders. “We take the naga into custody. Alex, pick up your friend and follow me. We’ll take her to the hospital, and then I want you to give me a more thorough debriefing on what happened.”

Left with little choice, Alex carried his friend as if she was his bride, and he and Gabrielle followed Karen and Yumi to their shuttle.

He had a feeling that it was going to be a long night.
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Selene woke up to a pounding headache, as though there were little men dancing around inside of her skull. She blinked several times. The ceiling above her was unfamiliar, the bed harder than the one she usually slept on, and someone was holding her hand.

“Ah, Selene! You’re awake,” a bright, cheerful voice said.

Selene turned her head. Vibrant green eyes greeted her from within a smiling visage.

“Gabrielle,” she murmured, her word slurred.

“How are you feeling?” asked Gabrielle.

“Fine. Where am I?”

“The hospital.”

“Hospital…?”

How had she gotten here? Selene closed her eyes, scrunched up her face, and tried to remember the last thing that happened before she woke up. She couldn’t.

Opening her eyes again, she looked at Gabrielle. “What am I doing here?”

“You don’t remember? You passed out, and Alex and I brought you to the hospital.”

“I passed out?” Was that really what had happened? Selene could have sworn there was more to it than that, but for whatever reason, she couldn’t remember anything. No, that wasn’t necessarily true. She did remember one thing. “What about that monster?”

“Monster?” Gabrielle said.

“There was a monster that attacked me…” she trailed off when Gabrielle tilted her head. Frowning, she wondered if perhaps she had imagined everything. “Never mind. Where is Alex?”

“Alex is talking to his previous boss,” Gabrielle said, smiling in a way that made Selene think she was hiding something.
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Alex was exhausted by the time he and Gabrielle arrived home. Considering the late hour, he supposed it couldn’t have been helped. Still, at that moment, all Alex wanted to do was take a hot shower, slip into bed, and sleep like a man in cryo-stasis.

In direct contrast, Gabrielle looked positively excited. Her eyes were glowing, her face was alight, and her very presence seemed to radiate a joy that he couldn’t comprehend.

“What’s got you so chipper?” Alex asked.

“Hee-hee, I just noticed that you’re wearing the crisis suit I made.” Gabrielle, her cheeks tinted red, could have parted an ion storm with her smile. “It makes me really happy to see you wearing it for some reason.”

“Oh…” Feeling self-conscious, Alex looked away.

“Did it hurt when you put it on?”

“… Yes…”

“I guessed it would. I haven’t had a chance to fix the calibration for you. I’m still in the process of going over all your data. It could take a while. Anyway, if you could take it off, that would be great. I’m going down to the lab to study your data again. Maybe I’ll find something new that can help me figure out why the current calibration isn’t working.”

“Okay. I’ll take it off and send it down to you.”

“Great!”

Alex and Gabrielle went their separate ways. Gabrielle headed off for the lab, and Alex decided to take a shower before doing anything else. He reeked from traveling down to the Undercity and fighting Shii-rya.

“Bro?” Alice said, opening the living room door and stepping into the hallway before Alex could travel upstairs.

“Oh, Alice,” Alex said. “What are you still doing awake?”

“I was entertaining your guest,” Alice answered.

“Guest?”

Alice looked at him with those perennially bored eyes of hers, and Alex belatedly realized that she was annoyed. His sister wasn’t the type who enjoyed entertaining others. That was his job, according to her. She must have done so as a courtesy while waiting for him, and when he hadn’t shown up, she’d grown irritated.

“Sorry. Could you tell whoever it is that I’ll be down in just a second? I really need to take a shower.” When Alice continued to stare at him, he grimaced. “If you do this, I’ll take you to Metronome’s this weekend.”

Alice’s bored expression lightened. Grinning at him, she said, “deal!” before she went back into the living room.

Alex sighed and, feeling his wallet already growing lighter, traveled into the bathroom and prepared to remove his suit.

Angelisian crisis suits bonded to their wearer, forming a sort of symbiotic relationship by synchronizing with the nervous system and regulating the body’s internal energy, which it used to boost the wearer’s physical attributes. The downside to this was that if the suit wasn’t properly calibrated to a person’s body, putting it on and taking it off hurt—boy, did it hurt.

Alex gritted his teeth to keep from screaming. He shivered as the suit peeled off of his body at an agonizingly slow pace. It took everything he had not to cry, and by the time the suit was fully off him, his breathing had grown heavy from trying not to shout himself hoarse.

Stifling a groan, Alex moved his now stiff limbs before he grabbed the suit and placed it on the teleport pad that Gabrielle had created. The suit disappeared. Alex knew that it had, in actuality, phased out of this dimension, traveled through another dimension, and phased back into this dimension at another location: The lab. He still didn’t understand the mechanics or math behind dimensional travel, but he felt like he was beginning to learn its most basic principles.

After taking a quick shower and getting dressed in simple pajamas and a T-shirt, Alex wandered into the living room, where he found Azazel sitting on his couch and sipping tea.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Alex asked.

“Groom-to-be.” Azazel stood up and offered him a bow. “It is a pleasure to see that you are doing well.”

“Um, yeah, thanks. Wait. What’s this about a groom?” Alex gave Azazel a queer look that went ignored by the other man.

“Indeed. As you are Princess Gabrielle’s chosen marriage candidate, it is only correct that I address you with the proper courtesy and respect.”

Alex wondered if the pain of breaking his knuckles on this man’s face was worth punching him. “For some reason, I feel incredibly insulted by what you said just now.”

Ridiculous nickname aside, it was odd that Azazel was treating him like this, but then again, maybe he was merely being hard on the man because they had fought two days prior. Yes, that must have been it. He wasn’t enamored with that Angelisian for putting him in the hospital.

“So… are you here for a specific reason?” Alex asked.

“I am indeed. However, let us not speak here. What I have to say is for your ears alone.”

With Azazel leading the way, Alex wandered outside, crossing the street and journeying down the grassy hill to the canal. The calmly flowing waters of the outer district lapped at the shore. The canal wasn’t very deep in this section. He could see the bottom.

“So,” Alex started, “what did you want to talk about?”

“I have made my official report to his majesty, King Lucifer,” Azazel informed Alex, reaching into a pouch and pulling out what appeared to be some kind of crystal. It was wrapped in an alloy that Alex didn’t recognize. A pair of metallic angel wings jutted from either side. “He has been made aware of your existence and of Gabrielle’s intent to marry you and has sent me back a message that I am to deliver to you.”

Alex didn’t even think about correcting Azazel’s misunderstanding of his and Gabrielle’s relationship. He was almost positive that the man had realized that Gabrielle was just using Alex to keep from being married off, just as he likely knew that Alex himself was playing along to keep Gabrielle from being married off. There was no point in making remarks to try and correct this man’s erroneous words.

The crystal object began floating above Azazel’s hand, bobbing up and down as if it had been caught within a zephyr. Light emitted from small cracks within the crystal, which had remained invisible until now.

Beams shot out from the cracks, all of them aimed toward a point above the crystal. There, the lights merged into a single sphere, which transformed into the silhouetted shape of someone’s head and shoulders—the king of Angelisia, Alex presumed.

Nothing could be seen of the man except his outline. His entire body remained hidden, a black splotch in the vague shape of a humanoid. The only thing that Alex could make out was spiky hair and long, pointed ears.

“Yo!” A voice emerged from the sphere, rough and deep, growling with a sort of bass rumble that would have struck fear into those who heard it. “I’ve heard from Azazel that Gabrielle has expressed her interest in marrying you after having rejected all of the suitors that I sent to her. This would normally piss me off, but Azazel has vouched that you are an impressive specimen for a human, and thus, I have decided to give you a chance.”

Really? How nice of him. He’s decided to give me a chance.

The King of Angelisia had not endeared himself to Alex. His actions toward his eldest daughter were deplorable, and the lack of social etiquette that Gabrielle showed, along with her general lack of taboos and her inability to understand simple concepts that all children were supposed to have been taught during their formative years, rankled on Alex’s nerves.

“You are now one of several candidates for Gabrielle’s hand in marriage, and as Gabrielle has chosen you herself, you are in the lead for the throne.”

Alex almost scowled. What did he care for some stupid throne? Becoming Emperor of the Galaxy meant nothing to him. All he wanted to do was protect Gabrielle from the people who would try to use her. This man clearly did not understand that.

“However, since you are in the lead, I have decided to change this competition a little. Azazel has spoken quite highly of you, and I wish to see what you’re made of myself. I would like you to prove your worth to me.”

“What does he mean by that?” Alex asked Azazel, who merely shrugged and gestured to the hologram. His meaning was clear. Keep watching and he would find out.

Alex turned back to the hologram.

“In order to see what you’re made of, I have informed all of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates about you and have given them your location. They will be coming to take Gabrielle from you. If you can protect Gabrielle from the other candidates, then I will consider you worthy of her hand in marriage. If you cannot, then I will destroy you, along with the planet that you live on, and perhaps even your solar system. I would wish you luck, but that’s not really my style. I expect you to do your best. Azazel has given me high expectations.”

Alex glared at the small crystal as the lights died down and it landed back on Azazel’s palm, becoming inert once more.

“What the hell is this man playing at?” Alex asked harshly, his arms shaking as he tried to restrain his fury. “He’s turning his own daughter into a target for kidnapping because he wants to test me? What the hell is wrong with him?”

At least now I know why Shii-rya knew that Gabrielle was here. Damn him.

“I suggest you watch your mouth, human,” Azazel said, causing Alex’s blazing eyes to turn on him. The Angelisian commander was unfazed. “King Lucifer may be something of a callous man, but he is still my king, and he has accomplished great things, including the unification of more than three-fourths of this galaxy. I will not have you speak ill of him in my presence.”

Alex and Azazel glared at each other, their stares intense and filled with sparks. Eventually, however, Alex was forced to look away under the intimidating stare of the older man.

“Well, fine. In that case, I’ll just speak ill of him when you’re not around.”

Azazel clicked his tongue. “If that is your wish, then there is little that I can do to stop you. Regardless of your feelings on the matter or King Lucifer’s decision, it does not change the fact that you now have a task set out before you, especially if you wish to continue on your endeavor to become Princess Gabrielle’s husband.”

Alex stared at the man with a deadpanned expression. He was seriously beginning to question Azazel’s intelligence. Did this man not realize that his only reason for doing this was to protect Gabrielle? Did he realize that Gabrielle had no intention of marrying him? That she was only doing this so she wouldn’t have to marry scumbags like Shii-rya? Clearly not.

My earlier estimation of this man has dropped considerably.

“Right.” Alex ran a hand through his messy black hair. “So, basically, if I want to protect Gabrielle, I need to fight off all of her other marriage candidates and claim the throne for myself.”

“That seems to be about the gist of it,” Azazel said.

Was he getting in over his head? Alex had to wonder about his own sanity on this matter. Why was he doing this? What was making him go so far to protect Gabrielle? Sure, he liked the girl, but was simply liking someone enough that he would go to such lengths to protect them?

He wanted to sigh. Everything had been so simple when he’d first met Gabrielle—protect the girl from thugs, keep her safe, and then reunite her with her family. This would have allowed him to accomplish his dream of becoming a hero. Now he was fighting against multiple unknown marriage candidates with unknown powers and abilities and had  a callous father.

It sucked how things in life rarely seemed to turn out the way that he wanted them to. He might not have bothered if the suitors were good people. However, if Shii-rya was the standard, then he couldn’t let any of them come within twenty meters of Gabrielle. Maybe if one of them came along and actually did turn out to be a decent person, he could…

No.

Alex shook his head. He couldn’t think like that. He wouldn’t think like that. He had promised to protect Gabrielle. He had made her a promise, so he had to see this through to the end. Yes! He would protect Gabrielle from everything and everyone. Nobody would lay a finger on her so long as he was around!

 

“Groom-to-be, are you alright?” asked a concerned Azazel as Alex clenched his fists, his eyes burning with determination akin to the undying flames of an arcane god.

“All right!” Alex declared. “I can do this! No! I will do this! Nothing will stand in my way from keeping my promise! Hahahaha—BWAHAHAHAHAHA!!”

As Alex laughed like a raging lunatic, Azazel backed away ever so slowly.

Who knew humans could be so frightening?
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Azazel left after delivering his message. Alex assumed the man had gone back to his ship.

Re-entering the living room, Alex was met with an annoyed Alice.

“Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for you to come back?” she asked, hands on her hips.

Alex offered an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you worry about me.”

“Who says I was worried?” Alice mumbled as he ruffled her hair.

The fact that she didn’t pull away from him told Alex that she was merely putting up a strong front. His sister had a hard time sleeping if he wasn’t home. He’d found her passed out on the couch several times when he had to stay late at the police station to file reports.

“Anyway, now that it’s so late, you should be heading to bed, shouldn’t you?” suggested Alex.

“It’s fine. Since it’s Friday, I don’t have school tomorrow, so I can stay up as late as I want.” Alex gave his sister a flat stare. After several seconds, she looked away. “F-fine, then I’ll only stay up until twenty-three hundred.”

“That’s my little sis.”

After ruffling Alice’s hair once more, Alex wandered into the lab, where Gabrielle was still working, her butt on a bench, engrossed in studying something on a tablet that was sitting in her lap. She was still wearing her crisis suit.

Alex hoped that she and Selene would go shopping tomorrow when they hung out. Such a pretty girl should wear something nicer than a unitard, regardless of how good she looked in it. This was even more true now since her last outfit had been destroyed by Mr. Spatula today.

“Are you still looking at my bio data?” Alex asked as he walked over to her.

“Oh! Alex!” Gabrielle greeted him with a smile before looking back at the tablet. “Yeah, I’m still trying to figure out why it hurts you when you put on the crisis suit.”

Alex sat down beside her. “Have you found anything?”

“I have found something odd, which might explain why the suit isn’t properly calibrated to you.”

Gabrielle tapped on the tablet several times, bringing up a holographic image of a human’s body. There were hundreds of lines running through it, which Alex recognized as the various human systems, though he didn’t know which systems they were. He had said it before and he would say it again: Biology was not his strong point.

“This is my body, right?”

“Yes. I’ve found something here that may be the cause of why your suit doesn’t sync properly. See this area right here?”

Alex looked at where she was pointing, at a particular cluster of what he believed were nerves. “I see them.”

“This cluster of nerves are centered around your core. The core is like the engine that sends bioelectric energy through the body. Now, look at this right here.” She manipulated the image, zooming in to show a closer view of Alex’s core, or more specifically, the cluster of nerves surrounding it. “Right here. See these symbols here?”

Alex needed to squint, but he eventually found what she was talking about.

Nerves were like a cluster of pathways that traveled throughout the body, sending electric signals from his brain to the rest of his limbs. Even he knew that much, though Alex wouldn’t be able to explain anything more than that.

His nerves were represented on this diagram as light blue lines. However, within those myriad of lines, there were several red symbols that passed through them at periodic intervals. They reminded him of characters, but they didn’t belong to the English language, which had been adopted as the official human language during the early 2100s.

“I see them,” he said.

“These symbols might be the reason why the crisis suit isn’t syncing with you,” Gabrielle announced.

He studied them further, biting his lip. “I’ve never seen these symbols before.”

“I’m not surprised. They’re part of the Angelisian alphabet,” Gabrielle said, her tone more serious than he’d ever heard it. “There’s a certain branch of writing called sealing, which is an archaic and rarely used ability in this day and age. Ariel knows more about it than I do. I only know that it exists.”

That was… interesting. Sealing. He’d never heard of that before, which didn’t surprise him, but it sounded more like a type of magic than a form of technology.

According to Gabrielle, Angelisians had a unique power called aura manifestation. It was the ability to manifest their aura and use that power to either enhance their already impressive physical capabilities, or to create ethereal objects—provided one had the imagination and power to do so.

She had shown him a bit of that power by creating a simple sphere after her explanation, but she’d also mentioned how she couldn’t use it for very long. Gabrielle apparently had more power than most Angelisians. Since she was so powerful, her abilities were difficult to control. She had told him that she didn’t want to accidentally blow up his planet.

Alex didn’t know what was worse: That she had all but admitted she could blow Mars to smithereens, or that he believed she could.

While all that was interesting, it didn’t tell him anything. For example…

“Why would I have these Angelisian seals on me? I’ve never even left this planet, much less been outside of this solar system. And you’re the first Angelisian that I’ve run into…” he trailed off after seeing the look in her eyes.

“Are you sure about that?” she asked.

Alex opened his mouth to answer, but the expression on Gabrielle’s face made him pause.

“Alex,” she started before making the most shocking comment she could have ever made, “I think you might be an Angelisian.”


CHAPTER 3

HAZING FOR THE SLEEP DEPRIVED

Alex hadn’t slept much last night. He’d been plagued by worries. There were so many issues on his mind: The knowledge that he might be an Angelisian, his continued desire to become a hero, the issue with Gabrielle’s marriage candidates, and, of course, Gabrielle herself. All of his issues had been compiled together, one on top of the other. He’d spent almost all night thinking about them. It hadn’t been until really late that he had fallen asleep.

On a side note, Gabrielle had been sleeping in his bed when he woke up the next morning.

After getting out of bed, going out for his morning exercise, taking a shower, and getting dressed, Alex decided not to go down to the lab. Gabrielle hadn’t been sleeping in his room when he’d returned to get dressed, so she was probably in the lab. Alex went into the kitchen to make breakfast instead. While inventing helped clear his mind, Gabrielle’s presence right now would’ve only muddied it.

What should I make today… eggs? No, I need something with more substance… pancakes? Too boring… Ah! What about waffles?

All the ingredients that Alex needed for waffles were present. Plus, this would be a good opportunity to see how his waffle maker, which he hadn’t had a chance to use yet, worked. It looked like it was time for another experiment.

Whistling a cheery tune, Alex gathered all of the supplies and ingredients necessary to cook, including his automatic waffle maker. Unlike Gabrielle, he was not of the habit of naming his inventions, so it was just a waffle maker. Of course, it was far more than just an ordinary waffle maker. With one bowl tethered to a box, the invention had multiple hands, mixers, and other limbs jutting from it.

The bowl had a pair of hands on either side. The hands were supposed to automatically take the ingredients and add them into the bowl. The ingredients would then be mixed together, and then the batter would be added into the waffle maker through a tube. After setting the ingredients in front of the bowl, Alex flipped the switch that would turn it on, and then waited in anticipation to see if his invention would work.

There was something interesting about technology that Alex had noticed. Humanity had created all kinds of awesome inventions: Ships that traveled the stars, warp points that deconstructed matter, quantum engines that propelled objects through space, and guns that fired lasers instead of lead projectiles.

However, no one had ever bothered inventing items specifically designed to help with mundane aspects of life, such as chores. Sure, there were robots, but there was a law against the use of robots. Only people who had permits could own one, thanks to the Robotic Sentience Laws of 2234.

There was also a law against their creation, so only a few people in the entire solar system could build them. He was one of those people.

This lack of convenient technology was why Alex was so interested in creating devices to help accomplish everyday activities like cooking and chores.

Then again, maybe I’m just inventing these so my sister doesn’t have to work when she grows up and moves out.

It was a given that his sister wouldn’t live with him forever. The thought made his chest ache since, even though they were not blood related, he still thought of her as his little sister. At the same time, he was realistic enough to understand that she would eventually leave. He wanted to create inventions that would make her life easier.

A strange scent filled the air as he reminisced, snapping Alex out of his thoughts. Sniffing several times, he tried to figure out what the smell was. It was a quite acrid, almost like… smoke? Burning?

He looked down.

“Oh, crap!”

Alex panicked when he realized that smoke was wafting from his waffle maker like fire from an engine’s fuselage.

“This is not good! Not good!”

In his panic, Alex flipped all the switches and hoped it would turn off. He couldn’t think of anything else to do. Unfortunately, that only caused more smoke to pour from it, but his waffle maker also began shaking erratically. His eyes widened as sparks skittered across its surface.

Shit! It’s going to—
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Gabrielle stopped working when a loud noise came from upstairs. As the ground rumbled, she paused, tilted her head, and then looked up as though seeing through the ceiling.

“Hm? That sounded like an explosion.”

She waited for several seconds. When no more explosions were forthcoming, she went back to what she’d been doing.
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Alex blinked several times as if doing so would get the soot out of his face. His entire front half was covered from head to toe in black. Glancing at the nearest window, which also served as a good mirror, Alex noticed that his hair was sticking up all over the place. He looked like a mad scientist from those old holodramas.

The rest of the room was also a mess. Waffle batter was everywhere, on the floor, the walls, the cabinets and counters and ceiling, and there were black burn marks where his waffle maker had exploded. He took a gander at his surroundings, and ultimately sighed when he realized how long it was going to take to clean this up.

Just then, someone knocked on the door to his house. Knowing that no one else was going to get it, Alex wiped his face off as best he could, and then meandered to the entrance.

“Yes? Can I help… Oh, Comman—Ms. Karen, you almost never visit me. Did you need something?”

Standing in front of him was Karen Kanzaki, his former police commander. She looked immaculate and professional, even though she was wearing civilian clothing, black pants and a white T-shirt. It was impressive how she always managed to look so sharp.

“Before we get to that, can I come in?” Karen asked.

“Huh? Oh, sure. Come on in.”

“Thank you,” Karen said as she passed the threshold into his home.

She looked around and, from the nostalgic smile on her face, Alex concluded that she must have been remembering all the times they used to play together. 

Back when he was a small child and Karen a cadet in training, she used to come over and play with him and Alice. This was when Alice still had energy and was enthusiastic. After his parents died, Karen would still check in on them from time to time, though that had stopped after Alex turned fourteen.

“How long has it been since I lasted visited you and Alice? I hope your sister is doing well.”

“Alice is fine. The lazy bum’s currently asleep since she doesn’t have school.” They wandered into the living room, where Karen sat down on the couch. Alex walked toward the kitchen. “Can I get you some coffee?”

“Yes, please,” Karen said as she glanced around the room. Alex wondered if she was looking for family photos or the like.

She wouldn’t find any. This house had been rebuilt after being destroyed in the fire seven years ago. All of the holograms and photos had been burnt. They were nothing but ash and cinders now.

Wandering into the kitchen and putting some coffee into a brewer, Alex waited and tried to determine what Karen’s purpose for visiting could have been. It was during this time that Gabrielle burst into the kitchen with childlike exuberance.

“Alex, I thought I heard an explosion coming from up here. Is everything all right?”

Gabrielle was dressed in her unitard. Alex was really beginning to hope that she got some more clothes soon. Her unitard made it hard for him to look, mainly because he was trying not to stare at anything inappropriate.

“Yeah. Everything’s fine. I was just trying out one of my inventions.” He looked at the mess that he still hadn’t cleaned up and grimaced. “As you can see, it didn’t turn out so well. Breakfast is probably gonna be a little late.”

“That’s fine. I don’t mind waiting.” Gabrielle remained upbeat. “I’m just glad that I get to eat your food.”

“Ah… heh… thank you,” Alex mumbled. Great. His cheeks felt like flames now. 

The coffee finished brewing and Alex poured three cups, one of him, one for Karen, and one for Gabrielle. He put plenty of cream and sugar in his and Gabrielle’s cup, then wandered back into the living room, Gabrielle following close behind him. When she spotted Karen sitting on the couch, she beamed at the woman.

“You’re Alex’s former boss. Good morning!”

“Good morning,” Karen said. “How are you doing, Gabrielle?”

“I’m doing great!”

“Are you? That’s good to hear.” Karen’s lips twitched into an amused grin as Alex handed her a cup of coffee. “Oh, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Alex said.

He and Gabrielle sat on the sofa. Despite there being nearly a meter of space, Gabrielle cuddled up to Alex, while he squirmed uncomfortably at her closeness. Her scent invaded his nose. He was hyper-aware of their proximity, of the feel of her body. He tried to ignore it.

“You two look like a happy couple,” Karen commented.

“Thank you! We’re very happy!” Gabrielle exclaimed.

Alex wondered how strained his smile must have looked to Karen. “Y-yeah. Super happy.”

He cursed at how lame his answer sounded. How was it that Gabrielle could act so joyful while he was having trouble? He guessed it was because he knew that Gabrielle was just acting. Part of him wished that she actually wanted to be with him and wasn’t just using him to keep from being married off.

“Right,” Karen mumbled, and Alex looked away from her gaze, which seemed to say, “I know the truth.” Karen took another sip of coffee before continuing. “I figured I would let you know what happened with Shii-rya, since you two were involved in this incident.”

Alex perked up. Gabrielle took a sip from her cup, paused, and then took another sip. Her eyes lit up.

“As you know, our solar system has little to do with the galactic community. We’re on the galaxy’s fringe. Because of that, we have no precedence for what to do with extra-terrestrial criminals. In light of this, we’ve handed Shii-rya off to Azazel, who will be taking your stalker to Karak’van, a planet that apparently serves as a maximum-security prison for the worst criminals in the galaxy.”

Alex knew nothing about any of this, not the planet or the prison, but that wasn’t so surprising. He hadn’t even known that aliens existed until one week ago.

Despite their advancements in technology, humanity still did not believe that aliens existed. They had yet to become hyperspace-capable. Thus, they could not travel to other solar systems, which was perhaps the largest reason for their lack of knowledge on extra-terrestrials.

“I’ve heard of that place,” Gabrielle said. “Papa said something about political activists being sent there for going against his regime.” She turned to Alex. “By the way, what’s a political activist?”

While Karen wore her best “are you serious?” expression, Alex had already grown used to his friend’s naivety. “They’re people who are involved in politics for the sake of promoting or impeding a specific agenda. If they were against your father, then it means they were impeding his agenda.”

“Oh. Okay.” Gabrielle accepted his explanation at face value, though from her furrowed brows, he guessed she was still confused.

Karen cleared her throat. “In any event, I have another reason for coming over. I know of your situation, both of you. I know all about how Alex has to fend off your suitors, Gabrielle, to prove himself worthy of the Angelisian throne. Also, although I cannot offer you any aid overtly, you can be sure that the Interstellar Police Force will do everything in its power to assist you whenever you’re in trouble. Anyway, that’s really what I came here to tell you.”

Karen stood up. Alex and Gabrielle followed suit.

“Thanks, Comman—I mean, Ms. Karen,” Alex said. It was going to take some time for him to get used to not calling Karen by her rank.

Karen grimaced at him as if he’d said something wrong. “Don’t thank me when I’m half the reason we’re in this mess.”

Alex didn’t know what Karen meant by that, and Karen saw herself out before he could ask for her to elaborate. Later that night, he would lie awake in bed, wondering what she had been talking about. However, for right now, he still had things that needed to get done.
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Gabrielle had never been more excited in her life. She was going to meet up with a friend, she and her friend were going shopping for cute clothes, and she had an amazing fiancé. While she’d never really complained about her lot in life, the life she had now was so much more fun than her previous life in the palace.

Alex hadn’t come with her, which was disheartening. She had wanted to ask for his opinion on her outfits. However, he had told her that this was a chance for her and Selene to bond without him. He said that it was an important step in becoming friends.

Until now, the only people who Gabrielle had spent time with were Ariel, Michelle, and Thor, a playmate that she had been introduced to when she was six. While she loved them, they weren’t friends that she had gained naturally. Selene would be the first person who she spent time with that wasn’t related or hadn’t been sent specifically so she would have someone to play with.

So exciting!

While Alex stayed home, Gabrielle waited for Selene, her new potential friend, to show up. She stood in front of a large statue, a giant man hewn from obsidian. He was carrying an axe of some kind. It looked primitive.

All around her people walked. Most of them glanced at her as they passed. She wondered if it was because of her clothes. Alex had told her that she needed to get more normal clothes, so she wouldn’t stand out so much. That was half the reason Selene was taking her shopping.

“Hey there, cutie,” a man greeted as he and several others walked up to her. They looked like they were around her age.

“You all alone?” another asked.

“Heh, how about you come play with us? We’ll treat you real nice,” the one on the left said.

What nice people.

It was kind of them to offer to spend time with her, even though they had never met before now. However…

Gabrielle smiled at them. “I’m sorry. I’m waiting for someone right now. Oh! But I do have a friend that you can play with!”

She swiped her finger and selected one of her robot inventions from her D-space. Materializing out of a wormhole, a streamlined creature with fins, glowing red eyes, and dozens of sharp teeth appeared from the ether.

“Mr. Shark, please play with these nice people.”

The nice people stared at Mr. Shark. They looked so excited. Their eyes were wide with joy and surprise.

Chomp! Chomp! Chomp!

“What the hell is this?!”

“Run for it!”

“Oh, God! My clothes!”

“AAAIIIEEEE! THIS THING JUST BIT MY ASS!”

The group of boys ran off with Mr. Shark in tow. Gabrielle smiled. It looked like they were having so much fun.

“Gabrielle!” a voice called out to her.

“Ah! Selene!”

Selene walked up to Gabrielle, her light-yellow skirt swishing around her legs. The sleeveless shirt that she wore left her dark arms bare. Her hair had been braided. Gabrielle thought she looked really pretty.

Will I get to wear outfits like that? So cool!

“How long have you been waiting here?” Selene asked.

Gabrielle needed a moment to think about it. “I’d say… about fifteen minutes.”

Tucking one of her bangs behind her ear, Selene offered her an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I would have arrived sooner, but my parents kept asking me if I was all right. They were pretty concerned because of what happened yesterday.”

Selene’s parents sounded really nice. Gabrielle hoped that she would get to meet them some time.

“It’s fine.” Gabrielle waved off her new friend’s apology and grinned. “Now, let’s go shopping!”

Gabrielle grabbed Selene by the arm and dragged her off in a random direction.

“Y-you’re awfully excited,” Selene commented as she stumbled forward.

“Of course! This is my first time shopping with a friend!”

She had wanted Alex to go shopping with her, but he’d begged off, stating that it would be more fun if she went with a girl. Gabrielle didn’t get it. They’d had plenty of fun shopping the other day--well, before Kane and Abel had ruined it. In either event, she deferred to his judgement. If he said that she would have more fun with a girl, then it must have been true.

“Is that so? In that case, would now be a good time to tell you that we’re going in the wrong direction?” asked Selene.

“…”

“Gabrielle?”

Giggling, Gabrielle looked at her new friend with a sheepish grin. “Which way is the shopping district?”

“This way,” Selene said, directing Gabrielle in the opposite direction. “Just follow me.”

“Kay!”

As Gabrielle followed her friend, she could barely contain her excitement.

This is going to be so fun!
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While Gabrielle was spending time with Selene, Alex decided to work on one of his inventions. It was a humanoid robot with a standard operating system. While robots were easy to build, Alex was incorporating several Angelisian technologies into it.

Robots were a subject of much debate. There were laws against their creation, which had been caused by a war that happened during the early 2200s, where an artificial intelligence had gone out of control and wiped out nearly 1/10th of the Earth’s total population. Since then, the building of robots had become a carefully regulated practice. Only people with a license could build one, and only people with millions of credits and a permit could buy one.

Alex had a license to build robots, though he rarely did so. The only true robot, complete with artificial intelligence, that he’d built was Madison, the personal assistant maid of Jasmine. Speaking of, he should probably check up on her some time. She’d need maintenance done soon.

Sparks flew as he welded parts together. He was building the machine inside of Mr. Builder, the giant spherical bubble that allowed him to safely wield a precision laser without slicing his own arm off. The laser was currently on a lower setting so that he could weld instead of cut.

Alex had to marvel at how easy it was to control; it was like an extension of his body. He had assumed that it would be harder to use a device like this, but in truth, Mr. Builder was actually easier to use than his previous precision laser. It allowed him to plot out a welding or cutting course, which would do all the work automatically with a .025% margin for error.

Gabrielle really is an amazing inventor.

Gabrielle… Alex wasn’t having much fun with her gone. Before meeting her, he’d been able to spend hours alone in his lab, working on his machines. Since Gabrielle had appeared, he’d found that working by himself wasn’t quite as enjoyable.

I guess it’s because I’m not learning anything new when I work by myself.

Alex loved how Gabrielle was constantly pushing his knowledge, testing his boundaries when it came to mechanics and scientific theories. While he was better at her when creating operating systems, the level of technology that she had at her disposal, and the creative ways that she used them, put anything he could do to shame. She was also a lot better at the actual construction than he was.

After he finished fusing the parts together, creating the robot’s chassis, Alex decided to get out of the house. He hadn’t noticed it until Gabrielle was gone, but now that he was no longer a cadet, he had loads of free time and no idea what to do with it all.

Alex said goodbye to his sister, who sat on the couch watching reruns of Titan Girl while eating some cereal, left the house, and took a shuttle to the entertainment district. He already knew where Gabrielle was, so he avoided Mars Square Mall. He instead visited the café district, named as such because of the numerous cafés that dotted the many hubs.

There was one café in particular that Alex directed himself to, a maid café that went by the name of Mars Kitten Café. True to its name, the women who worked there were dressed in a skintight version of a pilot’s suit. A cat tail stuck out of a small hole in their backsides, and two triangular ears sat on their heads. While the tails waved behind them, their ears periodically twitched like real cat ears.

As he walked inside, a young woman standing at the front door greeted him. “Welcome back, Master—oh, Alex! Are you here to see the mistress?”

Alex would never get over how the girls working here called his grandmother “Mistress.” It was kind of creepy. Then again, they called everyone who entered here either “Master” or “Mistress,” so he guessed it didn’t matter.

“Yeah, I guess I am. Can you let her know that I’m here, Clarissa?”

“Of course. If you’ll just follow me to a table, I’ll get you seated and send someone to fetch the mistress.”

There were already several customers inside. He wove around them as Clarissa directed him to sit down at a booth. Most of the customers were older gentlemen, people who were on break and had decided to let themselves be pampered by young women dressed as space cat-girls. It was a weird concept to Alex, who didn’t understand the appeal, but maid café’s had made a comeback and become wildly popular within the last few decades.

“The mistress will be down in just a moment,” Clarissa told him before wandering off, her cat tail wagging behind her.

A maid came up while he waited. Alex ordered a coffee. It wasn’t until the maid had left and then come back with his drink that the mistress appeared.

The one that Clarissa called “Mistress” was an older woman who walked with an elegant gait. Despite having quite a bit of gray hair and some wrinkles, there was a vitality to her that made her seem much younger. Unlike the girls, she did not wear the cat-girl spacesuit, but a traditional maid outfit. It was a white and black dress with dozens of frills and black stockings… with cat ears and a tail.

“Alexander, it’s been awhile since I last saw you,” she said.

“Granny Morel—urk!” Alex choked when a sudden pressure threatened to strangle him. Was it just him, or were her eyes glowing a demonic red? “I-I mean, Auntie Morella.”

“That’s better.” Auntie Morella smiled and the pressure vanished. Alex breathed a sigh of relief.

Morella Ryker was Alex’s grandmother, though it would’ve been more accurate to say that she was Alice’s grandmother and his step-grandmother. She might as well have been his real grandmother, however, considering the amount of time they used to spend together when he was younger.

After his and Alice’s parents had died, she was one of the people who’d helped them until they could live on their own. She was also the one who’d taken them away from their grandfather. Alex would always be grateful to her.

“I heard about what happened.” Auntie Morella slid into the booth.

“I’m not surprised you found out that I was kicked out of the police academy.” Alex’s shoulders slumped. “I guess I’m not as suited to the position as Dad was.”

Alex took a sip of his drink as Auntie Morella gave him a knowing smile. “Yes, I am aware that you were kicked out of the police academy, but I wasn’t referring to that. I was speaking of your pretty house guest.”

Coffee spewed from Alex’s mouth as he coughed. Fortunately for his own health, an energy barrier projected itself into the air and kept the fluid projectile from hitting Auntie Morella. It was a common feature inside of most cafés these days. Preventing spit-takes had become a solar system standard on the end, much to the amusement of some.

“W-where did you hear about that? How did you find out?”

“I have my sources.”

“Did Alice tell you? She did, didn’t she?”

“She didn’t, but it will be easier for me if you think she did.”

Alex frowned at Auntie Morella, whose poker face smile revealed nothing. He clicked his tongue. “One of these days, I’m going to find out how you seem to know everything.”

Auntie Morella leaned back in her chair. “I wouldn’t say I know everything. For example, I didn’t know that your pretty roommate was the princess of the Angelisian Empire, who controls over two-thirds of the galaxy, until two days ago.”

Alex twitched. He didn’t want to let her know that he was surprised, but the amount of knowledge that she possessed shocked him.

Clarissa walked up to their table and placed a cup of tea in front of Auntie Morella, who offered a gracious smile as she lifted it to her lips and took a sip. The mouthwatering aroma that wafted from her cup made Alex wish he’d ordered tea instead.

“Does the old fart know about this, too?” Alex asked.

Setting the teacup down, Auntie Morella released a thoughtful hum. “I don’t know. It’s not like I ever talk to that old lecher anymore. However, I wouldn’t be surprised if he did know about Gabrielle. That man has even more ways of finding out everything that’s happening in your life than I do.”

“That’s just great.” Alex sighed. “Having that old fart interfere with my life is exactly what I want. How wonderful.”

“Sarcasm doesn’t suit you,” Auntie Morella said.

Alex slumped onto the table. “I guess not…”

Patting him on the head, Aunt Morella gave him a compassionate smile. “Aside from your dysfunctional love life, how are things at home?”

“They’re fine, I guess. Alice is the same as always. She never does anything unless I bribe her. Gabrielle is fun to spend time with, though. We’re always inventing cool stuff, and it’s a blast to hang out with her. Jasmine hasn’t come over in a while, and I don’t see Selene much anymore.” He shrugged. “My life isn’t exactly glamorous right now, but it’s fun, I suppose.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” she teased. “Your life sounds pretty interesting to me, Mr. Fiancé.”

Alex wasn’t sure if he would call his life interesting so much as dangerous. Of course, danger was par for the course when it came to heroes, so he didn’t mind that. His only real concern was the amount of property damage that he might cause while trying to become a hero.

After speaking with his grandmother for a little while longer, Alex eventually left the café with the promise of bringing Gabrielle there sometime.

Because he didn’t feel like going home, he wandered some more. Mars City was a massive place. The towering skyscrapers, which reminded him of fingers reaching out to poke holes in the dome, loomed above everyone’s heads. The gigantic buildings stretched out for hundreds of kilometers.

As he allowed his feet to take him wherever they pleased, he spotted a familiar face staring into a pet store.

Pet stores were rare in Mars City. This was because few people were allowed to own pets. Since space and resources were limited, owning a pet not only required a license, but people who owned them also had to pay a yearly fee. It made the idea of owning a pet unappealing to most would-be owners. 

That said, there were a lot of people who enjoyed going into pet stores, which was why they still existed. In some ways, they were like the zoos found on Earth, but with regular household animals instead of exotic creatures.

Alex walked up to the person staring into the store’s window with a look of longing. “Kiri-kiri.”

Kazekiri let out an “eep!” and spun around. She placed a hand on her chest and, after several seconds of staring at him, a scowl appeared on her face. “Alexander Ryker. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” She paused and, as if just now realizing what he’d called her, shouted, “and it’s Kazekiri!”

Her long flaxen hair reminded him of the sun. She had dark eyes and pale skin. That day, she wore a white skirt that went down to her knees and a red sleeveless shirt. Being the voluptuous woman that she was, the shirt strained against her chest. Alex thought her breasts might have even been bigger than Gabrielle’s.
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While she didn’t seem happy to see him, Alex was pleasantly surprised. “What are you doing all the way in the entertainment district? Did you come here to visit the pet shop?”

“W-what? No, of course not!” Kazekiri said, though her cheeks were red. She reminded him of a child who’d been caught doing something embarrassing.

“I didn’t know you liked animals,” Alex said.

Kazekiri’s cheeks burned like small beacons. “I-I don’t!”

“You don’t?” Alex scratched his cheek. “But… weren’t you just looking into that pet store?”

Her cheeks turned a darker shade of red. “N-no… I was…”

“And I could’ve sworn I saw you make pawing motions at the kittens.”

“U-ugh!”

“You were also meowing.”

“All right!” Kazekiri shouted. Her face looked like a fusion bomb that was about to explode. “S-so maybe I have a small thing for animals. What’s it to you?”

“Nothing. I just think it’s kind of cute.”

“C-cute?!” Kazekiri squeaked.

“Yeah, cute.” Alex observed her for a moment, and then nodded at the store. “Do you want to go in?”

Kazekiri hesitated. “W-well I… I mean, there are things that I need to do, so…”

Alex interpreted her words as, “I do want to go in, but I’m too embarrassed.” That was why he decided to help her—by grabbing her hand and pulling her into the store with him.

“H-hey! What are you doing?! Let go of me!”

“Come on. Let’s go in. Even if you have something else to do, we could at least visit this place for a little while.” He looked back at Kazekiri. “They have a small playpen in the back where you can pet the animals.”

Kazekiri paused. She appeared to be debating with herself. The way her nose thoughtfully wrinkled was kind of cute.

“W-well… maybe if it’s just for a little while…”

Alex grinned. “Awesome. Then let’s go inside.”

“Um… before that… Alexander…”

“Hm?” He looked back at her.

“Could you…” She looked away. “Your hand…”

What was she talking about now? His hand? What about his… oh…

Alex looked down. He was still holding her hand.

“Ah.” Heat rose to his cheeks as he let go of her hand. Grinning, he rubbed the back of his head. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s… fine…” Kazekiri looked at her toes. Alex looked down as well. Her toes, painted a dark purple, wiggled as though embarrassed.

“Come on. Let’s go inside,” he said.

They walked into the store, which was a veritable animal paradise. Their feet tapped along the tiles as they wandered through several stands stuffed to bursting with animal treats and toys. A young man wearing a black apron greeted them with a smile.

“Hello. How can I help you?”

“Hi. Would you mind letting my friend play with some of your animals?” Alex asked.

“Not at all. What would you like me to get out?”

Alex looked at Kazekiri, who stared at him for a moment as if wondering why he was looking at her. Then her eyes slowly widened. “Oh, um, ah. I’d like to pet…”

“What was that?” Alex asked as she trailed off at the end.

“I said I want to pet the…”

“I couldn’t hear that last part.” Alex leaned in as if doing so would help him hear her.

Kazekiri took a deep breath, and then…

“I SAID I WANT TO PET THE PUPPIES!”

… nearly knocked Alex flat with her voice. Wincing as his eardrums rang, he tried to ignore the pain. “You didn’t really need to shout, did you?”

“S-sorry.”

“S’okay.” Alex blinked as he slurred his words. His ears must have been more damaged than he thought.

The clerk, who also seemed to be have had his hearing temporarily stolen, stumbled into the backroom. Alex led Kazekiri to the back where a large pen had been set up. There weren’t any animals inside yet, but, as he helped her step over the fence, the clerk came back carrying a tiny golden retriever.

Kazekiri’s face was usually quite stern. She didn’t smile often, or ever. Actually, thinking on it, the only time that Alex had ever seen her smile was a few seconds ago, when she’d been meowing at the cat in the front display. However, in that moment, Kazekiri’s face lit up in a way that he’d only seen on Gabrielle until now.

As the clerk set the puppy on the ground, Kazekiri knelt and held out her hands. The puppy wandered over to her, first sniffing her hands, and then licking them. It wasn’t long before the puppy was all over her. Kazekiri forgot all about Alex as she laughed and played with the small retriever.

“Thanks for doing this,” Alex said to the clerk.

The clerk shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. We don’t get too many people in here, so I figured it would be okay.”

Alex nodded noncommittally. While animals were popular, most people couldn’t afford to pay the yearly fees, or rather, they could, but they didn’t want to.

Efficiency was an important aspect in daily life on Mars. Using time wisely, not spending money on anything extraneous… the people of Mars City were almost like machines in a way. It was kind of sad when he thought about it. Perhaps that was why he took heart in the joyful expression on Kazekiri’s face.

So even she can look cute like this…

It was half an hour later that Alex and Kazekiri left the store. They walked along the metal path, their footsteps perfectly timed together. Alex wondered what the people around them thought. Given the way he and Kazekiri looked, they might have been mistaken for a couple.

“Alexander… th-thank you,” Kazekiri stuttered. “For taking me in there, I mean.”

Alex smiled. “You’re welcome. I’m glad you had fun.”

“Yeah… well, d-don’t get used to it,” she told him. “Something like this isn’t going to happen again! However, I… have decided to raise my opinion of you… just a little.”

“Thanks. I like you, too, Kirikiri.”

“Wha—idiot! I didn’t say I l-l-like you! I was just saying that I think a little better of you now! Don’t take my words the wrong way!” She paused, but only to take a breath before shouting some more. “And it’s Kazekiri! Get it right!”

“I know that. I just think you look cute when you’re angry,” Alex said honestly before he realized what he was saying.

“W-w-w-what?! Y-you—but that’s—” Kazekiri stopped talking as, seemingly overwhelmed by his words, her eyes rolled up into the back of her head and she passed out.

“Oh, crap!” Alex caught Kazekiri before she could hit the ground. “K-Kazekiri! Wake up! Hey! Are you listening to me?! Hey!”
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The place where Selene took Gabrielle to was a massive shopping center called Mars Square Mall. Larger than one of Papa’s saberships, it must have been at least a dozen kilometers in diameter.

People filled the empty spaces, taking clothing from racks and asking for their friends’ opinions. Despite having been to Mars City several times already, Gabrielle looked upon the sight as if everything was new.

“So cool,” she muttered.

Selene cast her a sidelong glance. “You’re really easy to please. Anyway, come on. Let’s find you some clothes to wear.”

Gabrielle followed Selene deeper into the store. She stared at everyone she passed, watching the mother trying to force her child into clothes that he didn’t want to wear, observing the girl holding a dress in front of herself as she asked her friend’s opinion, studying the young man standing in front of a mirror with his new outfit on.

There must have been hundreds of people in this store alone. To think that this was only one of several hundred stores inside of this mall, it was almost overwhelming.

Everyone looks like they’re having so much fun.

Gabrielle planned on having fun, too.

“Do you have a preference in clothes?” Selene asked.

Gabrielle didn’t know what she meant. “What? Preference?”

“Yeah. Do you prefer dresses, or pants and T-shirts, or would you like something else?”

“I don’t know. I’ve only been shopping once before.”

Selene stopped, turned, and stared. “Wait. What? What do you mean you’ve only gone shopping once?”

“Well, ever since I started living with Alex, he would take me with him to the convenience store sometimes, but I never went shopping back when I lived at home. Papa didn’t let me go out very often.”

“That father of yours must be really strict,” Selene said. “There’s no way I would’ve put up with my father not letting me go out.”

“Ah! Me neither. That’s why I ran away!”

Gabrielle had no idea why Selene suddenly tripped and fell on her face.

“S-Selene! Are you okay?!”

“Oh, yeah.” Selene rubbed her red nose as she stood up. “I’m fine. You just surprised me.”

Gabrielle didn’t know why her friend would be surprised by her. Had she said something weird? Maybe Selene was like Alex and didn’t believe that running away was the right answer.

“Never mind.” Selene waved her off. “Your circumstances are yours, and I don’t plan to pry. Anyway, since you don’t know what kind of clothing you’d like, I’ll pick out a bunch of outfits for you, and we’ll have you try each one on to see what you look good in. Sound good?”

“That sounds like a blast!” Gabrielle pumped a fist into the air. “Let’s do it.”

“At least you’re enthusiastic,” Selene muttered.

Gabrielle knew nothing of clothes shopping, or shopping in general. That being the case, she let Selene choose everything and simply followed her. There seemed to be a lot of different clothes to choose from. Everything was so bright and colorful, too. It was amazing!

“Do you know what your three sizes are?” Selene asked.

“My three what?”

After several seconds of staring at Gabrielle, Selene sighed and turned away. “Never mind. I can make a rough estimate based on your appearance.”

Selene chose three outfits to start with. She then directed Gabrielle to a changing room, told her to choose an outfit and get dressed, and then she closed the door, leaving Gabrielle alone.

Hm, I guess I should do as she says.

Shutting down her crisis suit, Gabrielle waited as the suit slackened and slowly peeled off her skin. She couldn’t feel it happening because the suit was synced to her, but she could see it all in the mirror. When the suit had pooled around her feet, she stepped out of it and looked at the clothes.

“Hum, what should I wear?”

There were only three options, but for her, someone who’d never had a choice before, there might as well have been a million. They all looked really cool, too. She wanted to try them all on at the same time.

“Ah! Maybe if I just close my eyes and grab one!”

Shutting her eyes, Gabrielle reached out and grabbed the first one that her hand came into contact with. She opened her eyes, and then slid the clothing on. It was a one-piece suit with a built-in blouse. Most of it was red, but it had black designs running along her arms, shoulders, back, and legs. It didn’t come with shoes. Gabrielle looked down and wiggled her toes.

It feels odd to wear clothing without shoes.

“Gabrielle?” Selene called out. “Are you done changing?”

“Yes! I’m coming out now!”

Gabrielle opened the door and stepped out. Beaming, she spread her arms. “What do you think?”

Selene didn’t say anything for the longest time. She merely stared. Gabrielle wondered if her new friend was going to speak at all, when…

“I don’t think I’ve seen anyone fill out clothing so well,” Selene confessed. “I’m really jealous.”

“Jealous?” Gabrielle tilted her head. “Why would you be jealous?”

Selene waved her off. “Never mind. You look good in those. What do you think about them? Do you like them?”

“Hmm… they’re okay, I guess. They feel a lot like my crisis suit—only not as comfortable.”

The crisis suit, when properly synced, acted a lot like a second skin. Since it was practically a second skin, it was the most comfortable outfit to wear. It regulated her body temperature, didn’t get in her way, and enhanced her physical capabilities. Of course, seeing how she had barely worn anything else, Gabrielle figured she was being biased.

“Well, why don’t we have you try on several more outfits?” Selene suggested. “Maybe one of those will be more to your taste.”

Gabrielle agreed. “Okay!”

At Selene’s suggestion, Gabrielle tried on nearly 50 more outfits. Selene would give her outfits to try on, offer her opinion, and then have her try on something else. It was a lot of fun. While she liked spending time in the lab with Alex more, shopping with Selene was still a blast.

By the time they had finished, she had 20 new outfits, which had been bought and paid for with the credits that Alex had given her.

“Ahn!” Sitting down at a small table, Gabrielle groaned as she stretched her hands above her head. “That was a lot of fun! We should do this again sometime.”

“It was pretty fun,” Selene said, smiling. “Next time, I’ll invite my friends Serah and Ryoko to come with us.”

“More friends!” Gabrielle looked wide-eyed at the girl. “Do you think they’ll become my friends, too?”

Selene laughed. “I don’t see why not.”

“Yay!” Gabrielle pumped her fist in the air.

“By the way, you sure bought a lot of outfits.” Selene looked at the bags by Gabrielle’s chair. There were ten of them, and each one was nearly overflowing with clothing.

“Well, I don’t have any other outfits aside from my crisis suit.” Gabrielle rubbed the back of her head. “Besides, I don’t know which ones Alex will like. That’s why I thought it would be best if I bought as many different kinds as I could.”

“You… really like Alex, don’t you?”

At the question that her friend asked, Gabrielle’s chest grew warm. She placed a hand over her chest, as if doing so would allow her to capture the warmth radiating from her heart. It seemed that just mentioning Alex by name caused a wellspring of emotions to surge from within her.

“I love Alex a lot,” Gabrielle told Selene. “Every time I think about him, my heart beats really fast and I feel really warm. I’ve never felt this way before.” She looked at Selene, whose eyes had widened to the size of draconic eggs, and smiled. “Love is such an amazing feeling, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Selene said softly, “I guess it is.”

Within the crowded shopping mall, amidst a myriad of different people, Gabrielle spoke with Selene late into the afternoon.
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The next morning came much too soon for Alex, who had no desire to wake up. He was too comfortable. Artificial light filtered in through the window and shone in his eyes, but he decided to ignore it. Maybe if he did that, the light would do him a favor and leave.

As he became more aware of his surroundings, Alex realized that he was lying on his side. That was odd. He usually slept on his back. What’s more, there was something large and obtrusive in his face, hampering his breathing.

Grumbling, he placed a hand on the offending object to push it away. It was surprisingly round and squishy. There was a strange fleshy part, like a nub, that rose from the surface. What was this thing? It felt like… like…

“Ahn,” a delicate moan echoed in his ear.

Alex froze. He knew that moan. He’d heard it before.

He opened his eyes… and found a boob right next to his face. Beautiful porcelain skin filled his vision. Light pink nipples were hardened into points. Gabrielle’s scent, a refreshing fragrance that he couldn’t describe, overwhelmed him. The temptation to tilt his neck and suck her nipple into his mouth was so strong right then that his mouth was halfway to her breast before he stopped himself.

Stop it, Alex! What the hell do you think you’re doing?!

This was Gabrielle, a girl who walked around naked because she didn’t understand concepts like modesty, who was naive and cheerfully accepting of everything around her. He doubted she even knew what sex was. If he did this, he would be betraying the trust that she had placed in him. He would become just like those bastards who wanted to use her for their own purposes.

Alex took several deep breaths to calm down… and then he realized that there was no way he could be calm because there was a naked girl in his bed!

“UWA!”

Alex tried to leap out of bed. Unfortunately, he was on the side next to the window, which meant that he tripped over Gabrielle in his panic. Consequently, this caused him to fall off the bed and land face-first onto the floor.

Splat!

A loud crunch filled his ears as blood welled up inside of his nasal cavity. He released a pained groan. He rubbed his nose and tried to sniff the blood back in, but the free-flowing liquid continued to leak out and stain the floor.

“Ow…” he mumbled.

“Mmmnn!” Gabrielle moaned. The covers shifted against his legs, which were still on the bed. A second later, Gabrielle greeted him. “Good morning, Alex! What are you doing on the ground?”

“What are you doing in my bed?” Alex asked back. “I thought I told you to sleep on your own bed!”

“Eh? But I want to sleep with you,” Gabrielle complained.

Alex covered his face with his hands. This girl had no idea how her words affected him. He was so tempted to take her up on her offer that, had she been anyone else, he might have done it despite not having any experience.

But he couldn’t do that, not to her. Gabrielle didn’t understand matters of sex. The fact that she could so blatantly ask him to take a bath with her proved that she understood nothing. Alex didn’t doubt that her parents had never given her “the talk,” or maybe she just hadn’t listened when they had tried. He couldn’t do anything with someone who didn’t even know what sex was.

“Hey, Alex?”

“… What?”

“What’s that strange thing between your legs?”

Alex’s eyes bulged as Gabrielle leaned down and grabbed something that only he had ever touched before.

She’d forgotten to control her strength.

Alex’s loud, girlish squeals were heard across the entire outer district.
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Wincing as he walked down the stairs, Alex tried to ignore the massive pain in his groin. Gabrielle really didn’t seem to understand her own strength. He felt like someone had taken a vice to his dick, clamped down until it had cut off all circulation, and then twisted it. That was how much pain he was in.

As he went into the kitchen to cook breakfast, his IDband began beeping. Looking down, he tapped on the screen and a holographic message suddenly appeared. Blinking his bleary eyes, he read the message: “Come to school. The principal would like to meet with you…?”

He stared at the screen for several moments longer.

“What the hell?” He asked no one in particular.
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Alice stared at him as they walked along the street, her gaze bland as ever.

“Are you okay, Bro? You’re looking kinda pale.”

“M’fine.”

“You’re talking funny, too.”

“I said I’m fine!”

Alex, Alice, and Gabrielle were walking to school. Alex winced as he moved. Every time his penis brushed against his leg, it felt like an electric current was surging through it. It forced him to move much more slowly, lest he aggravate the injury even more.

They reached the front gate, eventually, where many students were already walking through. One student stood at the front. Her long, blonde twin tails made it easy to recognize her, as did her bright blue eyes, obviously female figure, and short stature. Jasmine was, as always, an aristocratic vision of loveliness.

“Jasmine, morning,” Alex greeted.

“Good morning, Jasmine!” Gabrielle said as well.

“Yo.” Alice just waved.

Jasmine turned toward them, her face enhanced by a dazzling smile. “Oh ho ho ho! Good morning, Alexander! I hope you had a… a… a…” she trailed off as he, Alice, and Gabrielle walked closer. Alex grew concerned when he noticed that her cheeks were glowing a faint red.

“Are you okay, Jasmine?” Alex asked.

“Don’t mind her,” Alice said. “She’s just acting weird because you’re wearing a suit.”

Indeed, Alex was wearing a suit. Charcoal in color, the suit was rather formfitting. He didn’t wear one often, but he felt like a meeting with the principal of Atreyu Academy called for him to be a bit more dressed up.

“I-I am not! Be quiet, Alice!” Jasmine shouted, her cheeks burning even more fiercely. She recovered quickly and, lifting a hand to her mouth, she laughed. “Oh ho ho ho! You look quite dashing, Alexander! Is there a special event that you’re attending?”

“Hm? Oh, no,” Alex said. “I’m dressed up like this because I received a message from the school’s principal. She asked me to come here.” He laughed. “Who knows, maybe she wants to offer me a job or something.”

“O-oh ho? A job, you say? Does that mean you, Alexander, might become a teacher here?”

When Alex saw the shine in Jasmine’s eyes, he realized that maybe he shouldn’t have made that joke. It had been a lame joke anyway. “Uh… no, I was just—”

“Oh! Oh!” Gabrielle raised her hand. “If you’re going to be a teacher, then can I be your assistant?”

“Like I said, I’m not—”

“Alexander as a teacher!” Jasmine squealed, clasping her hands together in front of her face. Her eyes were shining like a pair of bright nova-class stars. “Oh ho! Yes, you would make a marvelous teacher. Truly, a teacher full of splendor and integrity.”

“Look, would you just listen to what I—”

“Ah!” Jasmine sighed, her cheeks growing a dark red. “I can see it all now. You, a teacher. Me, a student…”

As the conversation degraded further, Alex watched as Jasmine slipped further and further into what must have been one serious delusion.

I think something inside of her head just broke…
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Standing inside of a classroom, Jasmine backed into a wall as Alexander advanced on her, his steps strong and confident. She half-heartedly tried to run away, but she didn’t move very fast. That would have defeated the purpose.

He placed his hands against the wall on either side of her head, pinning her in place physically as well as with his gaze.

Heat rose to her cheeks. “No… Alexander, we can’t do this. You’re a teacher and I’m a student. Don’t you see? It’s wrong!”

“You said that, but I gave you ample opportunity to run away. The fact that you didn’t bother to run when you could have tells me that you want this just as much as I do.”

Alexander leaned down. At the same time, he placed a hand under her chin and forced her head to tilt. His face was so close to hers now, so close that if she just leaned her head a little more, tilted it up a little higher, she would be able to kiss him.

“N-no… I…”

Jasmine closed her eyes, pretending that the tingle running down her body wasn’t from excitement. Just a little more… just a little more and she and Alexander would share their first kiss!

“Jasmine,” Alexander whispered in a voice that was suave enough to put high-class male prostitutes to shame.

“Oh, Alexander…”

“Jasmine…”

“Alexander…”

 

“Jasmine! Jasmine! Snap out of it!”

“Eh?”

Jasmine opened her eyes. She blinked. She was not in a classroom, Alexander was not in front of her, and there was no kiss forthcoming. Was that… had that been a dream?

“Hey, Jasmine!” Alice shouted again. “Bro and Gabrielle have already left! Let’s get a move on or we’re going to be late for class!”

“C-coming!” Jasmine shouted.

With enough heat to power a furnace creeping up on her cheeks, Jasmine ran to catch up with Alice, who was already past the gate and walking into the academy. She cursed herself. How could she have been so foolish as to get lost in a fantasy?

Still, she thought as she caught up with her friend, wouldn’t it be nice if he really did become a teacher? Oh ho…
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Alex found a surprise waiting for him when he and Gabrielle arrived at the principal’s office, though he didn’t know if that was a good thing.

Chatting with the principal as if they were old friends was Karen and Yumi. While Karen sat on the couch with one leg crossed over the other, Yumi stood several meters away, leaning against the wall, her arms crossed and her face expressionless. They must have been waiting there for a while now.

“Commander! I mean, Ms. Karen! What are you and Vice—Yumi doing here?” Alex asked, pointing a finger at Karen and Yumi.

“Didn’t I tell you yesterday?” Karen asked rhetorically. “The police aren’t allowed to help you overtly, but that doesn’t mean we’re not going to render what aid we can.” She gestured to the person sitting behind the desk. “Alexander, Gabrielle, this is Caridna Tepes, the principal of Atreyu Academy and a former member of the Special Forces.”

Alex and Gabrielle looked at the one called Caridna. Her blond hair was similar to Karen’s, except instead of looking like drill bits, she had them tied into a long ponytail. Her youthful face was cherubic and appeared quite young. At first glance, Alex would have assumed that she was only around 14 or 15 years old, which would have matched her height. Even while sitting, he could tell she was quite short. She wore a dark business suit, which looked really out of place on such a young-looking girl.

“So, these are the two brats you were telling me about?” Ms. Tepes said, studying him and Gabrielle like they were one-celled organisms under a microscope. Her lips twitched into a smirk, as though an amusing thought had occurred to her. Alex wasn’t sure he liked that expression.

“Hi!” Gabrielle waved a hand and beamed at the principal. “I’m Gabrielle Angelise. It’s nice to meet you!”

“Well, she’s a cheerful one,” Ms. Tepes sounded entertained. Alex felt the hairs on his neck prickle when she turned her blue-eyed gaze to him. “You know, you’re almost the spitting image of Farone S. Ryker?”

“R-really?” Alex stuttered, surprised. This woman knew his father? How? Alex didn’t know whether to feel happy or frightened.

“Oh, yeah. If you grew your hair out and dyed all of it silver, you’d look exactly like him.”

“Caridna was Captain Ryker’s second in command when he was in the Special Forces,” Karen informed him.

Alex looked at Caridna in a whole new light. “Then does that mean you have a lot of stories about my father?”

“Do I have a lot of stories?” Caridna chuckled in a manner that seemed both condescending and delighted. “Brat, I have more stories about your old man than Karen has gray hairs—ouch!” Holding her hands to her head, Caridna glared at Karen, who’d come up behind her and smacked her in the back of the head. “What was that for?”

“For being an idiot. Don’t talk about things that you don’t know anything about. I don’t have any gray hairs.”

“Only because you dye it—ouch!”

Alex looked back and forth between Karen and Caridna, who were quarreling like a pair of children. He then looked at Yumi. “They seem awfully close, don’t they?”

Huffing as if having him address her was a pain, Yumi said, “that’s because they are close. Ms. Tepes is Commander Karen’s older sister.”

“What? Really?” Alex looked back at the bickering siblings. “No way.”

Yumi sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Yes, Caridna married Commander Karen’s older brother six years ago.”

“So these two are siblings,” Gabrielle murmured, her lips curving into a happy smile. “They do act a lot like my younger sisters do. Michelle and Ariel are always arguing, but you can tell that they really love each other. They have such a nice chemistry, don’t they?”

“If you say so,” Alex said.

He didn’t know if he believed Gabrielle on this. He’d never really argued with his sister before, but that might have been because of the nature of their relationship.

Aside from not being truly related, Alex had, for the past several years, acted as brother, father, and mother for Alice. He woke her up, cooked her meals, did her laundry, scolded her when she did something wrong, and when they were younger, he’d even bathed her. Perhaps his act of juggling roles simply meant there was no room for fighting.

Ugh, great. I’m thinking about psychology now.

The two siblings eventually stopped arguing, and a somewhat embarrassed Karen coughed into her hand. “Moving on, the reason that I called you here was mainly to introduce you to Caridna, who will be our go-between. If you ever need help, or if any one of Gabrielle’s suitors shows up again, I want you to inform her. She’ll be able to help you in our place.”

“Help?” Gabrielle inquired. “What kind of help are you talking about?”

“I’m glad you asked,” Caridna said, grinning as she stood up and walked around the desk. Standing in front of them, she began ticking items off her finger. “The first thing I can do is offer you a safehouse. This school was built to be capable of withstanding a sustained barrage from a dreadnaught-class cruiser. I can also offer you intelligence, supplies, and munitions. On top of that, I plan to keep an eye on your sister and your friends, so you don’t have to worry about any of the alien princess’s suitors trying to use them as hostages like that Shii-rya did with the cute pastry girl.”

“That… is a lot of help,” Alex admitted.

“I know, right?” Caridna’s chest puffed up in what Alex guessed was pride. Too bad she didn’t have much chest. “It’s way more help than my hag of a sister can offer—guagh!”

Alex and Gabrielle winced as Karen slammed her fist into the back of Caridna’s head, sending the woman face-first to the ground.

“Don’t call me a hag when I’m four years younger than you,” Karen said with an annoyed grunt. “Anyway, that’s most of what I wanted to tell you. I’m uploading Caridna’s personal communicator into your IDband. If you ever need help, call her first.”

“Right,” Alex said, glancing at his IDband, which now showed Caridna Tepes’s personal information on it. He blinked.

Is that her weight, height, and three measurements?

What. The. Heck. Did he need those for?

Gabrielle leaned over and looked at his IDband as well. She hummed. “That’s pretty nifty. Do you think I should make a IDband like that?”

“I don’t think it would matter even if you did,” Alex said. “These IDbands aren’t just a communication device that also tells the time. They’re an ID for citizens who live in Mars City. Basically, all of these IDbands are connected to a supercomputer known as Terminal Six, which allows everyone within Mars City to freely exchange information. Even if you built an IDband just like this, without having it hooked up to Terminal Six, it’s just another communicator.”

“Oh.” Gabrielle’s ears drooped and her wings slumped. “That’s too bad. I thought it would be nice if I had an IDband like yours.”

“If you’d like, we can set you up with a temporary citizenship visa,” Karen offered. “It won’t grant you as many liberties as the one that Alex has—his probably has many unnecessary modifications anyway—but we can get you an IDband that will serve a similar function.”

Gabrielle’s eyes brightened. “Really?! Thank you!”

“You’re welcome,” Karen said. “Now, I believe it’s time you two left. Classes are starting soon, and I don’t want someone like Alex disrupting the students’ learning with his destructive tendencies.”

“Urk!”

Alex doubled over as if someone had punched him in the gut. He wondered if Karen would ever let him live what had happened while he was a cadet down.

Probably not, he concluded with a sigh.

He and Gabrielle left the principal’s office and began walking toward the warp point that would take them outside of the school.

“That was an interesting meeting,” Gabrielle said. “It looks like you know a lot of people.”

Alex laughed. “Well, the only two people I knew in there were Karen and Yumi. Even though Caridna was the principal while I was going here, I never actually met her. Still, I’m surprised that she’s never tried talking to me before. I mean, she knew my dad, so you’d think she’d want to at least tell me a little about her time with him.”

Gabrielle was silent for a moment. “Maybe she did but didn’t want to bring up bad memories. It sounds like she and your papa were really close. Perhaps it hurts to talk about him?”

“You may be right.” Alex could understand how Caridna felt if that was really the case. Even now, thinking about his dad hurt a lot.

“Say, Alex,” Gabrielle started.

“Hm?”

“I know this might seem like a weird request, but do you think you could give me a tour of this school?” Alex looked at her oddly, which Gabrielle must have noticed because she tried to explain herself seconds later. “It’s just… this is the school that you graduated from, right? I’d like to see more of the place where you went to school, so I was thinking you could give me a tour or something.”

Alex thought about it. It wasn’t like he had anything to do after this. He didn’t have a job, he didn’t have cadet training, and he was no longer with the police force. In which case, there was nothing wrong with showing her around.

Karen wanted me to leave… but she’s not my boss anymore. She can’t order me to do something.

Yes, it should be fine if he gave Gabrielle a tour.

“Sure, why not,” Alex said. “It’ll be fun to show you my old stomping grounds.”

“Thank you!”

When Gabrielle smiled at him with her glimmering green eyes and beautifully curled lips, Alex knew that he had made the right choice.
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As first period ended, Selene stood up from her seat with all of the other students.

“Don’t forget that you all have a fifty-page history report on the Secession War due next week,” their teacher, a crotchety old man with numerous wrinkles, said as the students stood up and hurried out. “If you don’t hand it into me, complete, then you’ll get a failing grade and won’t be allowed to take the test.”

Several students groaned, but not Selene. While she didn’t like homework any more than the other students, she wasn’t going to complain either.

She left the classroom with her two friends. Serah Regina Longfield, whose shoulder-length, honey blond hair bounced as she walked, and Ryoko Koyomi, a girl whose skin color was an envious shade of dusk.

They’d been her friends for several years now, ever since her seventh year in primary, though Ryoko and Serah had known each other long before that. The two of them were rarely seen without the other. Selene suspected they were in a relationship, but since Ryoko often shared stories of the boys and girls that she’d “conquered,” Selene had no basis for that hypothesis. The fact that several of those boys and girls were in their class further emphasized her lack of evidence.

“Can you believe that guy?” Ryoko complained. “Giving us so much homework? Who the heck can write a fifty-page report in two weeks? That’s insane no matter how you look at it.”

“I would much rather spend that time finding some innocent young girl to play with,” Serah agreed.

Ryoko laughed. “You’re such a lesbo.”

“Damn right I am.” Serah laughed with her.

Selene was always uncomfortable when she listened to these two talk about matters of sex. While Serah was a full-blown lesbian, Ryoko was a proud bi-sexual and told anyone who was willing to listen that she’d do both boys and girls. For Selene, someone who’d never dated a single guy before, hearing her friends talk about all of the people they’d been with made her feel self-conscious.

Of course, she didn’t know if their stories were real or not. While there were several boys and girls in their class who called Ryoko “Mistress” and worshiped the ground she walked on, Selene had never seen either her or Serah spend time with anyone other than each other outside of school. A part of her felt like they were playing a joke on everyone. It certainly sounded like something they would do.

“Hey, isn’t that Alex?” Ryoko suddenly stopped walking and looked to their left. Selene turned her head and, indeed, walking through the halls with Gabrielle was none other than Alex.

“That is Alex!” she exclaimed. “I wonder what he and Gabrielle are doing here?”

Ryoko grinned. “Wanna find out?” She asked, not giving them a chance to respond before she bounded over to the currently unaware pair.

Selene felt something drop into the pit of her stomach. Whatever her friend had planned couldn’t be good.

I have to stop her.

Unfortunately, Selene was too late.
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Alex took Gabrielle on a tour of Atreyu Academy. Because the academy was so large, it wasn’t possible for Alex to give Gabrielle a full tour without taking dozens of warp points. The academy spanned nearly twenty-kilometers of land. In many ways, it could almost be considered a town instead of a school. This was because there were over 25,000 students who attended this institution. Atreyu Academy was the school with the largest student body population in Mars City.

Most of the academy was indoors. However, there were a few exceptions. Physical Education classes were taken on the roof, which had been specially manufactured to look like an old-school track and field area from Earth.

As Alex and Gabrielle wandered the halls, many of the students who were heading to their next class stopped and stared at them.

“Whoa, who is that babe?”

“Man, check out the tits on her!”

“Is that guy she’s with her boyfriend?”

“I wonder why he looks so familiar…”

Alex tried to ignore the whispers. Gabrielle must have heard them, too, since she had better hearing than him. However, she was either being willfully oblivious, or she just didn’t care. With her arms wrapped around one of his and a bright smile on her face, she asked Alex all kinds of questions about the school.

“Do you have any interesting stories of your time here?”

Alex thought about that before nodding. “I do have a few stories. I don’t know if I told you this, but I was in the same class as Selene for my first few years. During what would have been my ninth year, I took an accelerated course and graduated early. However, before that, Selene and I would always spend a lot of time together with our friends.”

“Do you have any other friends from school?”

“There were a few, but they weren’t really my friends, per se. There was one guy named James—that’s Jasmine’s older brother—who was always picking fights with me. I never really liked him. Anyway, there was also Serah and Ryoko—they’re Selene’s friends. I don’t know Serah that well because she doesn’t like men for some reason, but Ryoko was hanging around while messing with people.”

“Did someone call for me?” a voice asked from behind him. Alex only had enough time to feel startled before a pair of hands snaked underneath his shirt and cupped his chest.

“W-what the—”

“Oh, my. Is it just me, or have you gotten more muscular since the last time I saw you?” the voice asked as the hands continued feeling him up. A pair of balloons pressed against his back. Alex stiffened. “This is nice. Police training has really done you a world of good.”

Alex finally found a semblance of control, yanked the hands out from under his shirt, and then spun around. He glared at the person behind him as he crossed his arms over his chest. “Ryoko, what the hell are you doing?”

Ryoko poked her tongue out. “What’s the problem? This is just my way of greeting you.”

“Your way of greeting people needs work,” Alex rebutted.

“Speaking of greeting, aren’t you going to introduce me to this hottie right here?”

Alex clicked his tongue. “Ryoko, this is Gabrielle. Gabby, Ryoko. She’s Selene’s friend, the one I was just telling you about.”

“I’m your friend, too, you know,” Ryoko said. “Or are you so self-important now that you’re a big bad cop that you and I can’t be friends?”

“I never said that,” Alex muttered.

“Hi!” Gabrielle greeted. “I’m Gabrielle Angelise! It’s nice to meet you!”

Ryoko’s grin revealed sharp canines. “Hello,” she greeted before raising an eyebrow at Alex. “Where exactly did you find this bodacious little hottie? Don’t tell me you’ve been cheating on me. Oh, Alex, how could you?”

“Ha-ha.” Alex’s dry laugh could’ve put deserts to shame. “You’re a funny girl. Anyway, Gabrielle is a friend who’s staying with me because—”

“Alex is my fiancé!” Gabrielle declared, grabbing Alex’s arm and holding it to her chest. Feeling the soft swell of her cleavage on his arm made Alex’s face flood with color.

Ryoko blinked several times in shock, but she was quick to recover. Her sly grin made feel like nuclear-powered batteries were vibrating in his stomach. “Fiancé, eh?” She elbowed him in the ribs. “Getting yourself hitched at such a young age. Who knew you had it in you?”

Alex didn’t know how to answer Ryoko. He couldn’t tell her that he and Gabrielle were pretending to be married. Did that mean he should play it up and say they were? But what about Gabrielle’s feelings? Yes, she was enthusiastic when it came to telling everyone that they were engaged, but would she like it if he did the same thing?

“Stop bothering them, Ryoko,” Selene said from behind Alex. Turning, he watched as his childhood friend walked up to Ryoko and bopped her on the head. “You’re being a pest.”

“Heh-heh, sorry, Selene.” Ryoko poked her tongue out and gave her friend a coy smile.

“Sorry about that, you two,” Selene apologized on her friend’s behalf.

“It’s fine,” Alex said.

“Selene!” Gabrielle’s beaming face was a beacon of joy. “Thanks again for going shopping with me the other day. I had a lot of fun!”

Selene’s smile was a lot more composed than Gabrielle’s. “You’re welcome. I had fun, too.”

“What’s this?” Ryoko stared back and forth between the two. “Do you already know her?”

“We’ve met before,” Selene said evenly.

“Hey, if you’re here, Ryoko, then shouldn’t there be one other person?” Alex asked. “Where’s Serah?”

As if summoned by her name being called, a pair of hands snaked underneath Gabrielle’s armpits and cupped her generous chest. Gabrielle blinked several times and looked down. Her face was nonplussed, as if she didn’t know what was happening. Meanwhile, the pair of hands had sunken into her superlative chest as though they were made of gelatin.

“Hmm,” Serah mumbled as her face peered over Gabrielle’s shoulder. “These are… eighty-nine centimeters up top… and seventy centimeters on the bottom. You have really nice boobs.”

“Thank you!” Gabrielle said, seemingly unbothered by the fact that some random person was groping her tits.

Alex’s cheeks could’ve put turbo engines to shame with their heat. “Serah, I’d appreciate it if you stopped grabbing Gabrielle’s, um, chest.”

“Sorry,” Serah apologized, though she didn’t stop fondling Gabrielle’s massive mammaries. “Whenever I see such a magnificent pair of tits, I can’t help but want to feel them. These have to be the most amazing sweater-stuffers I’ve ever seen!”

Ryoko laughed. “That’s Serah for you. Speaking of, let me get a feel of those snuggle pups.”

“Ah! Hee-hee! That tickles!”

Alex turned away as Ryoko joined Serah in her blatant breast fondling. It didn’t do him much good, since he could still hear what was happening. If faces could combust, his would have already exploded.

“Oh! You’re right, Serah! These are amazing!”

“Aren’t they? I’ve never seen someone who has such a large chest!”

As Serah and Ryoko gushed over Gabrielle’s boobs, Alex turned fifty shades of red. Beside him, Selene wasn’t looking much better.

“I’m really sorry about them, Alex,” Selene apologized.

Alex tried to pretend that he wasn’t getting hot and bothered. “It’s not your fault.”

“By the way, your name is Gabrielle, right?” Serah asked, still cupping Gabrielle’s boobs.

“Yep! My name is Gabrielle Angelise!”

“Right, right. So, tell me, has Alex touched these magnificent mammaries yet?”

If Alex had been drinking something, this would have been the moment where he spit it all out. Turning around, he pointed a finger and opened his mouth to defend himself from these perverse accusations.

Gabrielle beat him to the punch. “He’s grabbed them several times, and he stuck his face in them last night.”

“Stuck his face in them, huh?” Selene sent him an accusing glare.

“I-it wasn’t like that!” Alex shouted.

“So bold!” Ryoko exclaimed, grinning from ear to ear. “I hadn’t realized you were such a beast, Alex. You must have matured since you graduated from primary.”

Alex was in a quandary. If he told her that she had the wrong idea, then it would be like saying they weren’t engaged, and since he and Gabrielle were pretending to be married, that was a no go. On the other hand, if he didn’t deny it, then he would be labeled as a pervert.

Then again, since Serah and Ryoko have been groping Gabrielle this whole time, I’m not sure if they have any right to speak.

“How about you two say that after you stop groping my… fiancé,” Alex said. His tongue felt thick as he spoke the dreaded f-word.

“Fine, fine, we’ll leave her alone… for now,” Ryoko said.

Serah and Ryoko stopped having fun with Gabrielle, who still seemed completely unbothered by what had just happened. Alex didn’t know if she was just extremely resilient to embarrassment, or if Gabrielle was simply so used to other people grabbing her boobs that she didn’t care. Either way, he figured that he was embarrassed enough for the both of them.

“So, what are you two doing here?” Selene asked.

“We were seeing the principal lady!” Gabrielle said.

“Principal? You mean Ms. Tepes?”

“Yup!”

“What were you two doing with the principal?” asked Serah.

“She asked me to meet with her,” Alex explained. “After the meeting, Gabrielle wanted me to show her around, and since I’m no longer a cadet at the police academy, I figured it would be fine.”

“You’re no longer a cadet?” Ryoko needed several seconds to process that. “What happened? Did you blow something up?”

“Ugh!” Alex doubled over.

“Now that I think about it, I do remember hearing about someone who caused over two-million credits worth of property damage, and you’ve always had a bad habit of making things go boom!”

“Gugh!”

“That was you, wasn’t it?”

“U-ugh… maybe…”

Serah and Ryoko stared at Alex, who slowly turned his head, unable to bear the sight of their deadpanned stares.

“D-don’t look at me like that. Everything that happened was just a series of unfortunate circumstances that I had no control over.”

Serah and Ryoko glanced at each other. Then Ryoko, acting as their mouthpiece, looked back at him. “Alex, you destroyed the science lab in sixth grade, set fire to the second floor in seventh, and created a robot army that randomly stripped people of their clothes in eighth. You’re a walking natural disaster.”

“Don’t spout off all of my ill-fated disasters like that!” Alex paused, his face scrunched up, and then he realized something and shouted some more. “And that last thing didn’t happen!”

“You’re right. I made that up,” Ryoko admitted.

“Don’t make up random stories about me on your own!”

“Relax, I’m just teasing you.” Ryoko grinned. “You’re still so uptight.”

I’m only uptight because you tease me! Alex wanted to shout.

“A-anyway.” Alex cleared his throat. “Gabrielle and I are almost done with the tour, so we’ll be leaving soon.”

“Before you go,” Selene started, “Gabrielle, would you like to hang out with my friends and I tonight? We’re going to karaoke.”

“You want me to spend time with you?” Gabrielle asked. The shock in her voice, apparent to all, startled the three girls. Ryoko even took a step back.

“Well, yeah. I mean, we’re friends now, right?” Selene said, and then she turned to Serah and Ryoko. “What do you two think?”

“I’m down with having her come with us.” Ryoko gave Selene a thumbs-up.

“So long as Alex doesn’t come, I’m good,” Serah said.

“Do you still hate me?” Alex asked.

“I never hated you,” Serah replied. “I just don’t like men.”

“Alex, can I go to karaoke with them?” Gabrielle clasped her hands in front of her face. Her eyes were shining like shuttle headlights.

Alex sighed, then gave her a smile. “Sure. Go and have some fun with your friends.”

“Thank you, Alex!”

This time, Alex was prepared for Gabrielle’s lunge. He only stumbled a few steps back as the girl hugged him, though he still couldn’t do anything about the pain of feeling his ribcage creak underneath the girl’s strength.
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Jameson de Truante was a wealthy and affluent individual. He came from a noble family, so he was of noble lineage. His parents were important members of society, which thereby made him important by association. To top it off, he was handsome and had an impeccable sense of style. Anyone who thought differently didn’t understand his greatness.

One of Jameson’s life goals was to find a woman as amazing as himself. There was not a single woman in his entire school who could hold a candle to him. He’d searched high and low, but even to this day, he’d never once found a female worthy of being by his side.

That was… until today.

It happened as he was walking to his next class. A beautiful girl with hair spun from silver and eyes like gems walked past him. She hadn’t been wearing the school uniform. Instead, her lovely body had been adorned by an equally lovely dress, allowing him to gaze upon her alluring figure. She had been entrancing. He’d been so dazed that she’d walked by him before he could ask her to be his.

He’d been in a slump for the rest of the day—until he saw her again. She was hanging around by the gate after school, the same smile that he remembered from before causing her lips to curl delightfully.

Jameson had been about to walk up to her, but then he’d noticed that she was talking to someone, a familiar face that he could’ve sworn had disappeared from his life.

It’s Alexander! What is that little cretin doing talking to my woman?

Indeed, Alexander S. Ryker was there. He stood beside the girl, chatting with her as if they were lovers. Jameson did not know what they were speaking about, but the smile that the girl wore, obviously directed at Alexander, now rankled on his nerves.

Hiding behind a tree, Jameson spied on the two as they spoke.

“So, you’re saying that humans use repulsors to generate atmospheric flight?” the girl asked.

Alexander nodded. “That’s right. We have a repulsor field on the bottom of our shuttles. What it does is create a focused beam that lifts objects into the air via magnetic detraction. Of course, the repulsor only lifts the object, it doesn’t help the object fly. We have propulsion engines for that.”

“Sounds unnecessarily complicated.”

“How so?”

Jameson’s heart almost exploded when the girl adopted a thoughtful mien, placing one hand under her chin, while the other went to her elbow as she cocked her hips at an angle.

Su-such beauty!

“Well, on Angelisia, we use anti-gravity nodes.”

“I can pretty much guess what those are, but could you explain the deeper intricacies for me?”

“Of course! Anti-gravity nodes are small discs about the size of a thumbnail that are made from a unique type of metal that negates gravity when charged with electrons. The nodes are placed inside of our ships to create a matrix that negates the effects of gravity. With it, we can control ascension and descension with a simple push or pull of our handles.”

“I see. That’s pretty interesting. I wonder what would happen if we created a repulsor field similar to your anti-gravity matrix…”

“That sounds like fun! We should try that when I come back from karaoke with Selene and the others!”

Alexander grinned. “Definitely.”

They get along well… a little too well.

Seeing Alexander talk to the girl that he had decided to make his woman caused boiling red anger to bubble in his stomach. Did that penniless little twerp not realize that he, Jameson, the King of Romance, had fallen in love with that girl at first sight? This brat should have realized that and left his girl alone!

“Gabrielle!” a voice called out.

Three girls exited the school and ran up to Alex and the girl, who he now knew was called Gabrielle—ah, what a lovely name. Jameson thought he vaguely recognized the three girls. Weren’t they in his class? Well, it didn’t matter. Those people were obviously unimportant.

“Hey, guys!” Gabrielle waved back, and her smile seemed to pick up a level of vibrancy that could have blinded someone if they looked directly at it. “Are you ready to go?”

“You bet your cute ass we’re ready,” a girl with dusk-colored skin and dark hair like a lion’s mane said. What was her name again? Ryumo? Ryofu? Something like that.

“Heh, so you’re all ready for karaoke tonight?” one of the other girls asked, a blond girl with green eyes.

“Yes!” Gabrielle nodded enthusiastically. “I don’t know what karaoke is, but I’m super excited!”

“Then let’s go!” Ryomofu cheered.

“Yay! Bye, Alex!”

“See ya later, Gabby.”

Gabrielle and the other girls waved at Alex as they left. Jameson remained where he was, deep in thought.

So her name is Gabrielle? What a beautiful name. So perfect. So angelic.

Jameson was so overcome with emotion that he couldn’t help but wrap his arms around his body and wiggle in place.

He never noticed the people inching away from him.
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With school over and Gabrielle heading off with her new friends, Alex waited for Alice and Jasmine to arrive at the front gate. The students were all leaving. Some glanced at him as they passed, but most of them ignored him in favor of conversing with their friends. Before too long, Alice and Jasmine arrived at the gate.

“Hey, you two. How was school?” Alex greeted.

“Oh ho ho ho! I excelled in all of today’s classes,” Jasmine said, her chest swelling with pride. “But that is only to be expected. As someone who has been hailed as the Queen of Intelligence, it is only natural that I, Jasmine de Truante, would have an easy time in class. Oh ho ho ho!”

“Oh, yeah? Then how come you’re failing two of your classes?” Alice asked.

“Oh—hurk!” Jasmine appeared to choke on her own spit. Alex grew worried, but then she spun around to face Alice, an angry expression marring her cute face. “T-those failing grades are just a fluke. Yes, a fluke. For someone with my outstanding intelligence, it can only be a fluke. The teachers are clearly jealous of my superior intellect and are sabotaging me.”

“You get average grades in every other class,” Alice retorted dryly.

“U-ugh! J-just shut up! You’re ruining my image in front of Alexander!” A blushing Jasmine shouted at Alice. She looked about ready to stick out her tongue and blow a raspberry, but then she glanced at Alex and seemed to think better of it. Coughing into her hand, she laughed some more. “Oh ho ho ho! Alice, you are such a kidder! Oh ho ho ho!”

Alice just stared at her. “Right… so, Bro, where’s Gabrielle?”

At the mention of Gabrielle, Jasmine started choking again.

“She went out with some friends,” Alex said.

“Does that mean it’s just us today?”

“Looks like it. I don’t think Gabrielle will be coming home until later.”

“Hmm…”

“What about you, Jasmine?” Alex asked.

“Oh… oh ho… I’ll just… have dinner the same as always.” Jasmine tried to give him a smile, but Alex could tell that it was fake.

Jasmine de Truante was a noble, the daughter of a shipping magnate who owned an infamously large corporation called To Ro Shipping. It was a shipping company that spanned the entire solar system, the largest company currently in the shipping industry.

As the daughter of a successful and wealthy man, Jasmine’s life was often a lonely one. Her father was always away on business, her mother was constantly attending political functions, and her brother was off doing… whatever it was that James did. All that waited for her at home was her robot maid, which Alex had built for her.

“Then why don’t you come and have dinner with us?” Alex suggested.

“W-with you?” Jasmine’s eyes went wide.

“Yeah! It’ll be fun! You haven’t come over for a while, right? I’ll make your favorite meal.”

“You will?”

“Of course.”

“Oh ho! I-I wouldn’t want… to be a bother…”

Alex knew that Jasmine was holding herself back. She really was a kind girl despite trying to act like a rich snob. He’d never heard her badmouth anyone, she never put up with people who bullied others, and she always did her best to please the people around her. That included her no good father who was never home, her just as terrible mother, and her disgusting lecher of an older brother.

She deserves better.

Years ago, Alex had promised himself that he would always do his best to make her happy. The reason he had created Madison was so she would have someone at home who would spend time with her.

“You could never be a bother.” Alex placed a hand on her shoulder. “Alice and I would love it if you came over. Right, Alice?”

“It could be fun.” Alice agreed with him. “You’re troublesome, but troublesome people are sometimes fun to spend time with.”

“Really… you two…” Jasmine sniffled a few times and wiped her eyes before she recovered and took what Alex liked to call her “traditional rich girl pose.” She placed one hand on her hip, thrust out her chest, and placed her other hand near her mouth. “Oh ho ho ho! Very well, Alexander, Alice, I shall grace you both with my magnificent presence. Come, let us travel to your abode.”

“Sure,” Alice said. “By the way, we’re watching Titan Girls.”

“Oh ho! So, you are still into that childish show, are you? Would it not be better if we watched something more mature, such as—”

“Titan Girls.”

“Oh ho ho ho! Alice, you are such a kidder!”

Alex smiled as he, Jasmine, and Alice began the walk back home. They got along quite well despite being so different. As he quickened his pace to catch up with them, he pressed a small button on his IDband.

I wonder how Gabrielle is doing, he thought as he listened to Jasmine and Alice banter. I hope she’s having fun.
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Gabrielle was having a blast. She, Selene, Serah, and Ryoko had gone to a place called Ci Ci’s Karaoke Club. It was a nice place with colorful walls and plasteel floors. After paying the woman at the front counter, they’d gone into a room that was shaped like a square with rounded edges. On one wall was a holographic screen, and at the other end was a large couch that curved around a table.

Everyone had let her go first, stating that it was a newbie privilege. They were so nice. Basically, all she had to do was select a song on the holographic screen and sing to the lyrics. She was very glad that Alex had taught her how to write in the human language, which was a lot different than Universal—the written language that had been adopted by the rest of the galaxy.

Gabrielle had selected one of the songs on it, a song called Deep Space Love.

And then she began to sing.

“In the middle of space! Past the reaches of time! My love for you will never die! Deep space Love! Deep space love!”

Gabrielle had never sung before. She’d been told that her mother had the most beautiful voice in the galaxy, but she couldn’t remember if her mom had ever sung to her. Either way, she’d had no idea that singing could be so fun.

When her song finished, Gabrielle, breathless from having expended so much energy and oxygen, went up to her friends and beamed.

“How was that? Was it good?”

She looked curiously at everyone, who slowly lowered their hands away from their ears. They were smiling, but something seemed off about their smiles, though Gabrielle couldn’t figure out what that something was.

“It was, um… interesting,” Selene said.

“Yeah,” Serah agreed. “Really interesting.”

“It sucked,” Ryoko said.

“Ryoko!”

“What?” Ryoko shrugged. “I’m not gonna lie about it. It was terrible.”

“W-was my singing really that bad?” Gabrielle asked.

“Absolutely awful,” Ryoko told her.

“Do you two think my singing was bad?” She asked the other two.

“Uh… well…” Selene hesitated. “I wouldn’t say it was bad, per se… it just wasn’t very good.”

“It was kinda off-key,” Sarah added.

Gabrielle needed a moment to think about this. Her singing was awful, apparently. She didn’t think she’d done anything wrong, but if her new friends said that her singing was bad, then she could only agree.

“I see.”

If her singing really was that bad, then it meant there was only one thing that she could do.

“In that case, I need to keep practicing!”

“What?” the other three asked in unison.

Gabrielle ran back over to the holographic display and selected her next song. She was pumped now. She was going to practice and practice and practice, until she became the most incredible singer ever—or at least until karaoke ended and they had to leave.

“Wait! Gabrielle! Why don’t you let someone else—”

But it was too late.

Gabrielle began to sing again.
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Alex arrived home with Alice and Jasmine. While the two girls went into the living room, Alex journeyed into the kitchen to prepare dinner.

He’d decided to make grilled pizza; that was Jasmine’s favorite food, which he’d found out several years ago, during the first time that she had stayed the night. Consequently, that had also been when he’d built her Madison. Speaking of which…

“Jasmine,” Alex called as he stuck his head through the door that led into the living room. “You’re planning to spend the night, right?”

“Oh ho?!” Jasmine blushed bright red. “Well, I… suppose I could, but what about—”

“I’ve already contacted Madison and let her know that it may be a possibility,” Alex called out from the kitchen.

There was a pause before Jasmine answered him. “That is quite thoughtful of you, Alexander. As expected from a man of your caliber! Oh ho ho ho! Very well, then I, Jasmine de Truante, the Queen of Slumber Parties, shall allow you to be dazzled by my presence for the entire night. Oh ho ho ho!”

“Yippie,” said an unenthused-sounding Alice.

“Could you try to sound a little more pleased, Alice? Your best friend is going to spend the night with you. You should be more excited.”

“… Yay…”

“Oh, for the love of—you’re hopeless.”

Chuckling, Alex went back into the kitchen and gathered the necessary ingredients. Grilled pizza required several main ingredients, the most important of which was the dough. Alex liked to use homemade doughs, and Jasmine had mentioned being able to taste the difference when he’d been lazy and bought convenience store dough one day. Since Jasmine didn’t come over often, he thought it would be nice to make her what she wanted.

As he rummaged through the automatically rotating pantry—which he’d invented himself—he realized that there was a slight problem. Clicking his tongue, a dissatisfied Alex walked back into the living room.

“It looks like I’m out of flour and baking powder,” he told them. “So, I’m heading to the store to pick some up. Do you two want anything else?”

“Strawberry Cheesecake Parfait,” Alice said without looking away from the TV. It wasn’t Titan Girls, which wouldn’t come on until after six.

“Nice try,” Alex said. “Try again.”

“Oh ho, um, Alexander, would you mind getting me some mint chocolate chip ice cream?”

Jasmine didn’t eat many sweets. While Madison was always willing to buy her some if she asked for them, her parents were strict about her diet. Even though they rarely paid attention to their daughter, they did monitor everything that she and her maid bought. Despite trying to act like a spoiled rich girl, Jasmine really was sweet, and she wanted to earn the approval of her parents, so she never bought sweets.

However, it’s okay to eat them every once in a while.

Alex remembered telling her that during one of the times when she had spent the night. It seemed that Jasmine still remembered.

“Sure thing,” Alex said. “How about you, Alice? Last chance.”

Alice looked like she wanted to pout. Her lips twitched several times. He almost smiled at the sight, but that would have ruined the effect.

“Well?”

“I guess… double fudge sundae.”

“Got it. One mint chocolate chip and one double fudge sundae. I’ll be back soon.”

“Later, Bro.”

“Have a safe journey, Alexander. Oh ho ho ho!”

Alex left his house to the sound of Jasmine’s laughter.
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Jameson had followed Gabrielle and the other three girls, tailing them like a music fan tailing his favorite idol. His plan had been to introduce himself, proclaim his undying love, and then ask for her hand in marriage. It was the perfect plan. No girl could resist a man of his magnificence. No girl would dare to resist him. He was the King of Marriage.

Unfortunately, he’d lost Gabrielle when he’d gone to buy the ring. He had tried finding her again by using his 16,000,000 credit IDband tracker, but it seemed that she didn’t have a IDband, which was how the tracker, well, tracked people. This had left him in something of a conundrum.

Thus, Jameson had taken to wandering the town. He didn’t know where Gabrielle might have gone, but if it meant finding her and proclaiming his undying love, then he would’ve tracked her to the ends of Mars City!

“Yes! For that is what it means to be in love! Oh, Gabrielle! Where have you disappeared to?! Come here so that I, Jameson de Truante, the man who has been called the King of Love, can capture your heart with my undying devotion!”

Several people stared at him as he spoke, but Jameson ignored them. People were always dazzled by his dashing good looks. They weren’t worth his time. Instead, he continued searching for Gabrielle.

He was currently in the entertainment district. Gabrielle and the other three girls had taken a shuttle to this district, so she must have still been around there somewhere. Jameson was determined to find her.

“Wasn’t that a blast?” asked a familiar and cheerful voice.

“I suppose ‘blast’ is one way to call it,” another voice said.

“Yeah, blast as in it feels like my eardrums were blasted out by your singing,” said a different voice.

Jameson spun around.

That voice! Could it be? Yes, it is. My Gabrielle, I have found you at last!

Gabrielle was wandering with those other three girls. He didn’t know where they had gone, but it hardly mattered. Now was his chance!

“I don’t think I ever asked,” the girl with blond hair started, “but where exactly do you live, Gabrielle?”

“I live with Alex!”

W-what? Jameson stumbled. My lovely Gabrielle lives with that fool, Alexander? H-how could this be? I know they were seen together, but there is no way a woman of her beauty would possibly live with a low-born peasant like him!

As his thoughts went haywire, Jameson did remember his sister complaining about a beautiful girl living with Alexander… what felt like a lifetime ago. Was it possible that the girl Jasmine had been referring to was, in fact, Gabrielle? What sort of horrible nightmare must he have been born into?

“Really? Alex? I knew that you two were close when you said that he was your fiancé, but I didn’t realize you two were already living under the same roof.”

F-fiancé?! Jameson lost his footing and fell flat on his face. Getting on his hand and knees, he held his other hand to his bleeding nose, his mind suffering from denial. Does this mean that Alexander and my Gabrielle are engaged? Say it isn’t so!

“Of course we’re living together,” Gabrielle said. “That’s what married couples do, right?”

Jameson stood up and moved behind a wall, where he peered out and stared at the group. Two of the girls—Ryofo and Sheri, he thought their names were—looked at each other.

“Well… I guess they do,” Ry-something began slowly, “but don’t you think you’re a little young to be getting married?”

“I don’t think that at all,” Gabrielle said. “After all, if you love someone and want to stay with them forever, why wait until you’re older?”

“Well…” Surri… something started, “… I guess that makes sense. You must really love the guy, huh?”

Gabrielle agreed with a heart-searing smile. “I love Alex very much!”

Ah, such a lovely smile, Jameson thought to himself. If only that smile were for me, it would be perfect.

However, it wasn’t for him. It was for Alexander. That just would not do. There was no way he could allow his Gabrielle to remain with that boorish man. Yes, he, Jameson de Truante, the King of Seduction, would seduce his Gabrielle away from that boy!

He continued to follow them, searching for an opening that he could use to get closer to Gabrielle.

“So… what exactly do you like about him?” Ryoko asked. “I mean, Alex definitely isn’t a bad catch, but I’m curious to know what drew you to him.”

“I think Alex would make a great boyfriend,” the girl with dark skin and raven hair said. Jameson couldn’t remember her name either. When all three girls turned to her, she blushed. “What I mean is… Alex might be destructive, and reckless, and he always leaps headlong into every dangerous situation without thinking… but he’s also reliable and kind and always willing to lend a hand to others. I think… any girl would be lucky to have him as a boyfriend… or a husband.”

“Heh… what’s this?” Ryomo wore a sly grin. “Sticking up for your childhood friend? How cute.”

“O-of course I’m sticking up for him. That’s what friends do!”

“I don’t know what you people see in men,” Sherry said, spitting out the word “men” like it was poison.

“Selene,” Gabrielle said, stopping the other girl and taking Selene’s hands into her own. “You know exactly how I feel, don’t you? You see Alex’s good sides, too.”

The blush on Selene’s face deepened, though it was hard to tell because her skin was so dark. Jameson wrinkled his nose. Good side? Alex? What good side?

“Alex found me when I was in trouble. He took me in and protected me. Even now, he continues to protect me.” Gabrielle grinned at Selene. “I met your mother, and she said that Alex is my knight in shining armor. That’s what I feel he is to me.”

“Whoa…” the other three girls muttered. Rufio’s eyes were wide. “That was really deep. I guess you really do love the guy.”

“Of course! Also, Alex is really good at inventing things,” Gabrielle added. “He and I have so much fun in his lab. It’s a blast.”

“Uh, wait, so you invent stuff, too?” asked Shishi.

“Uh-huh! Check it out!” Gabrielle swiped her hand in the air, and suddenly, appearing before them as if from thin air was a… mechanical dog? It stood on four legs, was made of metal, and had a muzzle-like face with large ears.

What is that? Jameson wondered.

“Uh… what is that?” Serracha asked.

“This is Mr. Recycle Doggy version four-point-o,” Gabrielle explained cheerfully. “He eats garbage and turns it into energy. Here, watch.”

Gabrielle pressed a button on Mr. Recycle Doggy’s head. The sound of servomotors was heard over the din of dozens of conversations. The dog’s mechanical ears seemed to twitch, and its eyes lit up, glowing a bright green. It turned around, looking at its surroundings, and then it looked up at Gabrielle.

Ah, what an amazing invention! Truly, Gabrielle is an astounding genius to be capable of creating something so beautiful!

“All right, Mr. Recycle Doggy, show them what you can do and clean up some trash!”

Mr. Recycle Doggy responded to her command by searching the area. Jameson leaned forward from where he’d hidden behind a cylindrical recycler, eager to see what sort of wondrous action his Gabrielle’s invention would do.

Then the dog’s eyes locked onto him.

Its glowing green eyes, which seemed almost hungry.

“Bark! Bark!”

“Ah! Wait, Mr. Recycle Doggy version four-point-o! Where are you going?”

“WAAAAA!!!!!”

Jameson screamed like a little girl as the mechanical dog charged at him. Leaping to his feet, he ran away as fast as his legs could carry him.

Several hours later, a young couple would find him, unconscious and lying on the walkway, with a robotic dog chewing on what remained of his clothing.
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Alex frowned as he wandered the aisles of the convenience store. Stores like these were remnants of the past. Humans were creatures of habit, stuck in their ways and not reticent to change.

This wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, Alex believed. If something worked, then there was no need to change it. Besides, there was something innately pleasant about wandering down aisles, searching for ingredients to make his sister and her friend a good meal.

Aside from flour and baking powder, Alex also grabbed some tomatoes and seasoning for the sauce. He had a sauce maker at home—another invention of his own design that actually worked—and he wanted to use it again.

Mars City relied solely on imports for their food. Because they weren’t an agricultural dome, they had no means of making their own produce. There were several domes located across Mars that had been terraformed for the sole purpose of farming and raising livestock and produce like vegetables. Alex knew this because one of his inventions was currently being used by several agricultural domes across the solar system. He still received a monthly royalty fee for it.

As he was rung up at the register, Alex wondered what he should do with his life. It was a given that he planned on protecting Gabrielle. However, that was all he had right now. He wasn’t a cadet anymore, and becoming an officer was out of the question. His biggest dream, his desire to become a hero, was currently out of his reach.

“That will be two-hundred credits,” the cashier, a young man with freckles and an acne problem, said. Alex paid the man and left with several bags of groceries.

Of course, I’m protecting Gabrielle, but does that make me a hero?

Alex didn’t know if protecting one person made him a hero. Part of the reason he went out of his way to protect everyone was because heroes saved everyone. That was just what they did.

Maybe I should try to become more proactive? I have a lot of money. I could probably create awesome gadgets and use them to protect Mars City from the shadows.

Of course, doing so would make him a vigilante. Was that the right way to go about it? Could he become a hero if he did something like that? What’s more, wouldn’t that put him in direct conflict with the law? If he became a vigilante, then Karen Kanzaki would no doubt take action against him. He didn’t want that.

… Becoming a hero is a lot harder than I thought.

As he walked home, Alex looked at the passing scenery. The outer district really was pretty, and he didn’t just mean aesthetically pleasing either. Everything there had a purpose: the grass, the trees, the water, even the buildings. They all served a function that kept Mars City running.

So… what’s my purpose?

Zzzzzzzppppttt!

A loud noise to his left, the sound of sparking ozone, alerted Alex to danger. His body moved before his mind could catch up. He leapt back and was just in time to avoid a beam of condensed heat. Even from a distance, Alex could feel the heat singing the hair on his arms.

What is that? It looks almost like a particle cannon, but there’s too much heat.

Particle cannons were high energy beams of condensed subatomic particles. They didn’t burn things. They disrupted targets at the subatomic level, reducing everything that they touched to their molecular components.

Zzzzpppttt!

More beams came at him, from different angles this time. Alex rolled along the ground, and then skipped back up and used his moment to flip through the air.

Zzzppptt! Zzzppptt! Zpt! Zzpppt!

Four more beams came at him from four different directions. Alex gritted his teeth as he dropped his grocery bags and pulled out his electro-whip. A loud crackle! echoed through the clearing as light particles erupted from the handle. He swept his whip around him as he spun. The energy beams broke apart as his whip slashed through them.

There was resistance when his weapon of choice met each attack.

These beams have physical substance! What sort of projectile is this?!

“Who the hell are you?!” Alex shouted, looking around. “Show yourself!”

“Ha!” A voice echoed all around him. “A puppeteer never reveals himself to his enemy! Now die!”

Enemy?

Alex didn’t have any more time to think.

For in that moment, four mechanical bipeds burst out from what appeared to be a wormhole and attacked him.


CHAPTER 4

THE PUPPETEER

Gabrielle had been invited to stay over at Selene’s house, but she had declined. While she thought it would be fun, and she planned on spending the night sometime soon, she wanted to stay with Alex and work on their next projects together.

She had hit a dead end with her crisis suit research. Unlike Ariel, who knew a lot about ancient Angelisian glyphs and seals, Gabrielle knew nothing. She was an inventor, not a scholar. Unfortunately, without that knowledge, she couldn’t possibly begin to uncover what the seals inside of Alex meant.

That was why she and Alex planned on building hoverboards using anti-gravity repulsor technology instead.

She was excited.

Arriving home, Gabrielle wandered into the living room where Alice and Jasmine were watching Titan Girls.

“Hello!” she greeted the two.

“Yo.” Alice didn’t even look away from the holovid as she spoke.

Jasmine did, however, presenting Gabrielle with a look that reminded her of Loki, Thor’s sort-of-but-not-quite twin sister. “Oh ho ho ho! Well, if it isn’t the trollop!”

“Trollop?” Gabrielle tilted her head.

“Oh ho ho ho!”

Gabrielle wasn’t sure what a trollop was, but Jasmine sounded happy, so she didn’t let it bother her. “Where’s Alex?”

“Oh ho ho ho! If you are asking about Alexander, then I am afraid that I, Jasmine de Truante, the Queen of Secrets, am disinclined to—”

“Bro went shopping,” Alice said.

“A-Alice! You were not supposed to tell her that!”

“Oh, okay,” Gabrielle murmured.

If Alex was shopping, then it meant he was probably buying food. Well, she could wait for him to return and make dinner before they went down to the lab.

Moving over to the couch, Gabrielle sat next to Alice and looked at the holoscreen. She was just in time to see a young woman smash her fist into some evil villain’s face, sending the bad guy flying nearly 100 meters back before he crashed into a wall, which blew apart.

“Ha! Don’t underestimate the power of my fist!” Titan Girl declared.

The villain, holding a hand to his face, snarled. “Damn you, Titan Girl! I’ll remember this!”

“Ah! You two are watching Titan Girl!” She exclaimed excitedly.

“Yep,” Alice said.

“Oh ho ho ho! Although this form of entertainment is rather blasé, I, who am known as the Queen of Media, can appreciate this base form of low-brow entertainment.”

“Meaning you actually really like Titan Girl but won’t admit it out loud.”

“Oh ho! Alice, there is no need for you to say something so unnecessary.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The three girls settled down again. The only sound in the house was that of Titan Girl, the screams of her enemies as she beat them to a pulp, and Gabrielle’s enthusiastic cheers.
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Alex’s ragged breathing sounded abnormally loud to his own ears. His heart pounded in his chest. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, enhancing his perceptions, pushing his body beyond its limits, which was the only thing that had kept him alive thus far.

Of all the times for me to forget my crisis suit! Maybe I should start wearing it all the time!

Ducking low, Alex’s hair rustled as a fist sailed over his head. The scent of oil and sand filled his nose as he shuffled around, getting behind the strange machine and attempting to cut it apart with his electro-whip. He clicked his tongue when one of the other three machines ran in front of the attack, blocking it with its forearm.

Its wrist is glowing…

Indeed, it was only for a split instant, but during the time his whip had hit it, the machine’s forearm had definitely been glowing a light orange. Alex could tell that whatever that arm was made of, it wasn’t metal. It reminded him of lava, almost. What did that mean?

Is this a strange ability that this thing has, or is this machine made out of some kind of composite material?

Alex had no more time to think on it. The two other machines attacked him from either side in a pincer maneuver. He leapt back, hoping that the two would crash into each other. But of course, there was no way he’d be that lucky, and, just as he expected, the two turned on the spot just before slamming into each other and rushed him like speeding shuttles.

The machines that he was fighting did not look human. They were bipedal, but that was where the similarities ended. Bullet-shaped heads that made him think of glassed sand glowed in the filtered sunlight. Diamond-patterned eyes the color of molten lava burned with energy. Reverse joints and multiple arms gave them an insectoid appearance. Their hands ended in sharp claws, and there were holes in their palms, from which they shot those heat beams.

Alex struck the one on the left with his whip. It stumbled but didn’t stop. There was a scorch mark on its breastplate, but he couldn’t see any further damage.
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What are these things made of?

The one on the right reached him first. Alex twisted away from its thrust claw. At the same time, he changed the settings on his electro-whip, making it less powerful, and wrapped it around that robot’s outstretched arm. He tugged. The robot stumbled—right into the other one, sending them both crashing to the ground.

Zzzpppt!

Alex had no time to celebrate. He leapt backward. The spot in front of him became scorched. Heat wafted from the ground. His face broke out in a sweat. Alex grimaced when the durasteel street melted, turning a molten orange and bubbling like magma.

What sort of attack is that? It’s not energy. What is it?

Seconds later, a machine dropped from the sky, landing right in front of him. Alex lashed at it automatically, but he’d forgotten to change the settings on his whip. As his particle cord wrapped around its forearm, the robot yanked on it, and Alex was lifted off the ground.

Oh, crap!

In desperation, he twisted around in the hopes of avoiding what might have been a fatal blow. The machine swung its arm at him, missing him by a hair. He flinched as his shirt was torn. Hitting the ground seconds later, he rolled along the street, ignoring the pain in his joints, and used his own momentum to land back on his feet—

—only to find himself staring down a barrel, from which a glowing sphere of something molten and orange bubbled. The air in front of his nose fizzled as if the very atmosphere was being vaporized. The scent of burning ozone overwhelmed his nose, which had grown unbearably hot, as though the heat from within the barrel was lashing at him.

Alex saw his life flash before his eyes. Time seemed to slow down. He couldn’t think, he could barely breathe, even his ability to comprehend and process sensory data had stalled. All he could do was stare into the barrel as it glowed with unrepressed energy and heat.

Adrenaline forced him to move. He acted unconsciously, reached into his pocket and pulled out a small cylindrical device, and then shoved it into the hole where those beams were being fired from. He then leapt back.

The hand exploded, the force of which was enough to push him back. Alex cried out as he held his arms protectively in front of his face. Searing heat rolled over him like the slow burning of a space cruiser. His skin blistered. Loud crackles and pops hit his ears, which only made the pain coursing through his body more intense.

Alex barely felt it when he landed on his back. The pain in his arms overwhelmed everything else. He gritted his teeth and blinked back tears. Alex couldn’t afford to just lie there, because he understood that now was not the time. He needed to get up, to keep moving.

Struggling, he stumbled to his feet and looked at the remains of the robot. Its torso was gone, leaving only a pair of legs, which remained standing, though they tilted precariously in one direction before tilting in the other direction. The other robots were standing still. He wondered why.

“You… you bastard!” A voice rang out, the same one that had answered him when the fight first started. “How dare you destroy one of my puppets!”

Alex wanted to answer back, to reply with a snarky comment about how it was his enemy’s fault for picking a fight, but he was too tired. His limbs felt like durasteel bars. His head was swimming. Spots and darkness intermingled before his eyes. He wanted to vomit.

“I’ll kill you!”

The three remaining machines charged all at once.

Is this… the end?

They continued to close the distance.

Am I going to die like this?

Ten meters. Five meters.

What will happen to Gabrielle? To this planet? To my sister?

Two.

I still have to prepare dinner…

Alex couldn’t allow himself to die here, for if he died, then it meant his little sister would be left on her own. If he died now, then Gabrielle would go back to Angelisia, where her father would try to force her into a loveless marriage. If he didn’t cook dinner, then Jasmine and Alice would starve, which was what would happen if he died.

But he was tired. So tired. And he was pain. He didn’t have any strength left.

Please…

One meter.

I need more strength…

They were upon him. All three of them. Two were prepared to fire those strange beams. One had its hand pulled back, as if it was ready to ram its claws down his throat.

I need strength now!

“Very well,” a voice said, feminine and devilish, the first voice he remembered hearing inside of his head, the one filled with arrogance and lust. It answered his call, cackling away. “Since it seems you are unable to use your own power, I suppose I could lend you a bit of mine. Use it wisely, Boy.”

Power filled him. It felt like his body was being infused with fire. The energy burned him. It hurt. But it also felt good. He could feel his limbs strengthening, his muscles recovering, and the darkness that had been encroaching upon his vision, clouding his mind, vanished. Alex raised his hands.

“What?!” the voice shouted in surprise.

The beams slammed into his hands, but he couldn’t feel anything, no heat, nothing, as though they were no hotter than the pavement beneath his feet. He held the attack at bay as though it was water from a hose.

He was right. It was not an energy attack. These beams had physical substance. It felt like millions of tiny grains of molten steel pelting his skin.

Alex skidded backwards across the ground. The street was torn apart as he dug in his heels, snarling as he pushed back. The heat seared his palms, but it didn’t reach him, didn’t harm him, and he eventually found purchase with the ground.

The third machine, the one directly in front of him, lunged forward, thrusting its arm at his face. With his hands currently being occupied, he couldn’t use a standard attack.

So he bit it.

Sand filled his mouth as he bit down on the robot’s fingers, crunching down past the metal casing. The sand soon turned to mud. It tasted awful, and it got in his throat, making him gag. However, it also made the robot stumble backwards, which gave him some breathing room. The beam attacks also stopped. Alex spit out the sand and brought his hands to his face. They were blistered and red, but as he watched, they slowly healed, until not even a scar remained.

What is this?

“Damn it! What the hell was that?! Who bites someone’s fingers, huh?!” the voice shouted.

“I do!” Alex shouted back. “Now stop being a coward and show yourself!”

“Why don’t you stop being stubborn and just die?!”

“Tch!”

Once more, the three robots prepared to attack. The power that he’d felt a few seconds’ prior was already gone, leaving him exhausted and at the mercy of his enemy. He was at a complete disadvantage.

Get ahold of yourself and think about this logically, Alex. The person who’s attacking you is hiding out here somewhere. He mentioned being a puppeteer. That means these things aren’t robots, but puppets, which also means they’re being controlled from a distance.

If they were being controlled, then it meant that they didn’t have the insane reflexes normally found within a standard automaton. That said, whoever was controlling them clearly had reflexes that exceeded human limits. Controlling four puppets at once couldn’t have been easy.

I need to retreat and regroup for now.

Grabbing a sunbang grenade, Alex charged the primer and threw it into the air, as high as he could. If this person truly was a puppeteer, then he had to be around here somewhere, watching the battle. The three puppets didn’t even look at the object. The one missing a hand charged its other three weapons. The other two darted forward.

“I don’t know what you’re planning, but that’s not going to—GYAA! MY EYES!”

Alex had closed his eyes when the sunbang went off. Sunbang grenades were another invention of his. They were built on the same concept of particle beams, only instead of breaking apart subatomic particles, they scattered solar particles, creating an effect that was akin to having a supernova go off in your face. It was the best weapon to use when someone wanted to blind their enemies, similar to those archaic yet still effective flashbang grenades.

Turning around, Alex ran away. It didn’t matter where he ran to, so long as he could put some distance between himself and his attacker. He was tired, hurt, and didn’t have a plan that would guarantee his victory. If he didn’t get out of there, he would die.

Alex wanted to scream.

And this day had started off so well, too.
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Gabrielle, Alice, and Jasmine sat on the couch. An old holodocumentary on the Succession War played on the holovid.

The Succession War was called such because it was the failed attempt that the various colonized planets had made in an effort to break away from the Earth’s government. The failure of which had resulted in the government gaining even more power, though this power had eventually been split between the nine planets in this solar system.

It wasn’t that interesting, but it wasn’t like there was anything on right then anyway—just a bunch of reruns. They weren’t paying attention to the holovid in either case.

“Alex is late,” Alice said.

“Really late,” Gabrielle agreed, her stomach rumbling.

“Oh ho ho… ho…” Jasmine could barely even laugh. Her stomach was also growling.

Silence reigned between the three. It was only broken by the sounds coming from the holovid and their own rumbling stomachs.

Gabrielle wondered what was taking Alex so long. It normally didn’t take them more than half an hour to reach the convenience store, buy their food, and get back. Yet two hours had already passed, and he still hadn’t returned. This was just like that time with Shii-rya.

Did something happen?

She didn’t think that Alex had gotten lost. That didn’t seem like him. Maybe he’d been distracted and lost track of time? What if he found someone who needed help and decided to give them a hand, and that was why he hadn’t come back yet? That definitely sounded like something he would do.

I should go find him.

Gabrielle stood up, alerting the other two, who turned their heads to her.

“I’m going to find Alex,” she declared.

Jasmine stood up as well. “Oh ho ho ho! I shall accompany you, trollop. After all, I, who am known as the Queen of Tracking, would be most suited to finding Alexander.”

“Are you really the Queen of Tracking?” Gabrielle asked, amazed.

“Oh ho ho ho! Of course I am!”

“So cool!” Gabrielle hadn’t realized that Jasmine had been given such an amazing title. If this girl went with her, then they were sure to find Alex! “Okay, you can come with me. We’ll go find Alex together.”

“I’ll stay here.” Alice raised her hand. “Someone has to hold down the fort.”

“Good idea. All right, Jasmine, let’s go!”

“Oh ho ho—wait! Why are you dragging me?! And why are we going to the backyard?”

Gabrielle dragged Jasmine to the backyard through the sliding glasteel door. While it was small, the backyard had a porch, some grass, and several plants dotting the landscape. There was also a big tree off to the side. Before Jasmine could say anything else, the blonde girl squealed when Gabrielle wrapped her in a hug and lifted her off the ground.

“What are you—?!”

“Hold on tight!”

With nary a thought, Gabrielle extended her pinions. Feathers glowed an iridescent silver. With a flap, dust kicked up all around them, and Gabrielle leapt into the air, soaring high above the houses.

“KKKYYYYAAAAA!” Jasmine screamed as they took flight.

She held tightly to Gabrielle’s neck. It was kind of uncomfortable having someone’s arms wound so tightly around her throat, but at least Jasmine was only human. Her strength was nothing compared to Gabrielle’s, or even those of her two half-sisters.

Soaring through the air, with a girl clinging to her like she was a lifeline, Gabrielle began her search for Alex.
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Alex had retreated all the way to the canal. Several dozen meters away was a bridge, a massive construct situated over rushing waters. Ignoring the sight, Alex laid on the cool grass, breathing deeply, attempting to circulate oxygen through his body.

All his wounds, which he had sustained during his short but intense battle with the puppets, had miraculously healed. His burns were gone, the fragments embedded in his skin had been pushed out of his body, and his ulna, which he hadn’t even realized had been broken until a few seconds ago, had snapped back into place and healed. Yet despite all of his wounds being gone, the pain from each injury still lingered.

A cold sweat had broken out on his skin, his body’s way of trying to cool him off. He felt like he was overheating. Even though the energy that he’d felt had left him, his body remained a boiling pot.

Okay, Alex. Calm down and think. The person you’re fighting is a puppeteer, and his puppets are highly advanced constructs that fire off strange beams of some kind and are filled with sand for some reason.

That sort of technology was far more advanced than anything humans had, which meant that his opponent was, most assuredly, an alien. He didn’t know his enemy’s name. He knew neither their species nor where they came from. However, he didn’t need to know any of that to know why his opponent was after him.

Gabrielle.

It was the only possibility. This person was one of Gabrielle’s suitors. Alex remembered the last suitor that had come for Gabrielle just the other day. Shii-rya, a disgusting creature who’d kidnapped his friend to force him into giving Gabrielle up. If that was the standard by which he should consider these people, then all of them were scum.

Like hell I’ll allow Gabrielle to marry some jerkwad like that.

Now that he’d gotten his second wind, Alex thought about everything that he knew about his opponent. He used puppets, which gave him range and allowed him to remain hidden. Those puppets were quite powerful, with incredible strength and the ability to fire strange beams. Those beams. There had to be something special about them, but what?

Let’s review again. The puppets fire beams, are made out of something similar to but different than metal, and have sand inside of them. Why sand? Surely, the sand would ruin the puppets’ internal components. Is there something special about the sand? Maybe it has a unique function, some kind of property that allows it to be used as part of the puppets’... construct… ion…?

Alex paused as a thought occurred to him.

Sand turned into glass when it was heated to 2,300 degrees celsius. To retain its base form of sand, it needed to be heated even beyond that, to the point where it was so hot that it couldn’t become glass. What would happen if the sand was heated to that point and launched out of a nozzle?

I see it now. The sand is used as ammunition.

If sand was heated to around 3,000 degrees celsius, then instead of molten glass, it would become millions of grains of molten sand. It would make an excellent beam projectile. Not only would it scorch everything, but it would grind away at whatever it touched, eroding and melting it at the same time.

It was a dangerous technology. However, it wasn’t unbeatable. It had a weakness.

Three machines suddenly appeared around him, dropping from the sky like fallen angels. One of them was missing a hand.

“You finally found me,” Alex sighed and climbed wearily to his feet. His legs were shaking with exhaustion.

“Looks like you’re on your last leg,” his attacker observed. Alex still couldn’t pinpoint his location, as their voice continued to bounce all around him like a fading echo. “Are you ready to die?”

Alex peered behind him. The water’s surface looked so calm, relaxing almost. It was a shame he’d have to destroy it.

“Just tell me one thing before I kick your ass.” Alex ignored the taunting. “You’re one of Gabrielle’s suitors, right?”

“That’s right. My name is Prince Ibn-Al Kalbi, and I’m going to be the one who marries Princess Gabrielle.”

“Right. Just like I thought. You’re another—wait.” His face scrunched up. “Prince?”

“Time to die!”

All three puppets raised their hands, heat sizzling from their palms as beams of superheated sand were prepared to fire. Alex waited one, two, three seconds, and then leapt into the air. The beams passed underneath him. Despite getting almost two meters in height, they still singed his leg hairs as they whizzed by. Then they struck the canal.

Plumes of steam billowed out as water sprayed into the air like geysers of fire exploding from the surface of a star. The steam rolled over him and the puppets, covering everything in a thick layer of gray that made it impossible to see more than half a meter in any direction.

Sweat trickled down Alex’s skin as water coagulated on him. He wished that he was wearing his crisis suit. It had an built-in habitation system that regulated his body temperature.

That does it. I don’t care how much it hurts, I’m putting that suit on every single day.

Ignoring how his clothes stuck to his skin, Alex rushed toward where he remembered the first puppet being. It wasn’t there, of course. Any good puppeteer would have moved their puppets the moment the steam appeared, but he was prepared. His whip was already out, and he swung it to his left. The puppeteer he’d been fighting against had a tendency to make his puppets move opposite of each other, and he’d targeted the one on the left.

He felt his whip coil around something and yanked on it as hard as he could. Something shot past his head, blowing his hair out of his face. Seconds later, he heard a loud splash! as the automaton hit the water.

One down.

Flipping a switch, Alex turned his weapon on high. Movement to his left, the sound of footsteps, made his ears prick. He lashed out, striking something hard. Whatever it was stumbled, and Alex used that moment to wrap his whip around its legs and pull its feet out from under it. Then he ran and leapt into the air, stomping on it with his heels.

Just as he’d expected, the puppet’s chest cracked. With the moisture in the air cooling their outer shell while the internal component that melted sand generated heat, it had caused the alloy to become brittle.

Leaping off the puppet, Alex avoided being caught in the following explosion. Molten sand and broken fragments pelted the grass as the steam was blown away.

The last puppet was standing above him, on top of the hill that led to the canal. The puppeteer was still nowhere in sight, but his swearing reached Alex easily enough.

“I can’t believe it! You fucking bastard! You destroyed my puppets! Do you know how long those take to make?!”

“No,” Alex breathed heavily. “And I don’t really care either. If you weren’t prepared to have them destroyed, then you shouldn’t have sent them to attack me.”

“Tch! Whatever. After I kill you and marry Gabrielle, I’ll become the Emperor of the Galaxy, and then I’ll be able to make as many puppets as I like.”

“The only way you or any of the other suitors are getting within ten meters of Gabrielle is over my corpse!”

“That’s the plan!”

Alex readied himself to renew the fight. He was exhausted, his legs were shaking, and his vision was dancing. In truth, he didn’t know if he could win this… but still, he had to try. Gabrielle deserved to live how she wanted, and he would be damned if he let some douchenozzle try to force her into a life that she hadn’t chosen.

“Kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk…”

Alex cocked his head. “Do you hear that?”

“I do,” the puppeteer answered, sounding as confused as Alex felt. “What is that strange noise?”

“I don’t know. It sounds like… screaming?”

“YYYYYYYAAAAAAAAAA!!!!!”

The screaming grew louder. Alex looked up just as a figure slammed into the puppet like a meteor. Whatever it was hit the puppet in the back, which sent it flying, literally soaring across the sky like a discharge from an ion cannon. Alex watched as it disappeared, and then he turned to the object that had rammed into it.

It was Gabrielle and a beyond frazzled Jasmine. While Gabrielle looked brighter than starlight, Jasmine needed to see her stylist. Her hair was frizzy, her eyes were rolled up in the back of her head, and she appeared to be mumbling under her breath.

“My puppets!” A shrill voice cried.

Gabrielle ignored it. “Alex! I’m so glad I found you!”

Alex was nonplussed. “What are you doing here, Gabby?”

“I was looking for you, silly. Come on. We’re all waiting for you to make dinner.”

“Dinner?”

That’s right. He’d been going to make dinner, hadn’t he? Where were his groceries? He couldn’t… couldn’t, um, what was he supposed to do?

Alex took a step forward, stumbled, and then fell flat on his face. Oddly enough, he didn’t feel it. In fact, he couldn’t feel much of anything. His legs were numb. Why were they numb? What was going on? Why was he so tired?

“Alex!”

Sleep. Yes, that’s what he needed. A nice, good… long…
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Alex’s tongue felt swollen and thick as his consciousness returned. He opened his eyes but didn’t see anything at first, though not for lack of trying. Lines covered his vision, crisscrossing strands of brown and silver. They made it difficult to see anything. It was only after blinking several times that he realized they weren’t lines; they were strands of hair.

His neck felt stiff, but he looked down anyway. Gabrielle and Alice were sitting in chairs next to his bed, leaning over and resting their heads on his chest. Their eyes were closed, mouths slightly parted as they rhythmically breathed in and out. They looked peaceful.

“So, the sleeping prince finally wakes up,” someone said. “Too bad. I was hoping to see if you’d wake up upon receiving a kiss from your princess—though I’m not sure which girl would fit the bill more; the blonde, Gabrielle, or your sister. They all fit that mold pretty nicely. Wouldn’t you agree? It’s just too bad we had to send the cute blonde girl home.”

As the voice spoke in a teasing manner, Alex turned his head again. His neck protested the action. Standing away from the bed, her arms crossed and a grin on her face, Caridna Tepes held the appearance of someone who’d just finished watching a good holodrama.

“You’re… Ms. Tepes?” Alex mumbled. Why did his mouth feel so numb? “Where am I?”

“You’re in the school nurse’s office,” she said. “We would’ve brought you to a regular hospital, but we’re trying to keep what happened to you under wraps. If word got out that aliens exist and have infiltrated Mars City, there’d be a massive panic.”

Humanity did not know that aliens existed. It made sense. Humans, at least, the humans of this solar system, hadn’t even gone past Pluto. The next solar system over was too far for their vessels, incapable of light speed, to reach in less than 150 years. Just going from Mars to Pluto took over two weeks.

Of course, Gabrielle had mentioned that humans, or near human races, existed outside of their solar system. Even Angelisians were a close match for humans, albeit, they had those long, pointed ears, and those wings. Biologically speaking, however, there was a 75% match.

Alex could see why people would panic if they learned about the existence of aliens. While there were numerous holodramas about aliens, it was another matter entirely to discover that they weren’t fictional.

“I see. Why are you here?”

“That’s a pretty harsh thing to say to the person who saved you.” Despite her words, Caridna didn’t appear bothered. “Actually, I’m here both as a security detail and because I’d like a recounting of what happened.”

A debriefing, then…

Despite not being a cadet anymore, Alex still had many of the habits that he’d built during his time in training hardwired into him. Giving after action reports, or AARs, was one of those things. He kept his recounting brief and concise, describing exactly what happened and what he had done, along with the battle’s conclusion.

“Puppets, huh?” Caridna rubbed her chin. “I don’t know what species that would be. Unfortunately, while I know a little about extraterrestrial life, I’ve never heard of aliens who fought using puppets.”

“I don’t know how much this will help, but I believe that whoever this person is, he came from a desert planet. When I bit his puppet’s fingers off, I tasted sand. It seems that his puppets use sand as a weapon by superheating it until it becomes molten and firing a beam out of a nozzle in the hands.”

“That sounds like a jāhilīyahn,” a voice said. It was male, and Alex thought it sounded familiar. 

Footsteps echoed from beyond the room, getting inexorably closer as the seconds passed. Caspian frowned. For whatever reason, those footsteps sounded over-dramatically long, as though the one walking was being purposefully slow.

Caridna turned around as the door slid open. “Gideon. I didn’t know you were still here. Didn’t you say something about a hot date?”

The man who walked in shrugged. “I did, but I decided that this would be more interesting. I can always apologize later.”

“Hmph!”

Dr. Gideon Fletcher swam into Alex’s vision. Bags hung under his eyes, his messy hair reminded Alex of an Undercity rat’s nest, and his lab coat was covered in yellow stains. The scent of antiseptics mixed with alcohol, and not the kind used by doctors. It wafted from the man’s breath. Alex wondered how much this doctor had been drinking.

He was grinning. “Looks like you’ve gotten into some trouble. I’m surprised a human like you managed to fight off a jāhilīyahn.”

“A ja-whatian?” Alex asked.

“Jāhilīyahn,” Dr. Gideon repeated. “They’re a bipedal insectoid race who store liquid inside of a hardened exo-skeleton to help them survive on their world—a harsh desert planet known as Sahra.”

Alex tried to fathom bipedal insects. He couldn’t, so he changed the topic. “And how do you know all this?”

Dr. Gideon grinned as he leaned over, grabbed his skin underneath his cheeks, and pulled. The skin of Dr. Gideon’s cheeks stretched obscenely, revealing that it wasn’t real skin at all, but fake skin more reminiscent of rubber. Beneath the skin lay hardened scales and ridged cheek bones.

“Because even though the humans in this solar system don’t know that aliens exist, it doesn’t mean that we don’t live near you.”

Alex felt strangely calm at the sight and words. Maybe it was because he was still tired. “You’re an alien.”

“Yep.”

Alex looked at Caridna, who waved her hands in front of her face. “Don’t look at me. I’m completely human.”

“How many people know about this?” asked Alex.

“What? That aliens live among us?” Caridna shrugged. “Not many. The top brass in the GDF know, and my sister-in-law plus a few other officials in the IPF also know. There might be a few civilians who’ve found out by accident, but we do our best to keep the knowledge from being leaked.”

Caridna stood up and stretched. Alex realized that she was wearing a pair of cute pink pajamas. He frowned. Those clothes really did make her look like a child. Shouldn’t she be doing her best to present a more adult image? She was well past 30 years old, despite looking like she was 10.

“Anyways…” she continued, “you should get some rest. It’s not much of a consolation, but I’ll be staying here for the night to make sure nothing happens to you.”

“Uh, thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“You can stay here if you want,” Dr. Gideon said. “I’m going home.”

“You do that,” Caridna snarked.

As Dr. Gideon left the room, Alex asked the question that had been burning in his mind since they’d first met. “Ms. Tepes, would you mind telling me some stories about your time with my dad?”

She must not have been expecting the question. Her eyes bulged, and her mouth parted in surprise. However, a grin eventually worked its way onto her face. “Sure, why not.”

Sitting back down, Caridna regaled Alex with tales of her misadventures with his dad and a woman named Lilith.
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It was a new day, though Alex wasn’t so sure if that was a good thing. After what happened yesterday, he was kind of hoping the world would come to a standstill. He could use a break.

“Are you sure you’re feeling okay, Alex?” Gabrielle asked. The genuine concern in her voice caused warmth to spread through his chest.

They were on their way to school… well, he and Gabrielle were walking Alice to school. While the dome overhead made certain that everyone knew this place was artificially created, the walkways and canals gave off a natural feel despite being synthetic. Plants lined the streets. Bonterra trees designed to reduce carbon monoxide emissions were everywhere.

They walked past a number of students who were also on their way to school, all of them dressed in the Atreyu Academy uniform. Many of those students stopped to watch them. Most of them, Alex noticed, were staring at Gabrielle. He didn’t know if they were staring at her bouncing breasts, flapping wings, or wiggling ears, but either way, he had to resist the urge to deck each person in the face for drooling.

“Don’t worry.” Ignoring the looks his friend received, Alex grinned, raised his arm, and flexed. “I’m feeling great. Whatever that doctor did to heal me worked. I feel perfect.”

“I’m glad.”

Alex lowered his arm. That tone, the sadness seeping into it. That didn’t sound like Gabrielle at all.

“Hey, now. The Gabrielle I know doesn’t frown like that.” He bumped her shoulder with his own. “What’s eating you?”

Gabrielle’s sad smile seemed so out of place that Alex felt it like a punch to the gut. “It’s just… I heard about what happened last night, during your talk with Caridna.”

“Ah.” Alex hid his blush behind his hand and cleared his throat. “So, you were only pretending to be asleep.”

“I woke up halfway through your story,” Gabrielle admitted. “But I learned enough to know that I caused you a lot of trouble. I’m sorry.”

Alex didn’t know if he liked this depressed version of Gabrielle. She was always so bright and cheerful, smiling that obliviously innocent smile, speaking in a voice that defined enthusiastic, and creating wonderful inventions with him that sometimes exploded in their faces. Seeing her like this hurt.

I want to protect that smile.

“What are you talking about?” Alex’s grin returned. “You could never be a bother.”

“But I—”

“You know, if I thought you were bothering me, I would’ve told you. You need to stop worrying. After all, isn’t a knight supposed to protect his princess?”

Gabrielle looked stunned for a moment, but then, like ion beams ripping through a sand storm, she smiled. Alex found it hard to breathe.

“Thank you, Alex!”

“Anytime.”

“Ugh, someone gag me,” Alice grumbled. “Look, Bro, if you two are going to get all lovey-dovey and troublesome and stuff, could you not do it while walking me to school?”

Alex blushed. “Oh, right. Sorry, Alice.”

“Whatever. Troublesome big brother.”

It was a peaceful day, though since it was usually peaceful, that didn’t mean much to him. Still, considering what happened yesterday, he would take what he could get.

As they walked along the sidewalk, his hand accidentally bumped the back of Gabrielle’s hand. He jerked it back. His face felt like someone had torched it with a welder.

“S-sorry!” Alex apologized.

“Sorry?” Gabrielle tilted her head. “What are you sorry for?”

“Oh, um, nothing,” he mumbled.

Gabrielle giggled. “You’re weird, Alex.”

He scratched the back of his head, feeling a sheepish grin spread across his face. Alice rolled her eyes at them.

As they continued down the sidewalk, he looked back at Gabrielle’s hand. Should he hold it? Did he even have the right to hold it?

Gabrielle always crawled into his bed at night and tried to take baths with him, but that was because she was naive. She didn’t understand concepts like modesty and common decency. She didn’t know what it meant to be in a relationship. What’s more, he was just a temporary replacement for whoever she ended up falling in love with.

But… we are friends, so maybe…

Reaching out, Alex was about to grab her hand—

“Alexander!”

—when someone shouted his name.

He jerked his hand back as if he’d been scalded. Looking around, he eventually spotted Jasmine running toward them. She wasn’t coming from Atreyu Academy, but from the opposite direction. She must have been running late.

I thought she warped to school.

“Morning, Jasmine. How are—”

“Alexander, are you all right?” Jasmine interrupted him in a frantic voice. “Are you feeling well? How are your injuries?”

Jasmine didn’t allow him a chance to respond before she began checking him for injuries, studying him with a concerned gaze. She continued to ask questions. Alex tried to answer, but she fired off more questions than he could keep up with.

She was worried about me…

As he listened to the girl babble on, Alex thought he might cry. Jasmine had bags under her eyes, showing that she hadn’t slept well last night. She must have spent all night worrying about him. That knowledge made his heart beat faster, but it also made him want to punch himself.

He placed a hand on her head and gently patted it. Jasmine stopped talking.

“Thank you for worrying about me, but I’m really all right.”

Bangs of hair like honey parted to reveal a pair of cobalt eyes. Jasmine stared at him, her expression uncertain, her cheeks red. Alex found it hard to look at her. While he liked the confident Jasmine best, he knew this demure demeanor was going to show up in several of his dreams.

He really hated going through puberty.

“Really?” she asked.

“Really.” He nodded.

“Really, really, really?”

“Really, really, really for reals.”

Jasmine continued to stare at him. She sniffled once more. Then the planets seemed to realign themselves, and Jasmine got back in her groove.

“Oh ho ho ho! Of course you are all right! I expected nothing less from you, Alexander. A man of your caliber would no doubt be fine even after receiving injuries like that. Oh ho ho ho!”

“That’s right. I can’t be beaten down by some measly burns,” Alex agreed. “Anyway, I’m sorry about yesterday. I was going to make you grilled pizza, but I wasn’t able to because of everything that happened.

“Worry not, Alexander, for I, the Queen of Compassion, am not upset about what happened.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“Jasmine was really worried about you,” Gabrielle added.

“W-well of course I was worried!” an embarrassed Jasmine shouted. “And you don’t need to tell him that!”

Gabrielle just laughed, which caused Jasmine to retort with even more zeal. When he saw them like this, it sort of made him think of how sisters might act with each other. It was nice to see them getting along.

“Well, now. If it isn’t Gabrielle and Alex,” a voice said seconds before Serah and Ryoko appeared.

“Oh!” Gabrielle exclaimed in surprise as Ryoko fondled her from behind.

Alex turned red. “What do you think you’re doing?!”

“Saying hi,” Ryoko said. “Ah, I’ll never get tired of feeling these. They’re so big.”

“Is big a good thing?” Gabrielle inquired.

“Big is a very good thing,” Ryoko said.

“You!” Jasmine suddenly pointed at Ryoko.

“Oh, boy,” Alice muttered, as if she knew what was about to happen.

“You’re the trollop who groped me in the hallway two weeks ago!”

Ryoko stopped fondling Gabrielle and looked at Jasmine, her expression befuddled, until, like a light turning on, she brightened. “Oh! I remember you. You’re that cutie with the weird laugh. What was your name again?”

“H-how rude!” Jasmine sputtered before regaining her composure. “Everyone should know who I am. I am Jasmine de Truante, known as the Queen of Atreyu Academy.”

“Right. I think you said something to that effect the last time I groped you.”

“Hey, Ryoko,” Alex started, “do you think you could let go of Gabrielle’s chest, please?”

Ryoko appeared to consider his request. “Well… I suppose I could.” She released Gabrielle’s chest from her grip. “Since she’s your wife and everything.”

Alex blushed at someone calling Gabrielle his wife. Sure, she had told everyone they were engaged, and yes, he knew they were technically engaged thanks to her father. However, to have someone else acknowledge their “relationship” caused ion particles to well up in his stomach.

“W-wife?!” Jasmine squawked. “Alexander, what does this woman mean when she says ‘wife?’ Surely she can’t mean that you and Gabrielle are…”

“You didn’t know?” Serah said, speaking for the first time. “Those two are supposedly engaged.”

Jasmine’s eyes widened. Her body trembled. Her face turned red. Mount Jasmine was about to explode.

“NNNOOOOO!!!”

Her scream was heard for kilometers in every direction.
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“Filtration systems look good,” Alex said.

“I’ve got all the gravity repulsor nodes attached.” Gabrielle gave Alex a thumbs up. “They’re green across the board.”

Alex nodded. “Control functions appear to be working.”

“Adjustor fins are working correctly.”

Alex and Gabrielle were in the east district. There weren’t many people, since it was Monday and everyone who was anyone was either at work or in school. That made it the perfect place for their experiment.

After dropping his sister off, he and Gabrielle had gone back home and grabbed their current project—anti-gravity repulsor boards.

Made from standard hoverboards, the anti-gravity repulsor boards combined Angelisian anti-gravity nodes and human repulsor technology. A pair of dorsal fins on the bottom would give the device increased maneuverability, while magnetic locks would keep passengers from falling off. They also had an built-in metric speedometer. It would calculate how fast they were going, energy output, and performance—in theory.

“Testing anti-gravity in real life simulation,” Alex said.

“The repulsors seemed to have synced properly to the nodes. Yay!” Gabrielle cheered.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Gabby. We still need to make sure they work in conjunction outside of basic simulated flight.”

“I know that, but we’re still flying. Check it out, Alex!”

He and Gabrielle were riding their newly-built boards. They hadn’t gone off the walkway yet, sticking to standard linear movements across the walkway. This meant that they were only hovering one-third of a meter off the ground. Standard hoverboards could do that too, however, so this wasn’t a big deal. The real test would come after their preliminary observations were complete.

Gabrielle moved back and forth across the walkway, laughing like a naively cheerful maniac. She drew a lot of attention. People walking to work after eating out for lunch stared at her as they passed. She either didn’t see them, or she just didn’t care.

Alex was betting that she wasn’t even paying attention.

“Everything looks good. Let’s go higher.”

“Right!”

While the magnetic clamps kept their feet locked in place, there were tiny sensors underneath their shoes. Each sensor was pressure sensitive. If they shifted their feet, they could adjust things like altitude, direction, angles, and speed.

“One meter off the ground. We’re good.”

“Hey, look! I’ve gotten two meters higher!”

“Three meters check out.”

“Four!”

“Five.”

They went higher and higher, but the higher they went, the more difficult the boards were to control. Gabrielle didn’t seem to be having any trouble. Alex chalked it up to her Angelisian strength. He needed to put more effort into keeping his board balanced.

After reaching ten meters, they lowered themselves back onto the walkway.

“I think everything checks out,” Alex said, looking at Gabrielle.

“Does that mean we can perform the final test?” Gabrielle asked. Her eyes were sparkling with excitement.

Alex grinned. “I think it does.”

“Then let’s go!”

“Final test: Ready? Set? Here we go!”

Adjusting the pressure on his front foot, Alex shot forward at the same time as Gabrielle, bursting off the walkway and into the open airspace. The wind rushed around him. His eyes stung with ears. Flip flops. His stomach was flipping around like an out of control shuttle with a drunk driver behind the wheel.

He felt a moment of panic. Despite the tests having checked out, there was a huge difference between ten meters and twenty kilometers, which was about how far down the bottom of Mars City was. However, neither of them fell. The anti-gravity repulsor boards remained at the same altitude.

“They worked, Alex! Look at this! Our invention is working!”

“I can see that!”

He and Gabrielle high-fived—which actually caused them to lose their equilibrium. Squawking, they windmilled their arms to keep from tilting over. There was no telling what would happen if they ended up flying upside down.

“Okay,” Alex said, breathing a sigh of relief as they both regained their balance. That had been way too close. “Let’s head back to the walkway and—”

“Race me, Alex!”

“Wha—hey! Wait!”

Gabrielle raced off, and Alex, left with no other recourse, chased after her. He followed her as she zipped through traffic with ease. He didn’t know how she swerved around shuttles so effortlessly. Several times he nearly became a pancake on a shuttle’s windshield. Her pinions, which protruded from her back, seemed to be helping her adjust her trajectory. Alex noticed that she wasn’t using the board’s dorsal fins to control her direction.

The board became easier to control the longer they flew. Alex eventually caught up with Gabrielle, who gave him the most joyful of smiles.

“Isn’t this a blast?”

In spite of himself, Alex felt his lips twitch into a smile. “Yeah, it is.”

Unfortunately, he and Gabrielle had made a fatal mistake—taking their eyes off of where they were going.

The loud beeping of a shuttle alerted them to the oncoming danger. The two turned their heads, looking at the source, a massive shuttle that was traveling toward them at breakneck speeds. In desperation, they swerved out of the way. The shuttle that nearly flattened them also swerved—right into another shuttle, which crashed into another shuttle, and then another, and another. A domino effect was created, with more shuttles ramming into each other, until one shuttle was unfortunate enough to slam into a skyscraper.

Alex and Gabrielle floated in the air, staring wide-eyed at the unfolding chaos. Smoke rose from the building in plumes, fires burst out from the building’s windows, and several shuttles lay on the walkways, wrecked to the point where they were no longer flightworthy. They looked away from the scene to stare at each other.

“… Why don’t we leave and pretend we were never here?” Gabrielle suggested.

Before Alex could decide on whether or not that was a good idea, several police shuttles surrounded them.

“You two are under arrest for air traffic violations! Stay right where you are!”

… Maybe it hadn’t been a good idea to test their invention in a district with such heavy traffic.
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Alex and Gabrielle stood in Karen Kanzaki’s office, doing their best not to look at the woman in front of them, a task that was far harder than it sounded.

He was surprised that they weren’t in shackles. Given the amount of property they had damaged, he and Gabrielle should have been arrested. Alex guessed that the reason was because Gabrielle was the princess to the galaxy’s current ruler. Despite that, he still didn’t feel comfortable. It probably had something to do with Karen’s glare, which was hot enough to melt the hull of a frigate.

“Did you two have fun on your little joyride?” she asked.

“We had a lot of fun!” Gabrielle said.

“SILENCE!”

“Eep!”

Gabrielle hid behind Alex, whose eyebrows twitched. “Don’t use me as a shield!”

“You be quiet, too!”

“YES, MA’AM!”

The silence that ensued somehow seemed louder than when they were shouting. Tension threatened to choke Alex, who looked anywhere but at Karen as she sat behind her desk, glaring at them with more vitriol than he’d ever seen.

“Do either of you know how much damage the two of you caused?” asked Karen.

“Uh…”

“Um, I think it was—”

“That was a rhetorical question!”

“Eep!” He and Gabrielle squeaked at the same time and held each other for dear life.

Karen sighed and rubbed her forehead. “You two have caused over two-point-five million credits worth of property damage. This includes the building that your actions destroyed, the fifty-six shuttles that were damaged, and the medical bills for the people who were injured. You’re lucky no one died in this and that the injuries were mild, otherwise both of you would be in a lot more trouble.”

Alex wanted to say something to defend them, but honestly, he couldn’t think of anything to say. It wasn’t like he could deny that what had happened wasn’t their fault. It was. It totally was.

“Um…” Gabrielle started to say something.

“Be quiet!”

“Eep!”

She hid behind him again.

Karen grimaced. “As things stand, there are a lot of people complaining about you two. I’ve received over two-thousand complaints. If you two were anyone else, I would’ve thrown you both in the Mars Planetary Penitentiary.”

Unspoken was the “because of who Gabrielle is, I can’t do anything.” Alex didn’t need to be a genius to realize why Karen had stayed her hand. As the princess to the galaxy’s ruler, putting Gabrielle in jail would have been like declaring war on the galaxy—not a smart move.

“Despite not being able to arrest either of you thanks to your unique circumstances, you still need to be suitably punished,” Karen continued with the sort of imperiousness that Alex had come to expect from her.

“We understand,” he and Gabrielle said morosely.

Karen twitched. If Alex didn’t know any better, he would’ve said that she was annoyed by something, though he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what.

“The first part of your punishment is going to involve reimbursing the city and people that you injured through community service. I’ll inform you of the details once I’ve figured them out. After that, I’ll come up with the next part of your punishment. Do you two understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” they said.

“Good. You’re both dismissed.”

He and Gabrielle looked at each other, and, seeing the dejection in the other’s expression, they both turned around and headed for the door.

“Oh, and Alex?” At the sound of her voice, Alex stopped walking and looked back at Karen. “Be sure to visit Caridna when you get the chance. She’d like to speak with you.”

Alex didn’t say anything. He nodded and left with Gabrielle. The last thing he saw before the door closed was Karen reaching into her desk drawer.
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Jasmine had been in a foul mood ever since she’d learned that Alex and Gabrielle were engaged. Incensed. That was what she felt, a burning anger that rolled inside of her, causing her stomach to clench.

“Oh ho ho ho! Oh ho ho ho! I cannot believe that little trollop has already ensnared Alexander in a marriage! Alice, why did you not stop Gabrielle from sinking her hooks into him?!”

It was lunch time. Alice was sitting at her desk, eating the lunch that her bro had prepared for her, a standard sandwich with lots of meat and veggies. She was also the unwilling recipient to Jasmine’s rant. She could have left, of course, but that would’ve taken way too much effort.

She sighed. “Because I didn’t even know what was going on? Besides, Bro’s a… well, he’s not an adult, but he’s old enough to make his own decisions. This is something that he’s decided on, so I have no right to interfere.”

“Oh ho ho ho ho! Alice, Alice, Alice.”

Alice twitched. She hated it when Jasmine spoke like this. That condescending “I know better than you so you should listen to what I’m about to say” tone of voice really pissed her off. Jasmine was lucky that angrily lashing out at someone was too troublesome for her.

“Do you not understand that it is your duty as Alexander’s sister and my best friend to keep grubby trollops from pawing at him? Since I am unable to protect him all the time, it is your job to keep other women from getting too close to him in my stead.”

There were times when Alice wondered what she’d been thinking in befriending Jasmine. Yes, Jasmine was a nice person. She helped others and stood up for people who were being bullied, she never spoke poorly of people—unless they were too close to Alex, apparently—and she was always happy to advise others when they asked for help. However, her obsession with Alex was troublesome.

“Look, it’s not like I don’t understand why you’re so obsessed with my bro, but—”

“Oh ho ho ho! You are quite the joker, Alice. My love for Alexander is pure and innocent. Yes, as one who is known as the Queen of Purity, the love that I have for your brother can only be pure in return. Please do not mistake it for something as vile as obsession. Such terms more aptly describe my brother.”

“Well, I can’t deny you on that point.”

Jameson de Truante was unpleasant at best, an obsessive-compulsive freak at worst, and a narcissistic loser with an ego the size of Mars. Nobody liked him. Not really anyway. People just treated him nicely because he was rich.

“Back to my original topic,” Jasmine started.

Alice wanted to facepalm, but that would require effort. “Could we please change the subject? Listening to how my best friend wants to bang my older brother is troublesome.”

“W-wha—I do not want to ‘bang’ Alexander! I thought I told you, my love for him is—”

“Pure. Yes, yes. I know. Your love is so pure. Is that why you have a naked body pillow of my brother at home?”

Jasmine nearly fell out of her seat. Her horrified expression was a sight to behold. “H-how did you know about that?”

“I didn’t,” Alice said, feeling a jolt course through her. Knowing that her friend really did have a body pillow with her brother on it creeped her out.

Jasmine needed a moment to think about that. Alice remained silent as her friend’s face scrunched up, then cleared, and then became bright red. With a quivering finger, she pointed at Alice.

“Y-you tricked me!”

“Yep. It was pretty easy.”

“You’re horrible!”

As Jasmine began ranting about how she should be a more virtuous friend who didn’t trick others, Alice continued to eat her lunch.

This is really good.

Her brother might have sucked at chemistry, but he truly did make the best lunches.
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“She was pretty angry,” Gabrielle said.

“Yeah…”Alex sighed.

“I’m sorry.”

Knowing that Gabrielle wasn’t to blame made it easier to reassure her. “It’s not your fault… well, I guess it’s both our faults. Either way, don’t worry about it. This happens all the time.”

After leaving Karen’s office, he and Gabrielle had gone back home. Alex’s house was a basic two-story structure that was built to resemble houses on Earth. It had wooden floors through most of the house, a bathroom, three bedrooms, a kitchen, living room, and basement. There was nothing special about it, but it was home.

Alice wasn’t home from school yet. She wouldn’t be home for at least another hour, which meant that he and Gabrielle had the place to themselves. The thought made his insides squirm a bit.

“I still feel bad,” Gabrielle said.

Chuckling, Alex looked up from where he was lying on the floor in the living room. Gabrielle was on the couch, lying on her stomach. She’d taken her shoes off and was kicking her feet in the air, which incidentally caused her sundress, an outfit that she had bought with Selene, to rise, revealing more of her thighs then she probably realized. Not that she would have cared. After all, this was the girl who walked around naked because she didn’t understand modesty.

Alex looked away. “You shouldn’t feel too bad. Like I said, we’re both to blame.”

“Yeah, I know.” Gabrielle paused. “Are you going to see Caridna?”

“I don’t think I have much choice. Whatever she wants to talk to me about, it must be important.”

Gabrielle hummed. “Hey, Alex?”

“Yeah?”

He turned his head to face her. Gabrielle’s bright smile made him think of multicolored rainbows that appeared after an ion storm had passed.

“I had a lot of fun today,” she told him.

He returned her smile with one of his own.

“Yeah,” he said. “Me too.”


CHAPTER 5

THE PUPPET MASTER

Alex had decided to meet with Caridna on Saturday. The reason being that school was out, which meant there wouldn’t be any students present at Atreyu Academy, which was their designated meeting point. Alex didn’t want to run into any old faces. While he’d already met Ryoko and Serah again, he didn’t think he could deal with the shame of people finding out that he’d failed to become a police officer.

The other reason was because Gabrielle was sleeping over at Selene’s, and Alice had gone to Jasmine’s. He didn’t need to worry about them somehow getting caught up in this. Gabrielle was stronger than she looked, and Jasmine had Madison, who could also act as a personal defense robot as well as a maid.

Caridna was waiting for him at the front gate when he arrived. She was wearing an amused grin, which caused a shiver to run down his spine. “You really are a mountain of trouble, aren’t you?”

“Spare me the lecture,” Alex begged.

“Hee-hee. Don’t worry. I’m not strict like my sister-in-law, and I honestly don’t care about what sort of trouble you get up to, or how much credits’ worth of property damage you cause. I’m not with the special forces anymore, remember?”

“I remember.”

Caridna Tepes had been a former member of Anti-Matter, a group founded by his father. The group was currently inactive because the current situation was so peaceful, but when they’d been active, their job had been one of the most dangerous within the IPF. Caridna had told him in confidence that they’d taken jobs that were so dangerous that someone would have had to be mentally unstable to take them and expect to survive.

I wonder what that says about my old man…

“Good. Now, follow me,” said Caridna.

Alex followed Caridna into the school. They walked down several halls, their feet tapping against cold blue tiles. He tried to keep track of the numerous warp points that they took, but it was impossible. Eventually, after a number of confusing twists, turns, and warps, they arrived in what almost looked like a war council chamber.

The chamber was large, had bright lights hanging overhead, and was longer than it was wide. With its off-white carpet and walls, it reminded him of a debriefing room.

“Pull up a seat,” Caridna ordered.

Alex looked at the chairs, which sat along the floor in rows of seven. There were no tables, but there was a podium at the front and several lockers in the back. Alex chose to sit in the front row while Caridna moved to the stage upon which the podium sat.

She sat on the stage’s ledge. Alex gave her a look. She noticed it and shrugged. “What? I’m short. Sometimes I like feeling my feet touch the floor when I sit down.”

“Ah,” Alex said before going silent.

“Now, I bet you’re wondering why I called you here.”

“The thought did cross my mind, yes.”

“Smart ass doesn’t suit you. Anyway, the reason I asked for you is because we’ve located the puppeteer who attacked you.”

Now that got his attention.

“R-really?”

“Yes, really.”

Fiddling with her IDband, Caridna activated a holographic projector, which appeared over the podium before enlarging so that Alex could make out the details more clearly.

The holographic image was of a tiny room with no windows, a gray floor and walls, and nothing that really stood out. It wasn’t the room that was important anyway. It was the creature within it.

Looking at it like this, the jāhilīyahn really did look like a bipedal insect. Its two legs were triple-jointed. Arms shaped like scythes ended in hands that had ten dexterous fingers, which also had multiple joints themselves. Multi-faceted eyes sat on its bulbous head, which twitched and swiveled in ways that a human head never could. Green skin. Ridgy outcroppings. Chitinous. Yes, insectoid was the perfect way to describe this creature.

Caridna Tepes was grinning as she elaborated, “this image was taken just yesterday. As you can see, the jāhilīyahn has taken up residence within the lower city. This room is in one of the power distribution plants that were abandoned after Mars City built the outer district. We have the exact location, so all you need to do is go there, beat him black and blue, and then bring him to us so that we can deport him.”

“That’s going to be easier said than done,” Alex mumbled.

He remembered how skilled that puppeteer had been. Alex hadn’t won so much as gotten lucky. If it weren’t for Gabrielle’s timely arrival, he might have even been killed.

“True.” Caridna’s smile reminded him of a predator, all teeth. “But isn’t taking down tough opponents like this is what makes all of the pain you were put through before worthwhile?”
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“This is so delicious!”

Gabrielle was in heaven. She’d gone over to Selene’s earlier that day, and she and her new friend had spent that time doing a whole bunch of fun activities. They’d gone window shopping with Serah and Ryoko, then went to see a new holodrama, and after coming back to Selene’s house, they ate a wonderfully delicious meal.

“I’m so happy that you enjoy my cooking,” Mrs. Metronome tittered. She seemed inordinately pleased with herself. “Selene and Marus never compliment me on my cooking anymore.”

“I compliment you plenty on your cooking,” Mr. Metronome protested.

“When was the last time you said anything good about my cooking?”

“It was, um, I think it was…”

“Two years ago,” Mrs. Metronome said. “And that was about my desserts for the shop, not my home-cooked meals.”

Mr. Metronome looked away and began whistling. Mrs. Metronome clicked her tongue, while Selene giggled.

Leaning over, Selene whispered in Gabrielle’s ear. “Mom is a really good cook. She’s actually the one who taught Alex how to cook.”

“Really?” Gabrielle asked.

“Yep.”

“So cool!”

After dinner, Selene led Gabrielle to her room. She hadn’t known what to expect from her friend’s room. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all white. There were a lot of holographs on display, images of what appeared to be Selene as she grew up. Alex was prominently featured in many of those holographs, reinforcing the fact that he and Selene were childhood friends.

“Ah!” Gabrielle gasped as she spied one particular holograph. “Is that Alex when he was little?”

Selene looked at the picture, and then nodded. “Yeah, that’s Alex when he was… I wanna say… four? Back then, his parents were still alive. He was a lot more cheerful than he is now.”

“Really?”

The image that had captured her attention was one that featured both Alex and Selene. The two were wearing shorts and T-shirts that were dirty and scuffed, as though they had been running around outside. They wore wide, matching grins, and Selene was carrying something in her hands.

“What’s that thing you’re holding?”

“Hm? Oh! That’s a dishboard puck,” Selene said. Gabrielle didn’t know what a dishboard was, but thankfully, Selene seemed to realize that and explained. “Dishboard is a game where four people play on teams of two. Each team is given a pair of pucks, which they have to launch across the board. The goal is to knock your opponent’s pucks off the board, while also getting your own pucks to the other side. Pucks use hover technology to float and jets to move around.”

“That sounds really fun,” Gabrielle said. “I didn’t know you played sports, Selene.”

“I don’t play anymore,” Selene admitted. “Alex and I used to play when we were younger, but he stopped after his parents died. I had played for a while after that, but it wasn’t quite the same after Alex quit, so I eventually stopped playing.”

“Oh…” Gabrielle wasn’t sure what she should say to that, but she felt the need to say something. “That sucks.”

Selene shrugged. “It’s fine. That’s just how things worked out. Anyway, why don’t I show you some more holographs of Alex when he was a kid?”

“Yes, please!”

Gabrielle plopped down on the floor as Selene dug through her dresser before eventually pulling out a large flat disc with a lens in the center. She set the disc in front of Gabrielle and pressed a button. A large holographic image appeared. It was of Selene and Alex, again, when they were much younger, maybe five or six, Gabrielle had to guess. It looked like they were building a fortress out of pillows.

“Oh! You really are true childhood friends!”

Selene laughed. “Well, we did grow up together.”

“It must be nice to have a friend that you’re so close to,” Gabrielle said.

“Do you not have any childhood friends?”

“I do have one... I think.”

“You think?”

“Erm, well. It's been about ten years since I've seen him. His family came to visit Papa once, and we played for about a month during that time, but then he went away and I never saw him again.”

Gabrielle had told Selene in confidence that she was the princess of the galaxy because they were friends, and she didn’t want to keep secrets from her friends. Selene had been skeptical—until Gabrielle had shown her some Angelisian technology. After that, Selene seemed to have accepted that Gabrielle was an alien princess whose father controlled most of the galaxy.

“It must be tough being a princess.”

“I guess so.” Gabrielle stared at the holographic image as it switched from Alex and Selene playing dishboard to them taking a bath together. Alex was really cute as a child. “I never really thought about it much, but my mamas and Papa were always pushing me to study and learn about being a princess and stuff. It was really boring.”

It had also been lonely. Gabrielle still remembered how she’d been confined to the palace for most of her life. A good portion of her time had been spent with tutors or her running away from those tutors. Azazel had almost always caught her back then, but that was because she hadn’t been experienced in the art of running away.

“I’ll bet,” Selene said. “Anyway, do you want to see more pictures?”

“Yes!”

A chuckling Selene stood back up and walked over to the drawer again. Gabrielle felt excitement bubbling up inside of her. Having a friend who she could spend time with was the best!
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It hadn’t been that long since Alex had gone to the lower city in search of Andre Killick of the Black Panthers, but despite only a few weeks—two, Alex believed—having passed since then, it felt like months to him.

Because of what he was there to do, Alex was wearing his crisis suit. Of course, he planned on wearing it every day now, even when he didn’t need to. One could never be too sure these days. After all, hadn’t he just finished running into two marriage candidates within as little as a day of each other? He had. Therefore, the suit was there to stay.

Strapped across his lower back and thighs were several pouches full of gadgets that he believed would help him defeat the jāhilīyahn… prince something or other—he couldn’t remember the name.

The lower city was a lot different than the upper city. The sun was nearly invisible down there thanks to the many walkways above it that blotted out the sky. Buildings were spaced more closely together, making everything look more like a series of corridors instead of walkways. Grease stained the durasteel floors and a number of lower city denizens walked with their heads low and their backs stooped.

That was definitely the biggest difference between the lower and upper cities: Its inhabitants. Citizens of the lower city possessed a melancholy about them, which hovered around them like a figurative cloud of smog. It was almost suffocating.

Crime in the lower city was hard to regulate. Mars City had a population of over 3.6 million. Most of those people lived in the lower city, which was a congested mesh of buildings and walkways. With so many people in such an overpacked space, it was hard for the police to properly regulate crime.

Alex followed the directions that he’d been given, striding through the twists and turns of the lower city. It took longer than expected to reach his destination. From the outside, the power distribution plant looked like a rundown and disused building. The durasteel was aged and worn. The door, an old-fashioned sliding model with a basic security console, sat in the center. There were no windows.

Pressing his back against the wall right next to the door, Alex leaned down and fiddled with his IDband. Unlike most ID bands, his had been heavily modified. It had a lot of extra features. Many of those features were illegal, but he wasn’t going to tell anyone about them.

He attached a cord to his IDband, plugging the other end into the security console. The console’s holographic screen lit up, and then became filled with ones and zeros.

So, the security to this building runs on binary. That will make this a lot easier for me.

Efficiently hacking into the system, Alex accessed the building’s security cameras. The holographic image changed from binary code to a shadowed room. There were a lot of power boxes inside. However, there was no bipedal insect. He frowned and changed to another view. This one showed a different room, which was empty save for a few pieces of trash.

There was still no giant bug.

Changing the view several more times, it wasn’t until switching to the sixth security camera that he found the jāhilīyahn. It (he?) was kneeling over what Alex recognized as one of the puppets that had attacked him. The jāhilīyahn’s hands were buried deep in the puppet’s chest. It was probably trying to repair the damage that he’d done.

What room is that?

Alex tried to verify which room that was by flipping through the security cameras some more. He had to correlate all of the cameras with what he knew of the building’s layout. Pulling up a holographic map and positioning it alongside the camera feeds, he quickly determined that the jāhilīyahn was on the second floor in the room farthest from this walkway.

At least he’s too far away to hear me enter.

The door slid open after Alex bypassed its security. Unplugging his IDband, he slipped through. Darkness engulfed him as the door closed, but he activated the LCD light on his IDband to illuminate his path.

Scanning his surroundings, Alex crept along the floor, being mindful not to make any noise. The walls were rusted. Mold grew along the bottom, spreading between cracks in the durasteel. There was likely a pipe leaking somewhere.

There was a staircase at the end of the hall. There was also an elevator, but it wasn’t working. As Alex ascended the stairs, his thoughts wandered toward the coming confrontation.

He knew nothing of the jāhilīyahn other than what he’d been told. It had a hard exoskeleton that protected it from the harshness of its home planet. While its main purpose was to keep it cool, it also acted as armor. Jāhilīyahns possessed incredible sight that was nearly ten times better than a human’s, and their hands had ten triple-jointed fingers, which allowed them to manipulate numerous puppets at the same time.

Fortunately, it looked like his opponent only had one puppet working, and it looked like the puppet was still broken. That said, Alex didn’t plan on underestimating his opponent just because they didn’t have their full armory available. For all he knew, the jāhilīyahn could have several backup puppets ready to fight.

The door that his foe hid behind was old, covered in marks and stains. Alex grimaced as he studied it. The old-fashioned door had rust running along the edges.

This is going to create a lot of noise if I open it.

And he didn’t want that. Since he didn’t know this creature’s full capabilities, he wanted to keep the element of surprise. If he could knock the jāhilīyahn out with a single blow, that would be best.

Unfortunately, this was also the only way in or out of this room. The building had no windows, and this was the only door. There might have been a ventilation shaft somewhere, but going through that would create even more noise.

In that case, maybe I just need to be flashy and quick.

Alex rummaged through his pouch, poking out his tongue as he searched for something that he could use to blow open the door. He’d brought several homemade bombs. He was sure that the chemical balance between them was correct now, so it should be fine if he used one.

When he found what he was looking for, Alex pulled out the explosive. It looked like a tiny pin attached to a suction cup. He affixed the explosive to the door, and then he pushed down on both ends of the pin, waiting until it began beeping before running around a corner. He crouched down and covered his ears.

Covering his ears did absolutely nothing. The explosion that went off blasted his eardrums apart. Alex’s scream was lost in the fierce roar of the detonation, which, due to the enclosed space and power of the explosion, was loud enough to be potentially debilitating. Warm blood trickled down his ears, seeping between his fingers. Even after the explosion ended, Alex’s ears were still ringing.

He stumbled to his feet and rushed out from behind the corner, making for the door as quickly as his wobbly legs could carry him. The entire wall was gone. Nothing remained. The floor was also gone. Alex almost fell into the hole, but he stopped himself at the last possible second.

As he peered down the hole, which he couldn’t see the bottom of, Alex realized that maybe, just maybe, his explosives were a little too powerful. He would have to experiment some more to create a less powerful bomb.

The gap wasn’t too big, so Alex leapt to the other side. He looked around. The room was empty. Several boxes lay scattered around the room, and the puppet was still lying on the floor, but the jāhilīyahn was gone.

Alex groaned and rubbed his forehead. He groaned again when he realized that he was smearing blood from his ears all over his forehead. Today really wasn’t his day.
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Jasmine’s parents were not home, and neither was her brother. Her mother was at a function, her father was away on business, and she assumed that Jameson was off doing whatever it was that he did on weekends.

She didn’t want to know what her brother did on weekends. She really didn’t want to know.

Alice had come to spend the night. Her friend liked to act unenthusiastic about everything, but Jasmine knew that Alice actually enjoyed having fun. She was just lazy.

“How is the food?” Jasmine asked as she and her friend ate a gourmet meal cooked by her personal robot nanny, Madison.

“It’s fine,” Alice said as she took a bite of her food.

“I am glad to hear that. We’ve got strawberry cheesecake for dessert.”

Alice perked up, though she pretended not to. Jasmine smiled. Her friend had a notorious sweet tooth. She didn’t know where it came from, as her brother wasn’t as big a fan of sweets, but then, they weren’t related by blood. Genetics probably played a big part in Alice’s likes and dislikes.

“It is too bad that Alexander could not come over for dinner,” Jasmine sighed as she finished off her food. It was delicious as always, though secretly, she liked eating Alexander’s food more. “I do so wish he would allow himself to enjoy my hospitality on occasion.”

“Bro would never do that.” Alice also finished eating and set her fork down on the table. “He’s an idiot who takes gestures of kindness like favors meant to be returned. If he came over, he’d feel like he owed you and try to make it up to you.”

“Oh ho ho ho ho! Alice, do you not understand? That is exactly what I desire. If Alexander came over and experienced my hospitality, then he would feel indebted to me and do whatever I asked of him. Oh ho ho ho ho!”

Alice’s deadpan expression bored into her, but Jasmine was used to those looks. It was her friend’s default face, after all.

“So, what? You’d offer him your hospitality and then make him do all sorts of perverted things to you?”

“O-of course not! Do not mistake my pure intentions for something wicked like that! I am not like Jameson!”

Despite saying this, Jasmine could not help but imagine what it would be like if she did ask Alexander for favors of a more intimate nature:

 

“Oh ho ho ho ho!”

Dressed in a black outfit made from leather straps that wrapped around her breasts and crotch, Jasmine loomed over Alexander. One of her high heeled shoes was on his back. The heel dug into his skin. He was on his hands and knees, wearing nothing but a blindfold and a ball gag. She was holding a whip.

“Oh ho ho ho! Now then, Alexander, I, the Queen of Dom, shall tenderly give you my love. Please accept it.”

She cracked her whip, laughing all the while.

“Oh ho ho ho ho!”

 

Jasmine shook her head as if attempting to shake off the heat burning her cheeks. “T-t-there is no way that I, the Queen of Purity, could possibly use Alexander in such a way.”

She did not appreciate the sly smirk on Alice’s face. Not at all.

“But you were thinking about it just now, weren’t you?”

“I was not!”

“Yes, you were.”

“Jasmine,” a voice said from the kitchen, interrupting them. “Are you two finished with your dinner?”

“Oh, yes. We are. Could you please take these and wash them?” Jasmine asked.

“Of course.”

What appeared to be a beautiful young woman strode out of the kitchen. She wore a standard maid outfit; a black and white dress with lots of frills, white stockings, and a bonnet. The outfit fit her like a glove, a second skin. When combined with the way she moved, that natural grace, one would almost think that she was human.

Of course, Jasmine wasn’t fooled. Madison might have looked like a pretty young woman with russet hair and amethyst eyes, but she was actually an android of the highest caliber. She had been a gift from Alexander, who’d built her with his own two hands. He’d made it for her because, “It must be lonely living at home by yourself.” His words. Not hers.

Jasmine treasured Madison more than anything else she possessed. Madison was precious, not only because she was a gift from the person she loved, but also because she made all the lonely nights spent at home more bearable.

Madison came up to the table and grabbed their plates. Her skin held a pearlescent sheen and looked soft to the touch. Even from up close, it was hard to tell that she wasn’t human.

“I’ll be back with dessert after your stomachs have had time to settle,” Madison said, gracing them both with kind eyes and a polite smile.

“Thank you.”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“You two are most welcome.”

Madison went back into the kitchen, leaving Jasmine and Alice alone. She looked at her friend, who sat on the opposite side of the ridiculously long table. Alice was staring at her.

“You were so imagining what it would be like to have Alex as a sex slave just now. Admit it,” she teased.

Jasmine’s cheeks became inflamed once again. “ALICE!”
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Alex exited the shuttle and stepped onto the road that would lead him home. Exhaustion seeped into his bones. His entire plan to defeat Gabrielle’s suitor had gone up in smoke, which had totally been his fault. He was probably going to be scolded by Karen and Caridna when they found out about what had happened, though he wouldn’t be the one to tell them.

As he walked home, he felt something odd behind him. Blinking, he turned his head to check his surroundings. There was nothing there. Shrugging, he continued on his way.
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It was the day after her sleepover at Selene’s, and Gabrielle was sitting in a shuttle that would take her back home.

She’d had tons of fun at Selene’s house, looking at pictures of a younger Alex, staying up late, and having a pillow fight. However, although it had been fun, Gabrielle wanted to return home. She missed Alex.

After hopping off the shuttle, she made her way back home. The house appeared empty when she arrived. There wasn’t a sound to be heard. Shutting the door behind her, Gabrielle called out, “Hello? Alex! Are you there?”

“I’m in here!” came a call from the living room.

Gabrielle ran into the living room. Alex was sitting on the couch. He looked a little stiff, like a robot who needed to have their joints oiled.

“I’m back!” She announced with a lunge.

Alex didn’t even seem to react as she wrapped her arms around him. That was odd. Normally, Alex would’ve at least patted her on the head. Instead, his body just seemed to tremble in her arms.

“Welcome back,” he said.

Gabrielle shrugged off her concern and beamed at him. “It’s good to be back! So, Alex, I was thinking, after I take a shower, I want to finish Mr. Scanner and see if we can find out what those Angelisian symbols inside of your core mean.”

“A shower?” Alex’s cheeks grew red. His lips trembled. “Do… do you want to take a shower with me?”

“A shower with you?”

Gabrielle’s eyes grew wide, bulging until they practically fell out. Alex had never taken a shower with her before. He said it had something to do with propriety. She didn’t really understand, but she also didn’t want to force him to do something that he didn’t want to do. Could it be that he’d finally come to realize how much fun taking a shower with someone else was?

“Do you not want to?” Alex asked, his voice trembling. He must have been worried that she would say no, which was, of course, stupid. He should have already known her answer.

“Of course I do!” Leaping to her feet, Gabrielle grabbed Alex’s hand and pulled him along behind her. “Let’s go! Yay! I’m going to be taking a shower with Alex!”
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Alex didn’t know what was going on.

He’d gone to bed last night, and then the next morning he’d been unable to move, or rather, his body had moved irrespective of his wishes. It was like someone else was controlling his body while he watched from inside of a cage. He moved in ways that he didn’t intend, and he said things that he didn’t mean.

Something was seriously, seriously wrong.

Oh, frack! Oh, frack! Oh, frack!

Matters had only become worse when Gabrielle had returned home. She’d hugged him like she usually did, and he’d felt his hands trying to grope her rear. Somehow, he had managed to keep them from actually touching her. He thought it was because of what he’d been going to do. His desperation to not grope her had given him the strength to resist whatever was controlling his voice and actions.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have much willpower right now.

And that was because he was in the shower with a naked Gabrielle.

Alex was sitting on a small stool, trying to figure out how this had happened—actually, he was trying to make his body move so he could run away. Yet nothing he did could make him move. Perhaps it was fear, perhaps it was desire, perhaps it was something that he couldn’t fathom, but Alex remained rooted to the stool as Gabrielle washed his back.

H-her hands are so soft…

His skin was hypersensitive to Gabrielle’s touch as she rubbed soap all over his back. Every time her hands rubbed his body it made him want to squirm, every time she dipped lower made him nearly squeal. Only his inability to move kept him locked in place.

“Isn’t this fun, Alex?”

“Loads of fun.”

“See? I told you it’s more fun to take a bath together than it is by yourself.”

When Gabrielle finished soaping up his back, she used the removable shower head to wash it. Then she had them trade places.

“Okay! Now you wash my back.”

“… Okay…”

“Oh! Also, before I forget, make sure to use shampoo for my wings. Soap makes my feathers become coarse.”

Wings… right, those aren’t fake…
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It was something that he hadn’t focused on until getting in the shower with her, but her wings were real. They were legitimate, honest to goodness wings. All Angelisians had them.

Alex tried to resist his body’s movements, but his trembling limbs still weren’t responding to his commands. He grabbed the soap and lathered up his hands. Then he placed them on Gabrielle’s back, moving them up and down, creating trails of soap along her unblemished skin.

Gabrielle hummed as he rubbed the soap on the skin around her wings. The area around her wings looked odd, stretched. Her pinions jutted out of her skin, which shifted from fair flesh to silver feathers. When he finished washing the soap off and began rubbing shampoo into her wings, something unexpected happened.

She produced a loud moan.

“A-ahn! B-be gentle, please!”

Hearing her moan somehow gave Alex enough strength to gain momentary freedom over his mouth. “S-sorry!”

Gabrielle turned her head to smile at him. Her pink cheeks made his already stiff lower half become even harder. “It’s all right. Just be a little more gentle.”

Alex gulped.
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What was going on? This had not been a part of his plan. When he’d attached his energy threads to Gabrielle’s fiancé, he’d done so with the intention of using Gabrielle’s trust in the boy to kidnap her. His plan wasn’t to have that stupid boy take a bath with her! Now he was stuck listening to what was happening from outside of the room.

Is he actually resisting my puppeteering technique?

That shouldn’t have been possible. While ensnaring another life form with his energy threads was difficult, for a puppet master like himself, such a task should have been well within his capabilities. He’d taken control of creatures far more powerful than a measly human boy. Controlling him should have been simple.

So why weren’t his puppet techniques working?
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Maybe it was because of her words, but Alex felt a semblance of control return. He still couldn’t move his limbs the way he wanted to. Actually, they were still moving in the exact opposite way that he told them to, but he could exert a form of control over how gentle or rough he was.

Of course, all this meant was that instead of roughly rubbing shampoo into Gabrielle’s wings, he was doing so gently.

It really wasn’t that much better.

“Ahn! Ah! Mmmm!”

Gabrielle was moaning as he lathered up her wings. Her legs squirmed, her butt clenched, and she’d placed her hands between her thighs. Because of how her arms were positioned, her breasts were pushed together, causing them to pop out.

It was electrifying.

“Mou! Be more—ahn!—more gentle, Aleeeexx!”

“I-I’m sorry!” Alex cried.

“I-it’s okay… ha… ah! It doesn’t hurt,” Gabrielle said between pants and moans. “Actually, it—ahn! It feels… really good…”

That doesn’t help me!

From Gabrielle’s response to his ministrations, Alex had come to a startling conclusion: Her wings were huge erogenous zones. Every time his fingers glided along her soft feathers, Gabrielle would moan and her body would shiver. Whenever he rubbed shampoo into her wings, she would rub her thighs together. It was doing nothing good for his health or peace of mind.

It was fortunate that he somehow finished quickly. He rinsed off her wings, and then he was done. He’d finished, which meant he could leave.

“Okay. Now it’s time for me to wash your front,” his mouth said.

What? That’s not what I wanted to say!

“My front? Okay.” Gabrielle was about to turn around, but his hands moved of their own volition, pressing upon her shoulders to keep her in place.

“No, stay like this,” he choked out.

What am I saying?!

“But if I stay like this, you can’t wash my front,” Gabrielle said as if pointing out the obvious.

“D-don’t worry.” Alex’s lips trembled as he tried to fight off whatever was controlling him to no avail. “I have… a plan…”

“Okay,” Gabrielle said without complaint.

Don’t accept my reasoning so easily!

Alex fought with everything he had, but his hands continued to move without his input, grabbing the soap and lathering them up. What was going on? Why was this happening?

N-no… I don’t want this… I don’t… want to do this!

“You are a very stubborn child,” a voice said. Female. Familiar. Devilish. He felt like he should know this voice, like he had heard it somewhere before. “Just relax and enjoy what’s about to happen.”

N-no…

Alex’s body moved on its own. He leaned forward, pressing his chest against Gabrielle. Had he been in control of his mouth, he would’ve squealed when his erection poked her in the butt.

“Alex? What’s that thing that’s poking—hyan!” Gabrielle squealed as he slipped his arms under her armpits, reached up, and fondled her breasts. “A-Alex! Please be a little more gentle—iyan!”

“I-I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to do this!” Alex cried.

Gabrielle’s breasts were surprisingly heavy. They always seemed so perky that he hadn’t thought they would weigh very much, but then, they were also quite large. Each one spilled out of his hands. They were like soft marshmallows—except for her nipples, which had already hardened into points. His fingers, still under the control of someone or something other than himself, rolled her nipples between them. Gabrielle cried out.

“Aaaahhn! A-Alex, I told you to be more gentle—hhnnnn!”

Alex was losing his mind. Everything felt like it was slipping away, as if his sanity was slowly being eroded under the control of someone else. However, it was more than just some being, some creature, taking control of his body.

The problem was his own desires, his wants, needs, and arousal. As a teenage boy, he found Gabrielle unbearably attractive. He wanted her. He dreamed about her at night. Sometimes he even dreamed about her, Selene, and Jasmine at the same time. It made him sick every time that happened, but he hadn’t been able to stop no matter how hard he tried.

“Ha… ha… ahn… A-Alex…”

Gabrielle was trembling in his hands. Small shudders as if she was being jolted by electric currents made her breasts jiggle in his palms.

“I’m sorry.”

Even though he apologized, his hands didn’t stop moving. Alex had already tried everything he could think of to stop; he’d counted from one-hundred to one backwards, he’d bitten the inside of his cheek until blood had been drawn, he’d even imagined Jameson in a speedo. Nothing had worked. He was a slave to whatever was controlling him.

I’m sorry, Gabrielle. I’m really… I’m so sorry!

Alex squeezed his eyes shut.

Then the door opened.

“Gabrielle, are you okay?” Alice asked as she stepped into the shower. “I’ve been hearing some strange noises coming from… up… here…?”

Alex stared at Alice, who stared back at him. Seeing his sister standing before him gave Alex the strength to resist his controller.

“A-Alice…” Alex somehow pulled one of his hands off of Gabrielle’s chest and reached out to his sister. “This isn’t what it looks like…”

“Sorry for intruding.”

Alice slammed the door shut as Alex, his arm outstretched as though attempting to reach out to her, stared at the now closed door. Slowly, ever so slowly, he let his arm drop to his side as his mind slowly traveled in a downward spiral of despair. He had… and Alice had… and he was… oh, God.

“Ha… ha… Alex?” Gabrielle was breathing heavily.

“… Yes?”

“T-that thing you were doing to my breasts… can you do it again? It felt really good.”

Alex knew, with one-hundred percent certainty, that he would never, not in a hundred million years, recover from the shame he felt in that moment.

My life is officially over.


CHAPTER 6

THE PRINCE

Ibn-Al Kalbi had decided to change his plans. Since he was unable to control Gabrielle’s fiancé, for whatever reason, he’d decided to take control of the boy’s sister instead.

As the cute girl stormed out of the bathroom and down the stairs, he released a thread from each of his fingers, making for twenty in total. The threads, particles of his own energy, latched onto specific parts of the girl’s anatomy—joints, limbs, torso, her neck, and the back of her cranium.

She never even noticed them and continued about her business.
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Gabrielle tossed and turned in her bed, unable to sleep, though not for lack of trying.

After the incident in the shower, Alex had locked himself in his room. He wouldn’t come out, not even after she’d asked him to help her build Mr. Scanner version 2.01. Gabrielle had decided to work on it by herself, but it hadn’t been much fun. She had never realized how lonely working on machines by her lonesome was until Alex had started working alongside her.

Dinner had been another silent affair. Alex had made them pasta, and then he’d gone up to his room and ate alone. She had wanted to eat with him. Gabrielle had been hoping to talk to him because he seemed so down for some reason.

I wonder what’s wrong?

Gabrielle couldn’t figure out what could have happened to make him so depressed. Was it because Alice had come into the shower when they were taking a shower? No, that couldn’t have been it. If that was the case, then he could have just asked Alice to join them.

Thinking about what happened in the shower made Gabrielle remember how good Alex had made her feel. Lying on her side, Gabrielle bit her lip as she cupped a hand to her breast. It didn’t feel as good with her doing it as it had when Alex had done it. She wondered if the reason was because of who was doing it, or if Alex just knew how to do it better. Still, it did feel good. Her nipples seemed to be especially sensitive.

A light sheen of sweat covered her body. Gabrielle thought about playing with her wings, but then she thought better of it. Her wings were really sensitive, and she felt embarrassed about the idea of playing with them for some reason.

Alex…

Maybe Alex would be able to tell her why this felt so good. He was probably asleep right now. Thinking about how he was asleep, about the warmth he emitted while sleeping, Gabrielle felt the undeniable urge to crawl into bed with him. Alex had told her that she couldn’t sleep with him, but they were a married couple—or at least engaged—so it was okay. She figured he just wasn’t used to the idea.

Crawling out of bed, Gabrielle went over to her closet door and opened it. The inside was large, far larger than it should have been thanks to Mr. Dimension, which could change the size of any room by transporting it to a different dimension. She walked in, past the clothing hanging from coat hangers, and stepped into the teleporter that she had built.

Her surroundings changed. What had once been a closet space was now an even smaller one. It was Alex’s closet. Gabrielle opened the door and padded into Alex’s bedroom.

The room was dark, but her eyes adjusted quickly. She walked over to the bed, where Alex lay on his side, curled up into a ball. He moved back and forth and mumbled to himself. She couldn’t understand what he was saying.

She slipped into bed and crawled underneath the covers. Laying on her side, she watched Alex’s face for a moment, and then looked down at his hand.

It felt really good when I was touching myself, but if Alex touched me…

If Alex touched her, how much better would it feel?

Grabbing Alex’s hand, Gabrielle placed it against her chest. As if he could sense what was happening, his fingers twitched, and she gasped when one of his fingers rubbed her nipple. Biting her lip to keep from moaning, Gabrielle wondered if the heat in her cheeks and crotch was natural. She’d never felt this way before.

“…”

Gabrielle perked up as Alex mumbled something in his sleep. She couldn’t hear what he said, though, because he was speaking too softly. Leaning in, she strained her ears to try and hear what he was saying.

“… Sorry… I’m… so sorry…”

Who is he apologizing to?

“Gabby… forgive me…”

Surprise rushed through her like a monsoon on Angelisia. Why was he apologizing to her? As she stared at him, several tears leaked from the cracks in his eyelids, and a sharp pain stabbed her in the chest.

Pulling Alex to her, she let him rest his face against her breasts. A pair of arms wrapped around her waist, as if Alex was unconsciously seeking comfort from her. She reached up and stroked his hair with one hand.

“I don’t know what you’re apologizing for,” Gabrielle admitted softly. “But I forgive you.”

Closing her eyes, Gabrielle slowly slipped into a deep sleep. Her last thoughts were of Alex. She really did love basking in his warmth.
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Alex woke up after a surprisingly refreshing sleep. Given how guilty he’d been feeling yesterday, Alex was surprised to notice that most of his guilt had disappeared.

Last night had started off terribly—so terrible that all he had wanted to do was curl up into a ball and pretend he didn’t exist. After the incident with Gabrielle, Alex had shut himself within his room to avoid the alien princess. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see her, but that every time he saw her, the gnawing feelings of shame caused his stomach to curdle like he’d eaten something rotten.

The problem, as he saw it, was that despite having been controlled by someone else—he believed the person that voice belonged to was at fault—all of the things that he’d done to Gabrielle had been things that he wanted to do to her anyway.

While there were other girls who Alex had similar desires for, Gabrielle was what he considered his ideal woman: Bright, optimistic, friendly, outgoing, intelligent, and a lover of inventing new technologies.

There were several issues that kept him from acting on his feelings. First and foremost was Gabrielle’s naivety. She was, to put it bluntly, the most naive person he’d ever met. She didn’t know what sex was, didn’t understand why opposite genders shouldn’t bathe together, and had no concept of modesty.

The second problem was that he was pretending to be her fiancé. He knew that she liked him, but even if she liked him, that didn’t mean she loved him. Unfortunately, there was no way for him to know if she loved him, or if she was just pretending to love him so she wouldn’t be married off. Given how she friendly she was to everyone, he simply couldn’t tell if her actions towards him were genuine or not.

There were also the feelings that he had for several other girls, namely Selene and Jasmine, though Ryoko had been among those two at one point during his life.

While he wouldn’t say that he loved them, Selene and Jasmine were important people in his life. They were also attractive. More than one of his dreams had featured either Selene, Jasmine, or both of them. How could he allow himself to act on his feelings for Gabrielle when his own desires betrayed them?

The last issue was his own shame. Alex was ashamed of how much he wanted Gabrielle. Every time she hugged him, every time she crawled into bed with him, every time he saw her naked, his desire to be intimate with her skyrocketed. He wanted her so badly that just thinking about her made him harder than a destroyer-class warship.

All of this had been what kept Alex from interacting with her after the bath incident. It was also why he felt so surprised by how comfortable and at peace he was that morning.

Yawning, Alex tried to sit up in bed. He couldn’t. There was something weighing him down. Frowning, Alex tried to push the offending object out of his way.

The object moaned.

Alex froze.

Oh, no.

He squeezed his hand. His fingers sank into something soft. The object moaned again.

Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no! Not again!

Opening his eyes, Alex came face to face with a familiar pair of breasts. Given how many times he’d seen them in the past few days, it was no surprise that he recognized them on sight.

His mouth opened as he released a shrill scream. 
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“AAAAAHHHH!!!”

Alice was startled awake by a loud, girlish scream. Her body jerked upright as if it was on a string. Her limbs didn’t seem to want to work with her, and she ended up falling off of the bed. Despite the pain that flared in her noggin, she leapt to her feet and rushed out of the room—against her own will.

W-what the heck am I doing? Why am I running toward Alex’s bedroom?!

She leapt into the air, spinning around like an acrobatic, and extended her foot in a kick that dented the door. Her mind screamed at her, telling her how stupid she was being and that kicking a door really hurt. Her body apparently wasn’t listening because a second later, she kicked the door again, actually breaking it this time and sending the large slab of durasteel to the ground.

What the hell?! My foot!!

While her mind yelled at her to stop, sit down, and cry about her precious foot, her body ran into the room, completely ignoring her mental commands. She found what she’d expected to see: A half-naked Alex on the floor and a naked Gabrielle on the bed. Alex was in panic mode. Gabrielle was yawning as she stretched, heedless of her own nudity.

This would’ve normally been the part where she left. Instead, this time, she rushed over to Gabrielle, lifted the startled girl into a fireman’s carry, and leapt out of the window.

Glass shattered all around her. Cuts opened on her skin. Alice wanted to cry in frustration and pain, but she was unable to utter a sound. It was as if her mouth had been sealed shut. As she landed on the ground, her legs and joints crying in protest as her body, still not listening to her, launched itself into a quick run.

Behind her, Alex’s shouts faded into the distance.
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Alex didn’t know what was going on, but as he leapt out of the window, he found that he didn’t care. His sister had run off with Gabrielle—and she was wearing nothing but her underwear. Not only had his sister never been that active for anything, she was also half-naked.

Something was obviously wrong.

Unlike Alice, Alex knew how to fall properly. His feet hit the ground and he bent his knees, rolled forward, skipped back up, and chased after his sister and Gabrielle. Alice had already gained a good deal of ground, but she wasn’t very athletic. He caught up to her quickly.

“Alice! I don’t know what’s going on, but I want you to stop running this instant!”

“Believe me!” Alice shouted back. “I would if I could! For some reason, my body won’t do what I tell it to!”

Won’t do what she…

Could it be that she was having the same problem that he’d had last night? If that was the case, then his theory about someone else controlling his actions was true. That didn’t relieve him. It normally would have, but now his sister was being controlled.

Whoever is controlling my little sis is going to pay dearly.
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Azazel had gotten lost, been chased by several cops, and somehow ended up in a trash compactor. However, finally, after nearly two hours of wandering Mars City, he’d arrived at the outer district.

His reason for coming here was to check up on Alexander, Princess Gabrielle’s groom to be. He wanted to see how the young man was doing. Alexander had seemed most troubled by King Lucifer’s words the other day. While Azazel could not openly help the young man, he’d been so moved by Alexander’s desire to protect Princess Gabrielle’s happiness that he wanted to offer his silent support.

As he walked down the street, a strange cloud of dust appeared in the distance. He squinted. The cloud was growing bigger.

Is that… Princess Gabrielle, Groom-to-be, and the little sister? They look like they’re having a good time.

Azazel raised a hand in greeting. “Good morning, Princess Gabrielle! Groom-to-be! Little sister! I see that you three are having a—blarg!!!”

Pain greeted Azazel as Alice slammed into him like a speeding shuttle, trampling him underfoot. While it shouldn’t have been possible, he could’ve sworn his armor had cracked. Whatever the case was, he at least felt his nose break as someone’s foot stomped on it. After the group finished trampling over him, Azazel stared up at the city’s dome… and groaned.

“What did I do to deserve that?” he asked.
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If someone was controlling Alice, then two things needed to be done. First, Alex needed to stop Alice from moving. Second, he needed to find who was controlling her and beat the crap out of them. Unfortunately, even though Alex had a hunch about who was controlling his sister, he didn’t know how to accomplish either task.

Unless…

“Gabby! Is there something in your D-space that can be used to bind Alice?!” he shouted.

Apparently completely at ease with being carried around like a sack of produce without a stitch of clothing, Gabrielle thought for a moment. Then her eyes lit up as she swiped her fingers in the air.

“Mr. Rope! Tie up Alice!”

Mr. Rope, which looked more like a giant pole made of incredibly flexible metal with a spade on one end, contorted around both Alice and Gabrielle.

“Uwa! W-wait, Mr. Rope! Don’t tie me up, too!!”

Mr. Rope pulled Alice’s head into Gabrielle’s cleavage. Before Alice’s arms could be used to push her out of said valley, Mr. Rope pinned her arms to her sides. The two tumbled to the ground, Gabrielle on her back and Alice on top of Gabrielle with her head buried in the alien princess’s impressive bosom.

Alex didn’t know what to feel as Alice and Gabrielle became tied together in the most erotic way imaginable. The fact that his sister was half-naked and Gabrielle was completely naked just made the whole situation more surreal. However, Alex remembered why he was there and looked away. Someone was controlling his sister. Someone was going to get their ass kicked.

It was just like what happened during his fight with Azazel. As his anger at the situation, at his frustration at what had happened the previous night erupted, Alex felt energy rush through him like plasma particles gathering inside of a dreadnaught’s cannon. This time, instead of just feeling powerful, a blue aura flared around him. Alex stared at his hands, which were coated in ethereal blue flames.

“Coat your sister in the flames…”

Alex blinked as another voice whispered in his ear. It wasn’t the female voice that he occasionally heard. It was male. Actually, it sounded almost identical to his own voice.

He looked around, but there was no one there. Debating for a moment, he eventually knelt and touched his sister’s shoulder, which caused the blue flames to spread across her body. For a moment, he feared that she might get burned, but then the flames disappeared…

“WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON HERE?!”

… and Alice began screaming.

“Easy there, Alice,” Alex said. “Just calm down and—”

“Calm down? CALM DOWN?! I’m half-naked here!!”

“Well… yes, you are. However, screaming is only going to attract more attention.”

“Is being half naked bad?” Gabrielle asked.

“It is when you’re in public!” Alex and Alice shouted at the same time.

Gabrielle tilted her head. “Then… should she take off the rest of her clothes? Being naked would be better, right?”

“NO!” they shouted again.

All this yelling was getting them nowhere, so Alex focused on the task at hand. He needed to remove Mr. Rope.

But before Alex could undo Mr. Rope, a giant robot crashed into the middle of the street. Its bulky form didn’t look even remotely human, though it stood on two legs. Giant mantis-like arms stabbed into the ground, creating fissures. Maliciously glowing red eyes, large and bulbous like a insect’s, glared down at him.

“I DON’T KNOW HOW YOU BROKE MY PUPPET STRINGS, BUT PRINCESS GABRIELLE IS MINE!!” a voice boomed loud enough to make Alex’s ears bleed.

Alex held a hand to his ears. “Why the hell are you yelling?!”

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN WHY AM I YELLING?! I’M NOT—OH, WAIT. I HAVE THE VOLUME SET ON HIGH.” There was a moment of silence, and then… “That’s better. Sorry about that. I always forget to adjust the volume on this thing.” A cough. “Now, then. I will not let you marry Princess Gabrielle! She is mine!”

Alex had no intention of handing Gabrielle over to this guy, who he suspected was the insect alien. Ji… Ji… what was the word again? Well, it didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to let this person get Gabrielle, but what could he do?

“Imagine a sword…”

There it was again, that voice. It didn’t sound like the other voice, which had been dripping with lust and arrogance. This voice was calm, pure, untainted. Why did it sound so much like him, though?

“I don’t know why you want to marry Gabrielle,” Alex said, glaring at the giant robot. “But I already made her a promise. I promised her that I would protect her from sleezeballs like you, and I’ll be damned if I break that promise!”

Alex imagined a sword—a massive one that could easily tear through this goliath of a robot. It coalesced in front of him, a gargantuan double-bladed sword with a blade that looked more like a monolithic slab. It wasn’t a physical blade, however, but one composed entirely of blue energy. Stretching into the sky as Alex held it aloft, the sword loomed over the robot.

“Uh-oh,” the jāhilīyahn muttered.
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Alex brought the sword down.

He might as well have set off a bomb.

The ground in front of him exploded. Energy writhed like wildfire as everything in front of him was blown sky-high. The robot had leapt back to try and avoid the blade, but that did very little. Torn in half, pieces of it scattering, it soared through the air like an old-fashioned cannonball, eventually disappearing into the distance.

The sword vanishing, the aura disappearing, and his breathing heavy, a hunched over Alex stared at the destruction he’d caused with wide eyes. The street was gone. Starting from where he stood and spreading out for several dozen meters was a trench that grew wider the further it was from him.

“Oh… I’m gonna get in so much trouble for this,” he muttered.

Truer words had never been spoken.
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Karen was sitting in her office when she received several dozen emergency calls all at once.

“Yes, I have just received word about a massive explosion happening in the outer district. I have already sent over several police officers to investigate.”

“A trench? I had not been aware of the trench, but I have several police officers heading over there right now.”

“What’s this about two naked girls and a naked boy running around in the outer district?”

The calls were nearly nonstop. They came in by the dozens. All of them were either complaints about her not doing her job, or questions about what had caused the explosion… or that one comment about naked children, which she didn’t even know how to respond to. Karen didn’t have an answer, unfortunately. However, she did have a hunch.

This has Alex written all over it.

Her comlink beeped again, and Karen barely resisted the temptation to rip the damn thing out of her desk. “What is it?”

“Ma’am, this is patrol unit four-four-eight-A. We just found what appears to be a large insect on the dome.”

Karen needed a moment to think about that. “What?”

“A giant insect, ma’am. It’s about the size of a human. Green skin. Thick exo-skeleton. It’s kind of disgusting.”

“And where is this insect?”

“It’s currently been embedded into the dome at section two-two-0-four. We’ll have to get a repair team up here to fix the cracks and get that bug off.”

Karen paused.

Yes, this was definitely Alexander S. Ryker’s doing.

That boy was going to be in so much trouble… right after she finished answering all of these calls.
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“I see,” Azazel said, nodding several times as he crossed his arms.

It was fifteen minutes after Alex had destroyed the giant robot by summoning a massive sword of energy. He, Gabrielle, and Alice were sitting on the sofa in their living room. Azazel had positioned himself on the couch.

Azazel’s face was covered in bruises, his left eye had been swollen shut, and his nose was bleeding. It had clearly been broken. Alex wondered what had happened to the man. He knew that Azazel had a propensity for getting lost, but it looked like he’d been trampled by a horde of heavy power armor troops.

“It sounds like the person you fought was Prince Ibn-Al Kalbi,” Azazel continued. “He is the eldest child of the royal family that rules over Jāhilīyah.”

“Does that mean he’s going to become king of the planet?” Alex asked.

“Actually, Jāhilīyah is a matriarchal society. They are currently ruled by Al-lāt, the youngest daughter within the royal family, who is said to have the power to control the desert planet’s storms.”

“Interesting,” Alex murmured.

“So, why do they want Ibn-Al Kalbi to marry Gabrielle?” asked Alice. “You know, aside from having him become the Emperor of the Galaxy?”

Azazel appeared to think about that for a moment. “If I had to guess, I would say the reason they are so desperate to have Ibn-Al Kalbi marry Princess Gabrielle is because of their current situation.”

“Current situation?” Alex asked. He and Gabrielle eagerly leaned forward, as if they were about to be told the truth behind life in the universe.

“Indeed. For the past fifty years, Jāhilīyah has been experiencing a severe drought. I hear it was their hope that Al-lāt would be the one to end the drought, but there has been no sign of it ending, and they are beginning to get desperate.”

“I’ve never heard about this before,” Gabrielle said.

“That is because you have never been interested in learning about other planets, Princess Gabrielle.”

“Tee-hee! I guess not.” Gabrielle poked out her tongue in an adorably sheepish expression. Azazel merely sighed.

Their conversation soon ended, and the day continued on as usual, but as Alex and Gabrielle traveled down to the lab, where they planned to work on Mr. Scanner, Alex could not help but think about the situation on Jāhilīyah.

It seemed that Ibn-whatever his name was had noble intentions. He might have gone about it the wrong way, but he’d tried to marry Gabrielle so he could save his planet.

I guess not everybody who comes after her is going to be like Shii-rya.

Alex wondered what he would do the next time he ran into someone who wanted to marry Gabrielle for a noble reason like saving their people. He honestly didn’t know. That said, he wouldn’t let someone marry Gabrielle unless it was what she wanted.

… And speaking of Ibn-Al Kalbi, whatever happened to that guy?
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Lying on a stretcher in the middle of an empty room filled with glowing electronics and hissing pipes, Ibn-Al Kalbi, wrapped in a full body cast, glared at the ceiling.

“Damn you, Alexander S. Ryker! You’ll pay for this!”

“Shut up! >_<” Ēostre threw a book at the prone figure. “Can’t you see I’m trying to get some shuteye?! D:<”

“YEOWCH!” Ibn-Al-Kalbi yelped as the book smacked him in the face.

Huffing, Ēostre laid down again and tried to fall back asleep. “Damn bug… >:-(”

Damn you, Alexander Ryker, Ibn-Al Kalbi thought so as not to get hit by the book again. You’ll pay for this!


EPILOGUE

KING OF THE GALAXY

Lucifer sat on his throne. He’d been spending a lot of his time there recently—ever since the Unification Wars had ended fifty-five years ago. Although there were still hotspots in the galaxy, everything had, for the most part, become peaceful.

Peace is so boring…

Day in and day out, he did the same thing: Meeting with his council, meeting with his subjects, listening to people bitch about problems that he didn’t care about. If he had known what would happen after the war ended, then he might not have been so quick to resolve it.

Most of his subjects had left for the day, so it was just him sitting on his big-ass throne, contemplating his eldest daughter’s latest desire.

A human, huh?

Humans were one of the more populous species in the galaxy. While there were hundreds of different variations, humanity was everywhere, in every corner, in every hole. They were sort of like space cockroaches—all over the place. Despite being the weakest race to have ever existed, they were surprisingly resilient.

Can such a pathetic creature truly control the empire I’ve built?

As if somehow sensing his thoughts, an annoying beep-beep! beep-beep! erupted from his command console. Odd. This channel should have been closed.

Sighing irritably, he pressed a button that caused a holographic display to appear before him, though the screen remained oddly blank. “I don’t know who this is, but you had better have a damn good reason for calling me when I’m busy.”

“That’s a rude thing to say, Lucchi! DX<”

Lucifer perked up. That voice…

“Is that you, Ēostre?”

“That’s right! It’s your wonderful, beloved wife! Ēostre! (^_^)”

Yes. That was definitely Ēostre. She was the only person in the entire galaxy he knew who could emote like that.

“And what is the reason for your call?”

“Can’t a loving wife call to see how her wonderful husband is doing? :p”

“Considering you never call without a purpose, no. The only one who would call to see how I’m doing is Gadreel, and she’s currently out of contact.”

“Oh, poo. You’re no fun. (>_<)”

“So you’ve said before. Each time you call, I might add.”

“Tee-hee! You know me too well. You’re right, I didn’t call for idle chatter. Remember that task you asked me to do a while back? Well, I’ve been doing that for quite a while now, and there’s something interesting that I think you should know.”

Lucifer shifted in his seat, more interested in this conversation now than he had been ten seconds ago. “Oh? Do tell?”

As Ēostre spoke, informing him that he actually had a grandnephew and the latest developments that had happened to the young man, he erupted with laughter. His laugh rang out across the throne room. It was a good thing none of his retainers were here, or they would have been probably pissed themselves.

“Ah, Ēostre, it seems the universe has a sense of humor.”

“Indeed it does. :3”

“Continue keeping an eye on my grandnephew and eldest daughter. Let me know if anything happens. I’ll probably stop by at some point in the future, but I would like for the situation to develop a little more without my intervention.”

“Will do! See ya, Lucchi! I love you! XD”

As the blank holoscreen disappeared, Lucifer leaned back on his seat and smiled.

This situation couldn’t have developed in a more interesting manner. I wonder if this is fate?

Lucifer pondered that for a moment, and then chuckled.

Naw!

Still…

“Alexander Sachiel Ryker,” he murmured. “Is it fortune or ill-fate that brought you and my daughter together?”


AFTERWORD

Volume 2 for A Most Unlikely Hero has come to an end. Before I get into the bulk of this afterword, I would like to thank several people. First and foremost is the illustrator for this series, XuaHanNin. She's done an awesome job making my ill-ustrations and I can't thank her enough. I would also like to thank my mom, dad, step-mom, and step-dad for their support. They're always lending me a hand when I need it. Furthermore, I want to thank to my sister and brother-in-law for giving me a wonderful niece to dote on. She'll be a nerd before her parents knows what hit them.

And finally, I would like to thank all of you for reading my book. Nothing brings me greater joy than knowing there are people out there, who have never met me in person, that are willing to read the stories I write. Thank you very much!

I wasn't sure what I should talk about, so I figured I'd discuss my inspiration for writing A Most Unlikely Hero.

A lot of people who are as well-versed in the ways of animu as I am have likely already figured it out, but the biggest inspiration for this series was To LOVE-RU. In fact, the basic premise for these two stories are identical: Alien princess meets protagonist, becomes engaged to protagonist, and her father who controls the galaxy threatens to blow up the world/solar system if the hero can't protect his daughter from her marriage candidates. Same general story, but the settings, characters, and some of the ideas that I use are different.

One of my first goals with this series was to make a sci-fi harem comedy with a lot of action and a lead protagonist who didn't suck, but had other issues outside of being a loser that kept him from straying into sue territory—at least for now. Alexander S. Ryker fulfills this role nicely. He's pretty smart, has a lot of talent, but he's reckless and can't deal with Gabrielle's lack of modesty.

Unlike Alex, who is a study in contrast from Rito Yuuki, Gabrielle and Lala are very similar. I'd say their only real differences are physical. Gabrielle has silver hair. Lala has pink hair. Gabrielle has angel wings and elf ears. Lala has a spaded tail. Considering how some anime/manga (Fairy Tail) like to copy and paste characters from other anime/manga (One Piece), I ultimately decided not to change the personality of Gabrielle from the character who inspired her because it fit the story.

Anyway, that's all for this afterword. This is Brandon Varnell, working early in the morning, a mug of coffee in my hand, and a dream of becoming a successful author driving me toward my goals, signing off.

P.S. I hope all of you also achieve your dreams.
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