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PROLOGUE

NYX

“Attention, all passengers, we will soon be entering Mars’ atmosphere. Please remain seated and keep your seat-belts fastened until such a time as we are safely docked and ready to disembark.”

She looked up as the announcement came from several overhead speakers. Having never taken passenger transport before, she was not used to this kind of announcement. Then again, her AI was even more annoying than whoever was talking through this communication system, so she couldn’t complain.

Once it became clear that nothing else would be said, she returned to staring out of the window.

The darkness of space filled most of her vision, a black velvet spread across a canvas with only a few specks of light. With her enhanced eyesight she could make out the flotilla of warships stationed around a large space barge several dozen kilometers away, the many vessels looking primitive compared to the ships that she had seen from other races, or even other humans from different solar systems.

Then again, this did not surprise her. The humans of this solar system had only recently begun traveling the stars and colonizing planets. The other humanoid races outside of this solar system were more advanced than the ones that lived here.

The planet Mars soon entered her viewport, swelling from the lower right side like a rising wave. It didn’t look like much—just a brown ball of dirt and pockmarks with a few bubble-like domes rising from its surface. The iridescent, silvery sheen of the many domes’ lightwave barriers presented a startling contrast to the planet’s muddy appearance.

“We are now entering Mars’ atmosphere. For those of you who are undergoing spaceflight for the first time, we are about to experience a little turbulence. Please do not be alarmed.”

Not long after the warning was given, the shuttle began mildly shaking. A few of the younger passengers looked concerned, but most of them appeared unbothered. This was similar to when they had broken through Pluto’s atmosphere, though a tad rougher, since the smallest planet of this solar system had even less atmosphere to break through. From the lower edge of her window, she could see the rising heat wave as they broke through Mars’ thin atmosphere and began descending.

She had arrived at the edge of this solar system two weeks ago at the behest of her client. After finding herself on Pluto, she had booked passage to Mars. It had taken two weeks to arrive. So slow. Had she been using a Grecian or Nordian shuttle, it would have only taken a day.

It didn’t take long for her to spot their destination. From the outside, Mars City looked just like all the other domes, a giant bubble of silvery light surrounded by murk. Appearances could be deceiving, though. The dome may have looked innocuous, just like any other planet colonized by humans, but her target resided inside of that dome, unaware that she was coming for him.

“Mommy, mommy! Look! It’s glowing!”

A child sitting on the seat in front of her pointed at the dome, giggling and smiling with the naiveté one who hadn’t seen the horrors this galaxy had to offer. She frowned at the child. What a carefree boy. Was every human in this solar system so free of worry?

The boy’s mother smiled. “Yes, it is. Do you know why?”

“Cuz of da barrier!”

“That’s right. It’s because of the lightwave barrier. Pluto still uses standard energy shields, so ours don’t glow.”

The child pouted, crossing his arms over his chest and huffing. “That’s not fair.”

“No, I suppose not, but don’t worry. Pluto will eventually get their own lightwave barriers. I’m sure it’s only a matter of time.”

“Yay!”

She turned from the sight of the child cheering. Looking back out the window, ignoring her own reflection, she stared as a small section of the lightwave barrier—humanity’s most inspired invention to date—disappeared. Then a section of the dome just a few meters larger than the ship she was on opened, revealing a small, well-lit interior. It was a docking bay.

“Coming about.”

The announcement over the PA preluded the ship slowly turning around to back in, the shuddering letting her know that they were utilizing altitude thrusters to spin the ship about. What a primitive method for docking a ship. These humans clearly hadn’t mastered shipbuilding if they still relied on ships that lacked the technology to turn without the use of standard thrusters.

“Firing breaking jets.”

Their turning velocity was eliminated with a slight jolt. She knew that this meant they’d used their aft and fore thrusters to equalize their turn speed.

“Now firing forward thrusters for two second burn.”

The ship rumbled as thrusters on the fore fired off, easing the shuttle into the docking bay, the bay doors sealing shut behind them once the shuttle was fully inside. She did not pay much attention to the ship’s shuddering.

“Docking clamps engaged. Atmosphere cycling into docking bay. Equalizing pressure… Pressure equalized. Secondary checks confirmed all green across the board; the docking bay is safe. Inner bay airlock doors are opening for reception parties. Standing by to receive boarding plank.”

The boarding plank, a rectangle tube gleaming in the overhead lights, slowly moved toward the vessel. A large bay window on her side also showed several people standing around. They were probably waiting for people on this shuttle, she reasoned, or maybe they were waiting to board the shuttle when it departed again after refueling. The boarding plank attached to the ship’s entrance, and she unbuckled her seatbelt.

“Boarding plank received. We will now begin disembarking the vessel. I would like to thank everyone who has chosen to fly via United Planetary Space Lines, and I hope that you all have an excellent day.”

It was not long after the announcement that everyone stood up and disembarked. After exiting the shuttle, she found herself in a large terminal filled with people. They were all humans, or aliens disguised as humans. She couldn’t tell. This solar system was so far removed from the rest of the galaxy that she doubted there would be many aliens living among them. Those few races who did live here probably looked human enough to pass off as one anyway.

She followed the signs pointing toward the exit, seamlessly flowing through the crowds of people.

It didn’t take long to reach the first checkpoint. People passed through a scanning machine that checked to see if they were hiding any weapons. She wasn’t worried. After taking off her shoes and the sleeves of her outfit and placing them in a transparent container that went through a scanner, she walked through the larger scanner made to check people.

She came up clean, just as she had expected. This technology was too primitive to recognize what her weapon was.

After the first checkpoint was another one. While the weapon scanner consisted of a sheet of red energy emitted from several sensors on the wall, floor, and ceiling, the decontamination checkpoint was a large chamber with a turnbelt. She, along with several others, stood on the belt as it moved. The air was saturated with non-lethal rays that killed off any harmful bacteria that could adversely affect Mars’s population.

Then she was through, and all that remained was registering her identification at the terminal aid station.

A plain-looking woman with brown hair tied into a bun sat behind the aid station, studying her documents with a concerned frown. For a moment, she wondered if something was wrong.

“Nothing seems to be out of place, Ms. Nyx. However, it states here that you are only sixteen years of age and not traveling with a guardian.”

Sixteen was the age she had given herself. She would have gone with her actual age, but when she had gotten her fake ID, this was the age written on her identification. According to Rhea, people wouldn’t believe her when she gave them her true age because of her appearance.

“That’s because I have no guardian.”

“I-I see.” The woman shuddered. She wondered if it was because of the air blowing in through the vents or her voice. Rhea had once said that her cold voice could freeze over Hades. “T-that, yes, well, that makes sense. So, then, do you have any, um, family or friends that I can call to come and pick you up?”

“No, I have no family and I have no need for friends.”

She snatched up her identification from the stupefied aid, stuffing it inside of her outfit. Without waiting for the woman to recover, she turned about and moved toward the exit, entering a long tunnel that took her to a small shuttle stop.

She boarded a shuttle and sat between two men. One smelled rank, like he hadn’t bathed in several days. He was wearing a stained shirt, and his large gut strained the shirt. While he bothered her, she could ignore him easily enough, as she was used to worse when it came to scent and slovenliness. It was the other person that she had to resist gutting.

He was staring at her. His expression was disturbing.

“Hey there, cutie. Are you new to Mars City?” he asked. She turned to look at him, coldly observing his strangely large haircut and the piercings in his nose. He wore a black jacket with glowing blue lines and lightning bolts decorating it. Judging from his general demeanor and the way he leered at her, she could only conclude that this man was a thug and a pervert.

She turned away and tried to ignore him.

“Hey, come on now.” The man leaned further into her. She twitched. She twitched more when he placed a hand on her left thigh. The twitching grew in prominence when he began rubbing her thigh, his hand getting dangerously close to her crotch. “There’s no need to give me the cold shoulder like that. I’m a nice guy, ya know? I’d even be willing to show you around. Just—aaahhh! My thumb!!!!”

Before the man could speak another word, she transmuted his thumb, removing the bones located inside of the opposable appendage. Not only was missing bones immensely painful, but she had not been kind during the process. Deconstructing living creatures was always painful...

For the creature she was deconstructing.

As the man screamed his head off, she ignored the frightened looks that the many people gave her and sat there, wishing she had a window seat so that she could at least look at the city from an aerial view. It was always good to have the lay of the land, especially when she was preparing to assassinate someone.

Because she didn’t feel up for staying on the shuttle any longer than necessary (the guy’s screaming was annoying her), she got off at the first stop. The walkway she now strolled on was quaint, filled with flowers and trees and hanging moss. It didn’t look like a futuristic city—if she discounted the giant skyscrapers that ascended toward the dome and artificial sun.

She walked up to the metal railing, gripping the top rail and peering into the distance. A breeze blew by, causing her hair to sway as she looked up and then down. A series of walkways sat elevated at varying heights, most traveling linearly while some proceeded to branch out at ninety-degree angles. A little way up, there was a large plate with dozens of small buildings sitting on top of it, a plaza maybe.

She began walking again, content to study and map out more of her surroundings. Somewhere in this city brimming with humanity was her target, and she wanted to learn everything she could before hunting him down.

As she walked into a tube-like elevator, the door closing and the elevator moving, she brought out a small circular device. Upon turning it on, the screen flashed. It then revealed the image of her current target: a young man with messy black hair, silver bangs, and blue eyes.

She narrowed her eyes at the image. Alexander S. Ryker, your evil can no longer be permitted to exist. By the end of this week, you will perish at my hands.
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CHAPTER 1

THE GIRL WITH RED EYES

“Achoo!”

Alex sniffled, wiping his nose and shivering. He didn’t know why, but he felt kind of cold, even though the temperature was at exactly seventy-six degrees.

Maybe I’m coming down with something.

“Are you all right, Alex?” Darrick asked, looking concerned.

Rubbing his nose, Alex said, “I’m fine. I must be catching a cold or something.”

“Maybe someone is talking about you.”

“That’s just an old-wives’ tale made up sometime in the late nineteenth century… or was it the twenty-first century? Anyway, I doubt anyone would be talking about me.”

“Maybe Gabrielle is talking about you.”

Alex paused. The idea of Gabrielle talking about him was pleasant, but he still wasn’t sure how he felt about her. He would have been overjoyed if they could become an actual couple, but he didn’t think they could when Gabrielle was still so naive, and he was uncomfortable with the idea of teaching her about matters of intimacy and sex.

There’s also the fact that Gabrielle is using me as a shield, so she doesn’t have to marry her father’s marriage candidates. I don’t even know how she really feels about me.

“Please don’t joke like that,” Alex muttered.

“Sorry.” Darrick’s apologetic smile didn’t make Alex feel much better.

Darrick was a dark-skinned man who was three years his senior. He was a cadet within the Mars Police Academy. His black and white suit conformed to his broad shoulders. Shoulder pads and a chestplate protected him from physical damage. The outfit didn’t hold a candle to Alex’s crisis suit, which still hurt to put on, but he felt nostalgic looking at it.

They were walking through the police station. Gabrielle was getting a physical exam, which was being done here and not the hospital because she wasn’t human. Karen had been adamant on not letting anyone who didn’t already know become aware of Gabrielle’s identity as an alien princess.

“Are you worried?” Darrick asked.

“What?”

“You look nervous.”

Alex ran a hand through his hair. “Why would I be nervous?”

“Because there’s currently some guy pawing at your girl,” Darrick pointed out.

Darrick didn’t know that Gabrielle was an alien, or that she was Alex’s pretend-fiancé. Even so, he still knew that she was living with him. That was enough to make his imagination run wild.

The sound of their footsteps echoed through the mostly empty hall. Alex tried to keep his face calm. It wouldn’t do for him to overreact to something like a doctor checking on a patient.

“I’m not worried. There’s no need to be worried.”

“The doctor who’s overseeing her examination is Gideon Fletcher.”

If he touches Gabrielle, I’m going to kill him, Alex thought.

As they entered another hallway, Alex and Darrick ran into Kazekiri. Flaxen hair flowed down to her back, contrasting with her dark eyes and complimenting her pale skin. Her suit was a lot like Darrick’s, except it was blue instead of black and didn’t have armor. Like Darrick’s suit, hers conformed to her body as though it had been painted on. Her large breasts bounced as she walked, though she seemed unaware. The suit followed the contours of her thin waist and lovely hips. Alex admitted that she would have been incredibly pretty if she wasn’t scowling all the time.

“Alex?!” the girl squawked. Her eyes widened as though surprised.

“Hey, Kiri-Kiri!” Alex greeted. He grew concerned when noticed how red Kazekiri’s face was. “O-oi! Are you okay?”

“I… I… I’m fine.”

“B-but your face is all red!”

“I said I’m fine!” Kazekiri shouted, which caused Alex to stumble back a step. The young woman seemed to realize what she’d done because a second later she shrank into herself. “S-sorry, I’m… I didn’t mean to yell at you. It’s just that I didn’t expect to see you…”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Why would you not expect to see me? You’ve seen me here a few times since I was expelled.”

While he didn’t come here often, he’d had to on occasion—like when he and Gabrielle got into trouble because one of their inventions had destroyed something. It happened quite often. When it did, Karen would have the police “escort” them to her office so she could scold them.

In fact, just the other day, he and Gabrielle had been getting reprimanded because their latest invention had run amok in one of the shopping centers. To be fair, their invention had dissolved everyone’s clothing. That was pretty troublesome. Still, Alex though they were lucky. At least it didn’t destroy several million credits worth of property damage.

For some reason, Kazekiri looked really flustered. “Oh… yes, u-um, right, so I have…”

Alex gave Kazekiri a strange look. Ever since he saw her in front of that pet store and went in with her so she could play with the animals, she’d been acting strange. She had more or less stopped scolding him. What’s more, her face was almost always red, and she swayed as though drunk quite often. It reminded him of the times he pulled an all-nighter while working on his inventions... except his face never got red like that. Was all the blood rushing to her head because she exerted herself so much?

“Are you sure you’re alright?” he asked.

“W-w-w-what are you doing?!” Kazekiri squeaked when Alex put a hand on her forehead, then put his other hand on his own forehead.

“Huh, you don’t seem to have a temperature, though you do feel a tad warm. Have you been getting enough sleep? Maybe you should think about taking some time off and resting a bit. I know you’re a really hard worker, and I respect that, but you need to take better care of yourself.”

Alex had a sister, so he was always concerned about matters like this, even though his sister was the laziest individual that he knew. He wondered if maybe he was just a worrywart.

“W-why… s-stop acting like you’re worried about me! Y-you’re just an idiot! D-don’t you have a girlfriend who you should be more concerned about?”

Kazekiri knew about Gabrielle. She had met Gabrielle after one of Karen’s harsh scoldings. He and his roommate/fake-fiancé had accidentally destroyed a plaza with one of their inventions. As they were leaving, Kazekiri ran into them, and he introduced her to Gabrielle. That had been one of the more interesting first meetings.

“Gabrielle can take care of herself,” Alex determined. “Besides, she’s with a doctor.” A doctor who would die if he touched Gabrielle inappropriately. “You’re the one I’m worried about right now.”

Alex watched, worried as Kazekiri swayed even more. Her face, already quite red, reached a level of redness that could outshine a red star. Something was definitely wrong. Oh, no. Could it be that she had issues with blood sugar? Maybe some kind of iron deficiency caused blood to rush to her face!

“Worried?! W-w-why would you be worried about… about… uuh… uh…”

Kazekiri was unable to finish her sentence. With her eyes rolling up into the back of her head, she pitched face forward into his chest, her body going limp.

“Oh, crap! Kiri-Kiri?! Are you feeling okay?! Hey! Answer me!”

Alex felt panic race through him as he grabbed Kazekiri by the shoulders and began shaking her. The girl didn’t wake up. Her head shook back and forth, swinging like an inverted pendulum. Her body was also falling, which meant he had to stop shaking her in order to catch her before she could hit the ground.

Darrick clasped his hands together, tears running unabashedly down his face. “To think you could make a woman like Kazekiri faint with just a few kind words. Your manliness knows no bounds. Truly, you are the manliest man among the many men in this galaxy!”

“That has to be the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard! Now stop talking and help me! Kiri-Kiri! Kiri-Kiri!”
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Gabrielle sat on the examination table, her feet, clad in thigh-high socks, kicking back and forth like an impatient child. The hem of her pink dress swished back and forth from the motion. It was a sleeveless dress, so while it wasn’t as comfortable as her crisis suit, she still liked it. She also thought it looked cuter than her crisis suit. That was a definite plus.
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Standing before her was the doctor who was supposed to examine her. His stringy gray hair reminded her of squiggly wires, and his pallid skin made her wonder about his health. Despite his hair and skin color, he appeared quite young. He wore wrinkled black slacks, a black shirt, and a white lab coat. He was typing notes into a tablet.

“All right then, Princess Gabrielle, it looks like you’re in perfectly good health,” he said at last. “You don’t appear to have caught any human illnesses, nor does it look like you have any bacteria that are contagious to humans.”

One full month had passed since Alex became her husband-to-be. It was now May ninth. Alex’s former boss and commander, Karen Kanzaki, had determined that Gabrielle needed to undergo a thorough physical examination, something she claimed they should have done earlier.

This had caused a few complications—namely, finding someone who could examine her. As an angelisian, Gabrielle’s physiology was different from a humans, even if they possessed a 73% genetic compatibility rating. Karen also said something about keeping her identity a secret. No one was supposed to know that she was the daughter of King Lucifer.

I feel bad keeping this a secret from Selene, Ryoko, and Sarah... but I do understand where Karen is coming from. It might cause them problems if they knew about my identity.

That was why Karen had this man, Dr. Gideon Fletcher, examining her. He wasn’t human, but an arachnian from the planet Arachnia. Gabrielle didn’t know much about arachnians, only the basics, but she was surprised to see one in this quadrant. They’re home planet was on the opposite side of the galaxy.

“Now that we’ve managed to ascertain that you’re not carrying anything contagious, we can begin with the physical portion of this exam.” He chuckled. “You don’t have to worry about me doing any untoward. I’m simply going to be testing things like your height, weight, standard perceptions, and reflexes. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”

“Kay!”

Gabrielle had no clue what he meant by “untoward,” but she didn’t bother trying to figure it out.

The man took out a tubular scanner and ran it over her body. A red beam of light shot out, traveling over her and taking a thorough scan of her overall body composition. It was another primitive device. From what she could see, it scanned people based on laser readings, but it seemed to work as well as any other scanner.

“Hmm…”

The doctor checked over the information that appeared on his screen, nodding and mumbling to himself.

Growing bored, Gabrielle surveyed the basic white room, trying to find something to occupy her attention. Posted along the walls were several posters of the human body. She didn’t know much about physiology, anatomy, or biological sciences other than what was necessary for her inventions, so most of these posters were beyond her understanding. Gabrielle may have been considered a genius scientist, but her genius ran toward inventing stuff, not biology.

“You have an excellent body composition, as expected of an angelisian,” Dr. Gideon said at last. “And you’ve got some rather impressive body proportions. He-he-he…”

Gabrielle tilted her head as Dr. Gideon chuckled. “Do you think so?”

“Definitely. I’ve been working as a doctor for nearly a decade now, and I’ve scanned hundreds of human girls before. Many can’t compare to you. Now to catalog it for future reference… age: sixteen. Height: one hundred and sixty-five centimeters. Weight: fifty-point-five kilograms. Eye color: green. Hair color: silver. Measurements: eighty-nine centimeter bust, fifty-seven-centimeter waist, and eighty-seven-centimeter hips.”

Gabrielle wondered if cataloging information on an individual’s physical traits was a human thing. She didn’t think so, but it could be. Angelisians didn’t do that.

Or did they? Neither she nor her sisters had ever undergone an examination like this, but they were royalty. Maybe royalty was different than non-royalty. She wouldn’t know.

“Okay. The only thing left to do is test your reflexes.” Dr. Gideon set the tablet on a counter near the examination table and pulled out a really tiny… hammer? It looked sort of like a primitive hammer, but the head was shaped somewhat differently from what she thought a hammer should look like.

“This is called a Taylor.” The doctor noticed her inquisitiveness and explained the primitive contraption to her. “While the medical scan took a guesstimation of your reflexes based on the speed of the signals that travel to and from your brain, there’s always room for error. This small device is designed to test basic reflexes.”

“Oh… I see…”

Gabrielle’s eyes sparkled at the newly explained piece of primitive technology. What an interesting device. She didn’t know there were still species out there who used such old-school equipment for things like this.

“Now then, all I’m going to do is lightly tap your knee to see how strongly your body reacts, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Right. This shouldn’t hurt a bit…”
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Alex walked down the hall, carrying an unconscious Kazekiri in his arms. The young woman still possessed a face that was redder than Alex was comfortable with seeing. She must have had a serious fever. She was even mumbling incomprehensibly!

“N-no… not there… don’t… don’t stick it in there… that’s the wrong hole…”

She was obviously sick.

“Honestly, this girl… I keep telling her not to work so hard and what does she do? She overdoes it. It’s like she only has one mode, work mode, and it never turns off. Now she’s gone and passed out from working too hard, and I have to carry her all way to the medical wing.”

Matters weren’t helped by Darrick, who was walking behind Alex, still heaping praises on him.

“Alex, I never knew you had such a manly way with women. You must teach me this manliest of manly techniques.”

“That’s enough out of you!”

They eventually reached the elevator, which already had two people in it. Alex thought about waiting for the next one, but he knew that the chances of having an elevator to himself was slim, so he just sucked it up and entered. Darrick followed behind him.

Alex thought he knew what discomfort was, but as the two women dressed in standard police uniforms stared at him and Kazekiri in his arms, the desire to hide in his shirt became nearly overwhelming.

Their not-so-hushed conversation didn’t help any.

“Isn’t that Alexander Ryker?”

“Yeah, it is, and that girl… if I’m not mistaken, that’s Kazekiri. You know, the part-timer who’s always obsessed with rules and regulations?”

“What do you think happened to her? Gasp! You don’t think he did something… naughty to her, do you?”

“I wouldn’t put it past him. There have always been rumors about that boy being a sexual deviant. He’s always destroying public property, too. He sounds like a lecherous delinquent. I bet you my entire salary he did something perverted to her and the poor girl fainted from shock! You know how straight-laced she is.”

Is that really how people see me?

Alex had always known that most females didn’t hold him in the highest regard. Kazekiri was a case in point. She always berated him on how much trouble he caused others, how he was a walking disaster, and how he couldn’t follow the rules to save his life. That said, he’d at least assumed that they didn’t think he was some kind of sexual deviant. Were his destructive tendencies really something that made people think this way about him?

“How repulsive!”

“You know what’s even worse? Alexander is apparently already engaged with another woman!”

“No way!”

“Way!”

“I can hear everything you two are saying! Stop talking about me like I’m not even here!”

Alex narrowed eyes and glared at the two, who suddenly seemed to realize that they weren’t being very quiet. With a mouse-like “eep!”, the two turned away from him to look out of the plasteel tube, which gave them a view of Mars City.

“I can’t believe those girls,” Alex muttered to himself. Did they really think so little of him? Well, they were talking smack about him, so of course they did.

“Neither can I,” Darrick agreed, nodding his head. “I don’t know why they would consider someone so manly to be a sexual deviant.”

“Please stop adding ‘manly’ to all of your sentences. It’s annoying.” Alex’s shoulders slumped as he sighed. “But at least that’s something we can both agree on.” He paused. “The lack of understanding part, not the manly part. I don’t even know when you started praising me for my perceived manliness.”

The two girls ran out once the elevator reached the second floor. Alex twitched as the door closed. He could hear them renew their conversation as their footsteps receded. They were still talking smack about him again.

The Mars Police Department consisted of ten floors. The first floor was the entrance and registry, where all complaints and reports are filed. It didn’t have much else. It was just a waiting room and the file maintenance office. The second, third, and fourth floors were all classrooms. That was where the academy was located. The fifth and sixth was a multi-level training room. The seventh and eighth floors were offices and rooms for officers and active squadrons, and it was also where the locker rooms for fully-trained police officers were located. The tenth floor was the command branch. Commander Karen Kanzaki and Second-in-Command Yuumi had offices on that floor. Alex and Darrick were traveling to floor nine, which consisted of the medical wing. All medical staff and forensics teams were on this floor.

Ping! The elevator door opened, and Alex stepped out with Darrick behind him. A long hallway stretched out before them. Several rectangular plasteel windows meandered across the hall on their left, evenly spaced, with a door in between each one. As they walked past, Alex looked inside. The forensics teams appeared to be hard at work.

Eventually reaching a T-junction, they turned right and entered the medical wing, which consisted of windowless medical offices.

“Isn’t your girlfriend getting a check-up somewhere around here?”

Alex blushed at hearing someone calling Gabrielle his girlfriend, but he didn’t deny it. They were supposed to be pretending they were engaged, after all.

“Yeah, she is.”

“I wonder how it went. Do you think she came up clean?”

“I don’t see why she wouldn’t. Gabrielle’s already been living here for over a month and nothing has happened. She hasn’t gotten sick and neither myself nor my sister have caught something from her. I doubt there will be any problems.”

Darrick placed his hands behind his head as they walked, gaze turning upwards toward the ceiling. His thoughtful look made Alex frown.

“Yeah, I guess. Speaking of Gabrielle, where is she from anyway? I tried to ask Karen about her, but that woman is more tight-lipped than the Mars Penitentiary.”

While Darrick knew about Gabrielle because of how many times she and Alex had been to the police station, he didn’t know who Gabrielle was. As far as he was concerned, she and Alex were simply a couple who’d started dating after she arrived in Mars City.

Commander Karen wanted everyone who wasn’t already involved in the dark about Gabrielle’s origins. He didn’t blame her. Alex could only imagine what kind of chaos would be unleashed if people discovered that Gabrielle was the princess to a galaxy spanning empire.

“Oh, um, Gabrielle isn’t from Mars.”

“Yeah, I got that much. I’m asking what planet she’s from,” Darrick said. “I figured it was Pluto or something since they’re bothering to do a checkup like this.”

“I’m not sure.”

Darrick raised an eyebrow. “You mean you don’t know?”

“I never actually asked where she was from,” Alex lied. “All I know is that she was in trouble when we first met and needed my help. Well, technically, she’d just run away from home, but I didn’t learn that until Azazel and her other bodyguards confronted me.”

Azazel was already a well-known person at the police headquarters. He’d been there even more times than Alex and Gabrielle combined. The reason for this was because he often got lost in Mars City, which led to him getting arrested by the police for carrying his sword.... which he refused to relinquish despite numerous requests for him to do so.

Commander Karen scolded Azazel even more than she did him and Gabrielle.

“Speaking of… just where is that Azazel guy?”

“Who knows? I doubt Azazel even knows his own whereabouts.”

Two weeks ago, Alex had tasked Azazel with getting some milk from the convenience store. He hadn’t seen the man since. This led him to believe that Azazel had gotten lost somehow, which didn’t surprise Alex at all.

Boom!

As they were turning another corner, a loud explosion rocked the hall, and a large dust cloud engulfed them. Alex coughed as he inhaled some dust. He did his best to shield Kazekiri from the worst of it. Beside him, Darrick covered his mouth with a hand, his eyes squinting into the ever-expanding cloud.

“What the heck was that?!” he shouted.

“How should I know?” Alex asked rhetorically.

The dust cleared away to reveal something that shocked them. Pieces of debris lay scattered about, broken fragments of durasteel that were twisted and warped. Alex’s eyes widened. There was a gaping hole in the wall. His eyes widened further when he noticed a man wearing a lab coat lying against the opposite wall, completely unconscious.

The wall had a huge crack in it, presumably from where the man had crashed into it before falling to the floor.

“What. The. Hell?”

“Doctor!”

A barefoot Gabrielle ran out through the hole in the wall and knelt next to the insensate doctor, who Alex belatedly realized was Gideon Fletcher.

And just like that, it clicked.

The reason for the hole and the unconscious doctor.

“Gabrielle.” Feeling a sense of resignation, Alex walked up to his beautiful roommate as she tried to revive Dr. Gideon by viciously shaking him back and forth, which only caused his head and arms to flop around like soggy noodles. “I don’t think that’s going to help him.”

“There’s the welding torch calling the exhaust thrusters hot,” Darrick chirped. Alex glared at his friend, but he couldn’t really deny that since he’d done the same thing to Kazekiri just minutes ago.

Gabrielle’s hair, long and silver tresses that went all the way down to her hips, trailed along the floor as she knelt before the unconscious doctor. Her current outfit was a pink, sleeveless dress with a frilly hem, which showed off her wonderfully lean legs. Because she was crouched, Alex could see her strong thighs and calves. He could also see the white panties she had worn that day. Because her skin was healthy and fair, the dress complimented her nicely.

While her inhuman beauty caused heads to turn, two other features made Gabrielle different from other girls. Her ears and wings. Long and pointed, the girl’s ears wiggled up and down, and her wings, jutting from a pair of holes cut into her dress, were each about half a meter in length and covered in feathers of the purest white. They, more than anything, denoted Gabrielle’s status as an angelisian.

“Oh, Alex!” Gabrielle chirped. She let go of Dr. Gideon and stood up, letting him fall to the floor.

Crack!

Alex winced as the man’s head smacked against the tiles. He didn’t like Dr. Gideon. The man was a pervert who ogled and inappropriately touched women under the pretense of being a doctor and was not to be trusted. However, being kicked through a wall by an overpowered angelisian was something that no one deserved.

“I’m glad to see you!” Gabrielle beamed at him. It was such a sunny smile that Alex couldn’t help but notice the small trail of sweat running down his temple. “Have you finished whatever it was you were doing?”

Alex’s lips involuntarily twitched. “If by ‘whatever I was doing,’ you mean ‘am I finished waiting for you?’ Then yes, I am.”

“Yay!” Gabrielle pumped a fist into the air. “I’m done with my physical examinations and you’re done with whatever you were doing, which means we can finally leave this place and go have some fun with Alice and Selene!”

“Right.”

“By the way, why are you holding Kiri-Kiri?”

“Mm?” Alex looked down at Kazekiri, and then back at Gabrielle. “I ran into her on the floor above us. We were talking, and she passed out from exhaustion.”

“No,” Darrick said, shaking his head. “I don’t think that’s why she passed out.”

“Hush, you. Anyway, I couldn’t just leave her after she passed out like that, so I decided to bring her to the medical wing.”

Darrick wiped a tear from his eyes. “That’s Alex for you. He’s always showing kindness to others! It’s the manliest thing a man can do!”

“Stop talking about how all my actions are manly!” Alex tossed a glare at Darrick, who whistled innocently and looked away. Sighing, he directed his gaze back toward Gabrielle. “Anyway, can you tell me what happened here? I’d really like to know why you kicked this man through a wall. He might be a lecherous bastard, but I’m not entirely sure he deserved that.”

Gabrielle had the decency to look embarrassed. “Ah, well, he used this Taylor-thingy to test my reflexes. He did this thing where he tapped my knee with it to see how strongly I reacted and, well…”

“You kicked him straight through a wall.” Alex deadpanned.

Gabrielle bonked herself on the head in what he guessed was embarrassment, though she didn’t look the least bit embarrassed.

“Tee-hee.”

He sighed. “‘Tee-hee,’ she says.”

Alex suddenly felt really old. He liked Gabrielle. He liked her alot. If she were a little less naive and they weren’t pretending to be engaged, he would have probably asked her out on a date by now, but sometimes, this girl made him feel like he’d aged by several decades.

Is this what everyone else feels when they’re dealing with me after I blow something up? If so, I’ll have to apologize to Karen and all of the other people I’ve wronged.

That meant he’d be making a lot of apologies. Alex couldn’t even begin to guess how many people he’d wronged. Just how much property damage had he caused in the last two years anyway? It had to be a lot.

“Anyway, let me just find an empty room to put Kiri-Kiri in, and then we can leave.”

“Why don’t you just put her in the room I came from? It’s empty now.”

“Good idea.”

Alex walked through the large hole in the wall and set Kazekiri down on the examination table. He felt a little uncomfortable about leaving her in a room that anyone could just enter, but he consoled himself by promising to call for a nurse to watch over her.

Once he was back outside, he stood before Gabrielle. Darrick was kneeling next to Dr. Gideon, poking the man’s face and watching it twitch.

“All right.” Alex clapped his hands together as if removing imaginary dust. “You ready to go, Gabby?”

Gabrielle pumped a fist into the air. “You bet I am!”

Seeing her so excited caused him to smile. Her enthusiasm was truly contagious.

“Okay, then, let’s get a nurse over here and head off!”

“Right!”

As Alex and Gabrielle cheered, Darrick decided to burst their bubble. “I hate to be the one to ruin your excitement, but, uh, what are we going to do about him?” he asked, pointing at the still unconscious doctor.

“Uh…”

“Um…”

Alex and Gabrielle looked at each other. They couldn’t just leave Dr. Gideon there, could they? That wouldn’t be right. Unfortunately, neither of them knew what to do. The examination table was already taken, and they didn’t know where else to put him.

“Maybe we can just set him on the chair?” Gabrielle suggested, cupping her chin in a sage-like manner and nodding to herself.

Alex also nodded. “That could work. We’ll just set it up so that it looks like he fell asleep while sitting on his chair. He’ll never even realize that you kicked him through a wall.”

“Do you really think that’s going to work, Alex?” Darrick asked. “I mean, discarding the fact that I doubt he’s going to suffer a random bout of amnesia, there’s still that really big hole in the wall.”

“Be quiet and help me put the good doctor in that chair, Darrick.”

“The way you said that just now was so manly!”

“Seriously, stop that already!”

3

Selene Metronome watched as Alex’s little sister, Alice, kicked her feet back and forth underneath the table. Caught between her upper lip and nose was a stylus. With her fists tucked underneath her chin and her gaze turned toward the ceiling, the 14-year-old girl looked downright bored. Sitting on the table in front of her was a tablet.

“Aren’t you supposed to be doing your homework?” Selene asked as she wiped down the countertop. “I’m pretty sure your brother wouldn’t approve of you just staring off into space like that.”

With her long brown hair waving around as she swayed in her seat, Alice turned to stare at her with doe-like brown eyes that were half-lidded in boredom. The girl, dressed in simple pants and a light-yellow T-shirt that went past her knees, eventually stopped staring and dropped her head onto the table.

“Who cares? My brother is troublesome.”

Selene resisted a sigh. Alice never did anything unless she was either forced to or blackmailed into it... or offered sweets as a reward. She was quite possibly the laziest individual that Selene had ever met, which struck her as odd because her brother was probably the most motivated person in the entire galaxy. He was so gung-ho about his desire to become a hero and inventing that he caused property damage. How a pair of siblings could be so different was beyond her.

“You shouldn’t say such things about your brother. You know that he works very hard to make sure you’re happy.”

“I guess.”

“Alex is a really good person. He’s always looking out for others. I remember when he saved me from that strange alien monster three weeks ago.”

Selene still didn’t know everything about that time, only that she’d been kidnapped by an alien. Karen Kanzaki had told her, in confidence, that there were some aliens living among them. Most apparently tried to blend into human society and were therefore harmless, but there were a few who came here so they could commit crimes without the galaxy at large getting in their way.

She was still shocked to learn that aliens existed.

“I guess.”

“His dream is to be a hero like his father. I think it’s wonderful that he’s now one step closer to following in his father’s footsteps, don’t you?”

“Not really. I think it’s troublesome.”

Selene dropped the rag that she was using to wipe the plasteel display, crossed her arms, and huffed. “Is ‘troublesome’ the only word you know?”

“I also know mendokuse.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“It means troublesome.”

Selene found her right eyebrow twitching, but she stopped it, knowing that revealing her frustration wouldn’t help anything. Alice was a stubborn individual. Selene had never been able to make the girl do something that she didn’t want to. Alex could, but he had some kind of magic power over Alice, and he was her brother.

Ding!

Just then, the double-door to her parent’s sweet shop slid open. Selene turned her attention away from the lazy girl. A smile appeared on her face as Alex and Gabrielle wandered through the doors and stepped onto the black and white tiles.

“Alex, Gabrielle. It’s nice to see you two!”

“Hey, Selene.”

“Selene!”

Laughing as Gabrielle rushed up and pulled her into a hug, Selene did her best to ignore the way her bones creaked and groaned as she hugged back. Gabrielle was really strong. This was something that Selene had discovered after they started spending time together. Her hugs felt like they could bend durasteel bars.

“How was your check up?” Selene asked as Gabrielle broke away.

“Boring,” was Gabrielle’s immediately reply. “I had to sit around for several hours while some old guy poked and prodded me. It wasn’t fun at all.”

“He didn’t touch you inappropriately, did he?” Alex asked suddenly.

“No,” Gabrielle answered, and then she paused. “At least, I don’t think so. What would be considered inappropriate?”

Even though she didn’t know Gabrielle that well, she could tell from the confused look on the other girl’s face that Gabrielle was asking that question in all seriousness. She glanced at Alex. His resigned smile and mild blush told her a lot about what he was thinking.

“Selene?”

“I’ll field her question,” Selene assured her friend. His grateful smile warmed her heart. That said, she had no intention of actually answering Gabrielle. She hoped the girl would forget about it soon once she distracted her giddy friend with sweets.

Alex walked over to Alice and placed a hand on his younger sister’s head. “How’s your homework coming along?”

The expression on Alice’s face, which was best described as “I’m screwed”, seemed like an apt demeanor for her. Selene wondered if it was right of her to feel slightly vindicated at the look on the young girl’s face.

“Um, it’s going well enough… I guess…”

Alex glanced at her tablet, which Alice tried to hide from him. Judging from the dry expression on his face, she hadn’t succeeded. Selene hid her smile.

“You know that there won’t be any dessert for you if you don’t finish your homework, right?”

“I know, I know.” Alice groaned. “But homework is so troublesome.”

“Keep using that word and there will be no more strawberry cheesecake parfaits in your future for at least a month.”

“Urk!”

“Hey, hey, Selene. What sort of touching is inappropriate?” Gabrielle asked.

This girl was really going to make her answer that, wasn’t she?

“Um… I’ll tell you later.” Selene tried to keep her smile in place. “When there isn’t a boy around to hear our conversation.”

Gabrielle tilted her head, and Selene was taken aback by how cute the girl appeared. Her eyes were sparkling with inquisitiveness, her lips were pursed in a way that even Selene found seductive, and the way her long, silver hair swayed was truly eye-catching.

She could see why Alex was so enamored with her.

“Is talking about this around a boy bad?” asked Gabrielle.

Selene nodded. “Yes. It’s very bad.”

“Oh.” Gabrielle paused, thought about her words, and then accepted them with nod. “Okay.”

Selene sighed in relief. Potentially embarrassing crisis averted.

For now, at least.
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An excited Gabrielle was a sight to behold. Her smile was inspiring, and the enthusiasm she displayed never failed to make him smile in return.

After picking up Selene and Alice, they headed for the shopping district. Gabrielle had been begging him to take her shopping. He’d asked her why she couldn’t go with Selene, Ryoko, and Sarah, his assumption being that she’d have more fun with her girlfriends than she would with him. Her answer had surprised him.

 

“Because you’re the person whose opinion I care about the most.”

 

Those words, more than anything, had been the deciding factor in his decision. He wanted to make Gabrielle happy. If going shopping with her and offering his opinion on her clothing—he would admit to knowing nothing about fashion—made her happy, then that was what he would do.

As they walked into a large store, Gabrielle grabbed his hand. He felt a jolt. Her hands were so soft and warm. It was still surprising. She worked on machines with him for hours every day, but while his hands were covered in callouses, hers remained softer than memory foam.

“Come on, Alex! Let’s go, let’s go!”

“I’m coming. Stop dragging me.”

Alex nearly stumbled as Gabrielle dragged him through the store. Footsteps behind them let him know that Alice and Selene were following them. He looked at Gabrielle, whose bright expression radiated a joy that few could match and smiled.

Well… so long as she’s happy.
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Alice followed her big bro and Gabrielle at a sedate pace. Selene walked beside her. Glancing at the girl out of the corner of her eye, she zeroed in on the dark-skinned woman’s resigned and somewhat sad expression.

“Aren’t you going to catch up to them?” she asked, even though it was troublesome. Not saying anything would have been more troublesome.

Selene appeared startled. “Excuse me?”

“Why are you walking back here with me? You should be up there with the two of them.”

She nodded at the pair. Gabrielle had dragged Alex into the dress section and was asking for his opinion on strapless red dress with golden rhinestones along the hem. Alex’s face was red as he tried to stutter out his opinion to the enthusiastic girl.

He probably doesn’t know what to say. My bro is an idiot when it comes to anything that doesn’t involve fighting and inventing.

Selene’s smile seeped sadness like a cracked fuel line. “I think I’d just be in their way.”

“Are you saying that because you actually mean it, or are you just trying to distance yourself from my bro because you love him and don’t want to get hurt now that he has Gabrielle?”

“H-how did you—I mean, what are you talking about?” Selene asked, trying to conceal her blush.

“That was a terrible attempt at hiding your feelings.” Alice deadpanned.

Selene winced, then, in a low voice, she asked, “how long have you known?”

“Since my bro graduated,” Alice answered. “Every time I’ve seen you, whether it was in the hallway or when he’d take me to your parent’s shop, you’ve always had this look on your face. When he’s gone, you’re not smiling as much. When he’s with you, you’re a lot happier.” She shrugged. “Doesn’t take a genius to figure out why.”

Silence elapsed between them. Gabrielle grabbed several more clothes and, taking Alex by the hand again, she pulled him along behind her. They were probably going to the changing room.

“I think Gabrielle is a better match for Alex than I am,” Selene admitted at last.

“Hm… I won’t deny that my bro and Gabrielle are a truly troublesome match, but Gabrielle apparently doesn’t have a problem with polygamy, so it could work out if you’re open minded.”

“Huh… that’s interest—hold on. What was that?” Selene looked at Alice in shock.

“Gabrielle… she apparently doesn’t see a problem with other people being in love with Alex, according to Jasmine, though she seems to think Gabrielle was trying to trick her. Anyway, let’s go. I’m sure Bro is waiting for us to rescue him from his troublesome predicament.”

Alice walked off. After several seconds, footsteps rushed up behind her.

“You were kidding about that polygamy thing, right? You weren’t serious, right? Come on, that’s not funny, Alice. Tell me you were joking.”

Alice didn’t answer.

It was too troublesome.
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Alex stood outside of the changing room, trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. He wasn’t jittery because he was going clothes shopping with a girl. Certainly not. He just wasn’t used to being stared at so much. Alex could practically feel the eyes of everyone on him, laughing at him, teasing him. They were probably having fun at his expense, the jerks.

“Alex!”

Gabrielle suddenly pulled the curtain open. Alex turned around.

“Are you already finished getting—what the heck are you doing?!”

“There’s something missing from this outfit,” Gabrielle said.

“Never mind that! Close the curtain!”

She wasn’t wearing any clothes. Bare as the day she had been born, Gabrielle’s breasts were fully visible. Her large chest was truly magnificent. Alex had once heard the term blaster cannons and felt they were an apt description. Like two great mountains rising from her chest, they were capped with light pink nipples.

Against his will, Alex looked down, toward the small patch of pubic hair between her legs. He’d seen this several times, but it still surprised him to know that her hair was naturally silver.

Gabrielle tilted her head. “Why?”

“Don’t ask why and just do it! Never mind. I’ll do it myself.”

Alex pushed her back into the changing room, grabbed the curtains, and shut them before Gabrielle could say anything else. His face hadn’t felt this hot since Gabrielle had slept naked with him, which consequently happened every night. He still had yet to figure out how she sneaked past his locked door.

He squeezed his eyes shut as if to block out the memory of a naked Gabrielle. It was no use. The glimpse he’d just received was enough to fuel his imagination to new heights. His mind’s eye envisioned it, Gabrielle bereft of clothes, her soft body the most magnificent sight he’d ever seen, her perky chest and beautiful pink nipples, and the small patch of trim silver hair between her thighs, so wonderfully crafted it was as if a god had decided to create her in an attempt to show this universe what perfection was.

“Oh-ho! Seems like someone is getting hot and bothered in here.”

Alex stiffened as a voice bounced around inside of his head. It was the same voice he’d been hearing for around a month now. It was a voice he associated with that strange, red power that came out of him during times of duress. This voice had been speaking a lot more lately.

Oddly enough, the voice sounded female, though it contained a demonic growl that he wouldn’t associate with a human.

“I wonder if I should give you a hand… there are ways of taking care of this sticky predicament, you know…”

Please don’t….

“What’s this? Begging? How disgusting. A real man wouldn’t beg someone for anything, especially not when the offer is so pleasant. A real man would take a woman up on her offer. Just for that, I should—”

“I believe that is quite enough,” said another voice inside of his mind. Alex blinked. That had sounded like his voice, but it was not Alex who had spoken.

“You again? How many times are you going to ruin my fun?!”

“As many times as it takes to make you stop. You shouldn’t even be awake anyway.”

“Neither should you! Now, why don’t you go back and—hey! What are you doing?! Stop! Don’t! Stop it!!”

The voices vanished like a fading echo. Alex felt his head throb as if the remnants of their presence had brought unbearable pressure onto his skull.

What’s up with those voices?

While they didn’t appear often, Alex had been hearing them more and more. At first, it was just the one with the dark voice, the female whose lustful overtones sent chills down his spine, but lately, he’d been hearing the voice, too. While the first one sounded like the epitome of a female villain, the other was male and sounded almost like him—an incredibly pure version of him, but still him.

“Alex, can I come out now?” Gabrielle’s voice intruded on his thoughts.

“You’re not coming out undressed, are you?”

“No, I’m dressed.”

“Oh, good.” Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “Then yes, you can come out.”

“Kay.”

He heard the sound of rustling curtains and turned around. Gabrielle stood, thankfully dressed. She wore a pink skirt that wrapped tightly around her hips and a strapless black top that only covered part of her breasts, leaving plenty of her cleavage exposed. A jacket the same color as her hair had been thrown over her shoulders. Her long, pointed ears wiggled back and forth, while her wings flapped a bit as though getting used to the skirt that caressed the point where they protruded from the flesh of her lower back. Similarly, because the shirt wasn’t made with wings in mind, it kept lifting up, revealing her sides and flat stomach.

“What do you think?” Gabrielle asked. “Do you like it?”

Alex wasn’t sure how to respond, but respond he did. “Yeah… you look really, um, nice in that.”

“Isn’t she hot? Don’t you just want to push her against the wall, rip her clothes off, and screw her brains out?”

The voice came back. Alex clenched his fists and tried not to tremble. He then blinked when a loud noise echoed through his mind followed by a yelp. If he didn’t know any better, he would’ve said that it sounded like someone just had their face slammed into a wall.

“Yay!” Gabrielle threw her fist into the air. “This is the first time I’ve picked any clothes myself. Selene and Ryoko are always choosing my clothes. I’m glad you like them.”

He didn’t think “like” was the appropriate word. They were arousing, but that was all. He didn’t have the heart to tell her otherwise.

“What the heck are you wearing?” Selene asked as she and Alice finally walked over to them.

“Ah! Selene! What do you think?” Grinning, Gabrielle moved around in a circle to show off her outfit, which consequently caused her skirt to swish around... which caused Alex to look away when he glimpsed her panties. White cotton. “Isn’t it cool?”

“Um, no, it’s not cool.” Selene’s lips slowly turned into a frown.

Gabrielle’s ears drooped. “What? But I thought this outfit was totally cool.”

“Where did you get your sense of fashion from? A hooker?” Selene questioned with blunt honesty.

At the dark-skinned girl’s harsh assessment, Gabrielle’s wings drooped alongside her ears. Alex wondered how wings could be so emotive. Those and her ears were more expressive than any face he’d ever seen.

“I… I was just getting clothes that Ryoko told me I’d look good in. She said I had great assets, so I should flaunt them.” Gabrielle paused. “By the way, does anyone know what kind of assets she was talking about?”

Pressing a hand to her face, Selene had never looked more annoyed. “Ryoko… I should have known.”

“Are my clothes really that bad?” Gabrielle asked.

“They are,” Selene said, sighing. “Come on, I’ll help you pick out some actually nice clothes.”

“Really?” Gabrielle perked up.

“Really.” Selene nodded.

“Yay!”

As Gabrielle cheered, Selene looked at Alex. “You wait here while I help Gabrielle find something more suitable to wear.”

Alex had no problem with this. Actually, this probably worked out for the better. He didn’t know the first thing about fashion.

“Okay. I’ll do that. Thank you.”

Selene smiled. “There’s no need to thank me. I couldn’t let a travesty like bad fashion happen to a friend.”

“Right. Oh!” Alex snapped his fingers as though remembering something. “Make sure you get clothes that can accommodate her wings.”

“Right.”

Waving him off, Selene led Gabrielle deeper into the clothing store.
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“The first thing you need to know about clothes is color,” Selene lectured as she and Gabrielle walked down an aisle lined with clothing racks. “You want colors that are going to compliment you. For you, since your hair is silver, that means choosing clothing with lighter colors—oh, but you don’t want to choose anything gaudy like that hot pink skirt. That wouldn’t look good on you.”

“I see. You know an awful lot about clothing,” Gabrielle said, quite impressed with her friend’s knowledge. Selene must have been a clothing expert or something.

“This is basic clothes shopping 101. Every girl should know this.” Selene frowned at Gabrielle. “To be honest, I was still shocked when I first found out that you knew nothing of fashion. I know you said that your father never really let you go out, but didn’t he at least let you choose what to wear?”

Gabrielle had gone shopping with Selene, Ryoko, and Sarah several times, but she had never actually chosen her own outfits. She’d just sort of followed the other three and let them choose outfits for her.

“No. Pappa never let me pick out my own clothes,” Gabrielle admitted. “My maids were always the one who bought clothes for me, and they were also the ones who told me what I’d be wearing that day. They kept saying it was too dangerous for me to leave the palace.”

“That sounds like a tough situation,” Selene said, then paused. “Wait. Palace?”

“You think so?” Gabrielle asked. “I never really thought about it, but yeah, I guess it was hard. I didn’t like that I couldn’t go out. That’s why I was always running away.”

Selene shook her head. “You’re the only person I know who would be so blasé about running away from home.”

“Tee-hee!”

“I still can’t believe your father is so strict. So you weren’t even allowed to leave your home at all?”

Selene looked through several outfits, holding them up to Gabrielle as if checking to see what they would look like. Gabrielle stood there while her friend did this. The clothing that Selene grabbed looked a lot plainer than the stuff Ryoko said would look good on her, but she decided to trust in her friend’s judgement.

As Selene grabbed several more outfits, Gabrielle answered the girl’s question. “Papa didn’t like me traveling outside for any reason, so the only times I got to see the outside world was when he would have me meet with suitors or people who wanted me to build weapons for them.”

“Huh? Weapons?”

“That’s part of the reason I love living here on Mars,” Gabrielle admitted. “This is the first time I’ve ever had the freedom to do what I want. It’s a wonderful experience, and it’s even better because I get to make friends and spend time with Alex.”

“Alex… he really means alot to you, doesn’t he?”

“I love Alex very much.”

Selene shook her head. “I don’t know how you can say that so readily.”

“What do you mean? Don’t you love Alex, too?”

Selene’s eyes went wide. “W-what… n-no… I mean, Alex and I are just friends. E-even if I did have feelings for him, I don’t see how it would matter. He has you, so he doesn’t really need me.”

“What are you talking about?” Gabrielle laughed at Selene’s silly comment. “I don’t see how me being in love with Alex has anything to do with you loving him as well. If you love someone, then you should tell them.”

“You make it sound so simple.”

“If I make it sound simple, then that’s because it is simple.”

“Even if you say that…”

“Do you love Alex?”

“I… I don’t not love him, but…”

“If you love Alex, let him know. If you confess your feelings to him, then I’m sure he’ll accept them. He’s not the kind of person who would turn away someone’s feelings, especially someone he’s so close to. Don’t worry! I’ll support you.”

They were in the pants section now. All around her, Gabrielle could see nothing but pants in different makes, cuts, brands, and colors. She had no idea there were so many different kinds of one type of clothing. Was this something strictly limited to humans, or was this something that all species did?

Mama and Papa always made me wear dresses.

“Are you really sure you should be saying that?” Selene asked as she looked through the selection of clothing. “You just said that you would support someone confessing their feelings to the guy you love. Shouldn’t you be more worried that I might steal him away?”

Gabrielle laughed. “What are you talking about? I’m just supporting a friend confess her feelings to the person she likes. That’s what friends do, isn’t it? They support each other.”

When someone that you liked was in trouble, you helped them. When a friend needed help confessing to the person they liked, you supported them. To Gabrielle, that was what it meant to be a friend.

“While friends do support each other, that doesn’t happen when they’re both after the same guy,” Selene stated as if it should have been obvious.

“They don’t?” Gabrielle tilted her head. “Why not?”

“T-they just don’t, okay? I don’t know anybody who would support someone who likes the same guy as them. It just doesn’t happen.”

Gabrielle felt herself scowl. The idea that there might have been people like that, people who didn’t support their friends, made her upset. How someone could willingly not support the people they cared about was beyond her.

“Then maybe those people aren’t very good friends. I would always support my friends no matter what their endeavor is. Whether it’s confessing to the person they like or jumping off a cliff with nothing but a jetpack that doesn’t work, I will always support them.”

“Jumping off with a cliff with a broken jetpack?”

“It’s a long story.” Gabrielle waved off Selene’s questioning look. “The point is that you should always support your friends no matter what. What’s the point of being friends with someone if you aren’t willing to support each other?”

“You…” Selene shook her head. She grabbed something from one of the racks. Gabrielle didn’t see what it was, but the color was a lot plainer than what Ryoko dressed her up in. “You make it really hard for someone to dislike you when you say things like that.”

“Huh?”

“... Nothing. Anyway, Alex and I really are just friends. I don’t have any feelings for him.”

“Well… if you say so.”

“I do say so. Now, come on. I’ve got several cute outfits chosen. Let’s go back to the changing room and get you dressed in them. I’m sure Alex will be blown away by how cute you are.”

“Okay!”

Leading the way, Gabrielle forgot all about her conversation with Selene.

There were clothes to try on.
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Jameson de Truante was a man on a mission.

Jasmine had returned from wherever she’d disappeared to two weeks ago, and she’d been in quite the foul mood. Jameson had ignored her for a time, like he always did, but her mood eventually became unbearable.

After asking Madison about it and receiving the cold shoulder, he’d asked his little sister directly. He didn’t care about her. However, her foul mood had been killing his mojo.

Her proceeding rant had surprised him.

That beautiful girl that he’d fallen in love with at first sight, the one known as Gabrielle, had apparently gone to Mars Homespring Resort with none other than that wretched plebeian, Alexander S. Ryker.

Just thinking about what that slovenly peasant might have been doing to his Gabrielle set him off. He could only imagine the foul and loathsome things that Alexander had made Gabrielle do for him, like hand feeding him grapes, or giving him a shoulder massage. He might have even made Gabrielle wash his body with her breasts! Those breasts were his! Not Alexander’s! His!

I cannot let this stand!

That was why he’d come all the way to the shopping district. He had been asking around during school, and he’d heard a rumor that Gabrielle was going to be shopping with Selene Metronome today. Apparently, someone had seen Selene and Gabrielle talking about this a few days ago when they were visiting the Metronome Sweetshop.

Jameson did not know why Gabrielle would spend time with someone like Selene. She was pretty, certainly, but her beauty couldn’t match up to the divine exquisiteness of Gabrielle. That silver hair, that fair complexion, and that magnificent body, all of it was bewitching beyond human comprehension. Only someone like him, whose masculine handsomeness had earned him the title King of Handsomeness, deserved to be with her.

Standing in the middle of a plaza, Jameson waited for Gabrielle to exit the store. This time, he didn’t plan on observing from a distance. No, this time, he planned on talking to her directly.

The store that Gabrielle had gone into looked like an average retail clothier. It was a large building made of plasteel. Gray and drab, with only a single large sign to let people know what they sold, this store offered nothing in the way of aesthetic appeal.

Clothing stores were a dime a dozen on Mars City. Because there were so many different types of fashion, and because a lot of people enjoyed shopping, the only thing that was more popular than shopping was the virtual reality arcades, which literally littered the entertainment district.

Jameson didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, but eventually, Gabrielle left the retail store. It seemed that his info had been correct. Unfortunately, Gabrielle wasn’t alone. Walking alongside her were Selene, Alice, and Alex.

It looked like they’d done quite a bit of shopping. Alex was carrying multiple shopping bags as they walked out of the store.

Now is my chance.

Jameson began to make his way over to the girl of his dreams.

9

“Thank you for taking me shopping, Alex,” Gabrielle said as she and everyone else left the store.

Alex grinned as he carried the bags filled with her clothing. “You’re welcome.”

Mars City was busy during this time of day. It was the weekend, so a lot of people were roaming about outside, wandering the city walkways. Alex, carrying the bags, made sure to stick close to the three girls.

Gabrielle was wearing her new clothes, a light pink shirt with short sleeves, a black skirt that stopped at mid-thigh, and a silver jacket with a short hem that stopped just below her breasts. The jacket was unzipped. She was wearing a pair of white boots that stopped at her knees.

“Ah! That was so much fun.” Gabrielle stretched her arms above her head and beamed.

“You call it fun. I call it troublesome.”

Alex looked at his sister, who walked with slouched shoulders and a slovenly gate. Her eyes retained their half-lidded, bored look. She hadn’t changed expressions since their shopping excursion started.

“Everything’s troublesome to you.”

“Not everything, just the stuff that involves me doing something I don’t want to do.”

“That’s a pretty harsh thing to say, especially since you still have homework to do. You’re not gonna be allowed to watch Titan Girls until it’s finished.”

Alice gave him a lazy glare. “You’re cruel, Big Bro.”

“I think he’s just being a good older brother,” Selene added her two cents.

Alice opened her mouth to retort, but she never got the chance.

“Excuse me!” a loud voice boomed.

Everyone turned. A person was standing before them. Light blond hair rustled in the breeze. Blue eyes like topaz were narrowed as he smiled. The young man before them wore a refined white suit that matched his porcelain complexion. Alex knew who this boy was, and he nearly scowled.

“Jameson, what are you doing here?”

Jameson ignored him and knelt before Gabrielle, taking her hand in his and rubbing it with an abnormal amount of affection.

Alex wanted to punch him in the face.

“Your loveliness is even more exquisite up close. Ah, to be in the presence of such beauty, I am overwhelmed. My dear, my love, will you run away with me?”

Scowling at the idiot kneeling on the ground, Alex was about to pry Jameson off of Gabrielle—when the girl in question spoke up. “Hmm… nope. I won’t go anywhere with you.”

Jameson looked crushed, truly defeated. He let go of Gabrielle’s hand and fell onto his backside. His already pale complexion turned such a ghastly shade that Alex could have sworn the boy became translucent.

Staring up at Gabrielle like she’d just killed his favorite pet, he asked, “But why not?”

“Because the only person I want to run away with is Alex!” Gabrielle stated with good cheer. As if to emphasize her point, she grabbed Alex’s arm and pulled him to her. Alex nearly dropped the shopping bags.

“I… I don’t believe it… she wants to spend time with Alexander over me? How could this be?”

Jameson dropped on to his hands and knees, staring at the ground in utter defeat. He mumbled to himself. Alex could only make out a few of his words, but they were pretty defeatist, not that he cared.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s leave this idiot to his depression.”

As the group began walking away, Alex thought he heard Jameson shouting at his back, but he did his best to ignore it.

The group split up after reaching the shuttle stop and went their separate ways. Alex, Alice, and Gabrielle hopped on a shuttle that took them to the Outer District, while Selene went back home.
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Alex traveled through a small convenience store, shopping for ingredients for that evening’s dinner. He’d decided on pizza. While Alice had complained about not getting to eat curry, Gabrielle had never eaten pizza before. It would be a new experience for her.

Tomato sauce, pepperoni, flour, eggs, milk...

One by one, Alex wandered through the aisles, put ingredients into his basket, and moved on. His feet clicked against the tiled floor. The basket hovered in front of him as he walked. It was designed to stay exactly two steps ahead of him.

I think I have everything.

As he finished gathering the ingredients, he went up to the front, where he came upon an unusual sight.

A young girl stood before the cash register. Her hair was black, pure black, darker than anything he’d ever seen. It was also long. Some of her hair had been pulled back into a golden triangle hairclip, while the rest spilled freely down to her ankles.

She also wore the most unusual outfit he’d ever seen. A black leather top wrapped around her small figure, sleeveless and showing off her pale arms and shoulders, which reminded him of porcelain. The black skirt that she wore fluttered around her thighs. It was so short that if she made a spirited twirl, Alex would have probably been able to see her panties. Wrapped around her wrists were several black leather bands. Similarly, there were more bands wrapped around her thighs and calves. Her outfit ended in a pair of black shoes, which she periodically tapped on the ground as though expressing her agitation.






[image: ]






The girl didn’t appear that old, maybe around his or Alice’s age. It was hard to tell because of her demeanor, which made her seem older, but she only came up to about his chin. Also, her chest was much smaller than most girls his age.

“Look, girl, if you don’t have the cash, then I can’t let you buy that,” the exasperated store clerk who stood behind the register was saying.

Alex walked up and noticed something else that was odd about the girl: her eyes. It wasn’t just the color, which were an unusual shade of crimson, but also the look they possessed. They looked empty. Dead. Devoid of life.

A young girl should not have eyes like that.

“Is this not money?” the girl asked, her voice a dull monotone.

The clerk twitched. “Not on this planet, it’s not. I don’t know who gave you this… whatever it is, but it’s definitely not money. The only thing we accept here are credits, and those are not credits,” the clerk said, gesturing to what the girl was trying to use as payment—gold circles with a hole in the middle.

“Is there a problem?” Alex walked up beside the girl and stopped in front of the clerk. The girl looked at him, her dull eyes revealing nothing. The clerk, on the other hand, wore an agitated expression.

“You’re damn right there’s a problem. This girl was trying to buy one of our magazines with these… these… things!” He pointed at the gold circles, which lay in a pile nextto the magazine. “I don’t know what she’s thinking, but there’s no way I can sell this to someone who doesn’t have any credits.”

Magazines were items of the past that had survived the great space race. While most forms of media now existed solely on the holonet or holovid, magazines continued to thrive. Alex had several himself. Most of them were technology magazines.

The one that the girl wanted to buy was a girl’s magazine. The front cover featured Elisa Fairchild, the current top idol singer for the entire solar system. Headlines such as “how to get a man in ten days!” and “the diet that all of the nobility is going crazy over!” were plastered on the front.

Alex contemplated the situation for several seconds, and then looked at the girl, who stared back at him with her dead eyes. She reminded him of a doll.

He looked back at the clerk. “How much does this magazine cost?”

“Five hundred credits.”

Alex winced. Magazines were expensive on Mars since they didn’t have much paper. Most of their paper was exported from Earth, about 65% all told. The rest came from specialized forest domes that had been created specifically for the purpose of growing trees. The domes couldn’t keep up with supply and demand, however. Hence the need to rely on imports.

Alex set his basket on the counter, pulled out the necessary amount of credits, and handed them to the clerk. “Here. I’ll pay for her magazine. You can just ring it up with the rest of my groceries.”

“Fine by me. I’ve already wasted enough time trying to tell this girl that I only accept credits.”

Alex paid for his groceries and the girl’s magazine, which he gave to her after she’d scooped up her chips and put them… somewhere. He had to blink because it seemed like they just sort of disappeared. Did she even have pockets?

“Thank you,” the girl said in her monotone voice.

Alex grinned. “You’re welcome.”

They left the store together, the girl opening her magazine and beginning to read. Alex watched as she walked alongside him. Should he try to start a conversation? It might be a good way to figure out who this strange girl was.

“So, um, what’s your name?”

“Nyx.”

“Nyx, huh?” Alex tested the name, smiling and nodding approvingly after several seconds. “That’s a really cute name. It suits you.”

The girl brought the magazine closer to her face.

“Do you mind if I call you by your name?” Alex asked.

“... Okay.”

“Cool.” Alex nodded. Goodness, this girl was so quiet. It made conversing with her difficult. “So, Nyx, do you live around here?”

“... No.”

“Oh… well, then, what about your family? Where do they live?”

“I don’t have a family.”

Alex stopped walking and so did Nyx. She brought her face out of her magazine to look at him. As he stared into her dead, soulless eyes, he felt his heart go out to her.

“Are they… I mean, did they… you know? Gone?” Alex felt guilty asking her this. However, he wanted to help her. If she didn’t have a family, if her parents had been killed or something, then he wanted to do something for her.

Nyx just stared at him, her expression not even twitching. “I do not know. I have never had a family before.”

She didn’t even know her parents? How horrible! His parents might not have been around anymore, but at least Alex could say that he was raised in a loving home with a caring mom and dad. This girl couldn’t even say that much.

Alex placed his hands on the girl’s shoulders, ignored the way she tensed—she was probably startled since he was a stranger—and smiled kindly at her.

“How would you like to come and live with me?”

“Live with you?” Though her eyes remained soulless, her head tilted. It was absolutely adorable. Alex thought his heart would explode out of his chest from how freaking cute she was.

“That’s right. I’ve got a pretty big home with plenty of room. You can stay with me for as long as you want.”

“You’re not going to do anything perverted to me, are you?”

“What?” Alex blinked. “Why would I do that? You’re really pretty, but I just met you, and I’m sort of in a strange relationship with someone else already.”

Thinking about his relationship with Gabrielle made him remember what he and Nicolas had talked about. The old fart had told him that Gabrielle loved him. Alex still had a hard time accepting that, but if it was true, then he would like to see if they could actually become a real couple.

But if he’s wrong…

Alex had never talked to Gabrielle about this because he was afraid of what would happen if Nicolas was wrong. It could ruin what they had now. Alex didn’t want to make their relationship awkward by bringing this up and being turned down.

Nyx deliberated. After several seconds, she slowly nodded. “I’ll stay with you.”

“Great. Follow me, then.” Alex smiled at Nyx for a second longer, and then began walking again. Nyx stared after him for a few, silent moments before following on his heels.
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“I’m home!” Alex called out as he and Nyx entered his house. He held the door open for his companion before walking in himself, and then set about taking off his shoes. Nyx watched him before following his example, revealing that she had another pair of straps on the arches of her small feet.

“Alex! You’re back!”

Like a silver-haired missile, Gabrielle shot down the stairs and tackled him to the floor. The end result was Alex on his back and Gabrielle straddling his chest, beaming down at him.

“Hello, Gabrie—urk!”

As Alex’s mouth involuntarily released a strangled choking noise, Gabrielle tilted her head. “Is something wrong, Alex?”

“Why aren’t you wearing any clothes?!”

“Because I just got out of the bath.”

Indeed, Alex noticed that Gabrielle’s hair was still wet, proving that she had just vacated the bath. In fact, most of her body was wet now that he got a better look at her. Several droplets of water fell down her pearlescent skin. One particularly adventurous droplet went between the notorious gap in her cleavage, which he possessed an unfettered glimpse of.

Alex felt a lot of blood rush down to his groin.

“Are you okay, Alex? Your face is all red. I’m not too heavy, am I? Oh, no! Is it because I ran into you?!”

When Gabrielle leaned down so close their noses were touching, Alex’s face started to burn all the more fiercely. Nyx watched from the sidelines. Her expression remained blank, but Alex thought her eyes had flashed for a moment there.

“Oh ho ho ho ho! Did I hear that Alexander was back?” A joyful Jasmine rushed out from the living room to greet Alex—only to skid to a halt upon seeing the situation that he was in—namely, a naked Gabrielle straddling his waist. “Wha… what is… oh ho… what is going on here?!”

“Ah! J-Jasmine?! I can explain! This isn’t what it looks like!”

Alex would never get the chance to explain because at that second Jasmine exploded; she spread her feet shoulder width apart, placed her left hand on her hip, and pointed her right hand at Gabrielle.

“I do not know what is going on here, but I demand that you get off Alexander right this instant!”

“Eh? But I was just saying hi,” Gabrielle whined.

“I do not care! Have you no sense of shame? A woman should not be wandering around the house naked, much less jumping on a man while she is bereft of clothing! Now get off Alexander this instant and put some clothes on!”

“But I’m still wet…”

“!!!” Jasmine screamed in rage and frustration.

“Oi! Can you troublesome people keep it down?” Alice asked, walking out of the living room as well. “Listen up, you two, I am trying to watch Titan Girls, but I can’t even hear what anyone is saying thanks to your—geh!” Alice blushed a deep red when she, upon fully entering the room, looked at the naked Gabrielle straddling her brother. “Damn, you two are getting bolder. Can’t you at least take your sexy shenanigans to your room?”

“We’re not having any sexy shenanigans!” Alex shouted.

“I thought you said nothing perverted would happen,” Nyx said. Her stare remained impassive, but Alex had the distinct impression that she was glaring at him. “I hate perverts.”

“Would you people listen to me?!” Alex screamed in frustration. “Nothing perverted is happening! Gabrielle, put some clothes on! Jasmine, please don’t get upset! Gabrielle does this all the time—”

“What do you mean she does this all the time?!” Jasmine shrieked.

Alex ignored her and stared at his sister. “Alice, watch your language!”

“Tch, troublesome.”

Gabrielle got off Alex and rushed back up to her room, presumably to get dressed. Alice grabbed Jasmine’s hand and pulled her back into the living room. Alex sighed as he stood up and brushed himself off.

Nyx continued staring blankly at him. “Is every day this perverted?”

“Nothing perv—” Alex sighed. “I don’t really think I’ve got the right to say that with all the stuff that happened just now.” He smiled apologetically at Nyx. “I’m really sorry. I’ve been telling Gabrielle not to walk around the house naked, but she seems to disregard everything I say.” As Nyx continued to stare at him, Alex became uncomfortable. “Why don’t I just put away these groceries, and then I’ll show you around the house? Hm?”

Alex picked up the groceries that he’d dropped on account of the Gabrielle Missile, grabbed Nyx’s hand in his free hand, and gently guided her into the living room. Alice noticed this immediately, as did Jasmine, who frowned at the young girl behind him.

“Bro, who is that?” asked Alice from where she sat on the leather sofa next to Jasmine.

“This is Nyx.”

Alice looked from him to Nyx, then back to him. She raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t tell me you found another runaway alien princess and decided to protect her from her bodyguards because her father was trying to marry her off?”

“Is that what happened with Gabrielle?” Jasmine asked.

Jasmine knew about Gabrielle’s predicament thanks to having traveled to Mars Homespring Resort two weeks ago. She’d gotten caught up in the Jāhilīyahn Incident and discovered that Gabrielle was the daughter of this galaxy’s current ruler. Fortunately, she had promised to keep what she’d learned a secret.

Alice nodded. “Gabrielle’s father wants to marry her off. Alex is protecting her.”

The words seemed to help Jasmine regain her bluster for some reason. “Oh ho ho ho! I would expect nothing less from you, Alexander. You have such a noble soul.”

“Huh? No, I don’t think that’s what’s going on here,” Alex admitted. “Nyx isn’t an alien, she isn’t a princess, and I don’t think she has any bodyguards that I need to protect her from.” He paused, and then looked at Nyx. “You don’t have any bodyguards chasing you after you because you ran away from home, do you?”

“No.”

“Are you a princess?”

“… No.”

“What about an alien?”

“...”

As the girl continued staring, Alex scratched the back of his neck, laughing as something unsettling settled in his stomach. “Right, there’s no way that can happen twice to the same person. Sorry for asking such a weird question.”

“Troublesome big brother.”

“Hush you.”

“Alexander,” Jasmine called out in an imperious voice. She sounded a lot like a princess—or what he used to imagine princesses would sound like. Gabrielle had pretty much destroyed that notion since she started living with him.

“Yes?”

“All this talk of alien princesses reminds me that I wanted to ask something. What exactly is Gabrielle to you?”

That was an odd question, but he supposed there was no harm in answering it. “Gabrielle is someone I want to protect.”

“Yes, I understand that much. What I mean is: What is Gabrielle to you personally? Why do you let her wander around your house naked like that? How come you don’t take a firmer stance with her? Does the fact that you’re allowing her to do what she wants mean that she is somehow more precious to you than me?”

“Uh…”

What’s with all of these loaded questions?

Alex honestly didn’t know how to answer her. That last question was particularly difficult.

The truth was that Jasmine had been close to Alex before she’d become Alice’s friend. It was Alex who had introduced them. Jasmine was an important person to him. She was the first person to call him a hero, the first person to state her faith in him, the first person to tell him that she believed in his goals, and she had spent so much time around him that Alex had come to enjoy her presence whenever she visited.

What’s more, Jasmine had grown into a beautiful young woman. Her blonde hair, done up in a pair of drills, framed a face that made him think of a fairy tale princess. She filled out her spacer clothes well. The red pants that she wore hung low on her hips, showing off a small section of her flat stomach. Her red and white shirt, which conformed to her body and looked like leather, had a small gap in the front that let everyone see a modest hint of her milky breasts. Her boots, reminiscent to the kind used by spacesuits, were small and went up to just below her knees.

“Jasmine, I know that you’re upset by what happened at the entrance, but I promise you that it wasn’t what it looked like.”

From the way Jasmine huffed and looked away, that had been the wrong thing to say. “You don’t have to pretend that nothing happened for my sake. I understand that you are a boy, and that not even you are immune to thinking naughty thoughts. I just wish you would think that way about me instead of that trollip.”

Alex blushed. He couldn’t deny that he had thoughts like, well, like the kind that she was intimating. He was still a guy, and he was 16. Puberty and hormones and all that was still an issue with him, but he wished she wouldn’t say it so… wait.

“What was that last part?” he asked.

Jasmine blushed but covered it with her hand. “Oh ho ho ho! I did not say anything unusual. I only said that you think naughty thoughts like every other boy. Oh ho ho ho ho!”

“I hate naughty things,” Nyx said quietly.

“Quiet you,” Alex shushed her.

Alex knew a losing battle when he saw one. It wouldn’t matter what he said. Anything he said would be held in a court of law and used against him. Alex knew Jasmine well enough by now to realize that once she got something into her head, nothing short of a cataclysmic catastrophe would stop her.

With his grocery bags in one hand and Nyx’s hand in the other, he walked into the kitchen. He put the groceries away, and then turned to the girl who was studying the appliances sitting on the countertop.

“All right, now that we’re done here, how about I show you around the house?”

Nyx looked at him, observing him for a silent moment, and then she nodded.

The Ryker residence was a mostly standard two-story house. It had two bathrooms, three bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a basement. There wasn’t anything special about it until one got to the basement, which was the last destination that Alex took Nyx.

“And this is mine and Gabrielle’s pride and joy.” Alex grinned as he gestured to the basement.

The basement was the same size as the house. What made it interesting was that it hadn’t been this big until one month ago, when Gabrielle had made her modifications. Now it looked like it could have been a house all its own, except it was filled with numerous high-tech gadgets that couldn’t be found anywhere else in the solar system.

“What do you think? Pretty cool, right?”

Nyx’s eyes were surprisingly sharp as she studied the layout of the basement. “There is a lot of alien technology in here.”

“Most of it is actually upgraded human technology,” Alex corrected. “Gabrielle and I have been working on building a dream laboratory, and we wanted to try and combine the best of both worlds.”

“I see,” Nyx murmured as she wandered further into the lab, circling some of the larger equipment. Her bare feet made nary a sound. “You and the princess seem close.”

“I guess we are.” Alex wore a smile as he followed Nyx. While the rest of the house had not changed her demeanor, she seemed incredibly interested in his lab. Maybe she liked inventing stuff too? “She ran away from home because her father was trying to marry her off. I decided to help her, which is how she ended up living here. She and I both love inventing stuff, so we’re always spending time down here in the lab—or we’re outside testing our inventions.”

Nyx nodded, though she didn’t say anything. Alex wondered if she was even paying attention.

“Alex, there you are!”

Interrupting their conversation, Gabrielle burst into the lab. She was wearing tight jeans and a light pink t-shirt that he swore was two sizes too small. Her chest and shapely butt strained against her outfit, and her flat stomach was completely visible. Alex tried to ignore the way his pants tightened and readjusted himself.

“What are you doing down here? Are you checking on our inventions?” Gabrielle asked, her tone tinged with excitement. She was probably hoping they could work on something.

“Not right now,” Alex said. “I’m actually just showing Nyx around.”

“Oh…” Gabrielle’s ears drooped for a second, along with her wings, but they quickly perked back up. “In that case, let me help you give her a tour! We can show her all of our awesome inventions!”

Alex shared her grin. “Gabby, you read my mind!”

Thus, Alex and Gabrielle showed Nyx every single one of their inventions. Considering all of the equipment in there had been made and/or upgraded by them, that meant it took over an hour to give her the full scope of their laboratory.

“This is Mr. Scanner.”

“… Mr. Scanner?”

“Yep!”

Nyx studied the large contraption before her. Shaped like a pod, or perhaps a seed, the object gleamed with the tint of highly polished durasteel. Attached through several cables that jutted from the back was a monitor currently displaying a blank screen.

“What does it do?”

“It scans people and gives us a detailed map of their entire body. We’ve been using it right now to scan Alex and Alice. Someone has placed angelisian seals on them, though only Alex’s core has been sealed.”

Alice, as it turned out, was completely human. However, like Alex, her memories had been sealed. More than likely the same person who had sealed him had also put those seals on his sister.

That said...

“Gabby,” Alex whispered in her ear, “we’re not supposed to let anyone know that you’re an alien!”

“Oh. Right.” Gabrielle bonked herself on the head. “Tee-hee!”

Alex said nothing, though he did sigh.

“…”

When the tour finished, Alex took Nyx and Gabrielle back into the living room. Jasmine frowned when she noticed both girls with him, though Alice didn’t seem bothered. After telling Nyx that she could relax while he made dinner, Alex proceeded into the kitchen. Gabrielle followed him.

“Something up, Gabby?”

“You’re making dinner, right?”

“Yes.”

“Let me make dinner with you!” Gabrielle seemed fired up. Her eyes sparkled brightly as she looked at him. “We’ll make dinner together.”

“Um, okay.”

“Yay!”

Gabrielle latched onto him in a hug that caused his ribs to creak ominously. Alex withheld a grimace.

Before they could begin cooking, Jasmine waltzed into the kitchen. She wore a displeased expression. Alex had seen this look before. Her competitive spirit was definitely had it a peak.

“Oh ho ho ho! I just heard that you plan on helping Alexander cook. If you think that I, the Queen of Cooking, have any intention of letting you hog Alexander’s kitchen all to yourself, then you are sorely mistaken!”

“You’re going to help us cook, too?” Alex asked.

Jasmine thrust out her chest. Alex couldn’t help but notice that her breasts were actually large enough to bounce. His friend had some surprisingly large knockers for someone so short.

“Indeed I am.”

“Do you know how to cook?”

Jasmine stumbled for a moment, but she recovered admirably. “Oh ho ho ho! Do not worry about me. I have watched Madison cook plenty of times. I am sure that I can be of assistance.”

“I don’t have a problem with this. Gabrielle?”

“It sounds like fun!” Gabrielle grabbed Jasmine’s hands. “I look forward to working with you.”

“Oh ho?” Jasmine seemed taken aback. “Y-yes, well, of course you do. It is only natural that you would enjoy working with someone as magnificent as Queen of Cooking.”

“Hm!” Gabrielle nodded with a bright smile. “I love spending time with you!”

Jasmine blushed.

“Speaking of Madison, where is she?” Alex asked.

“I am right here, Master,” a voice said behind him.

Startled, Alex turned around. Standing before him as if nothing was wrong, Madison wore the same gentle expression as always. Her black and white maid outfit, which she wore all the time, ever since he’d given her to Jasmine, fit her like the freshly painted hull of a shuttle.

Madison was an android that Alex had built for Jasmine. She looked completely human. Her skin felt like human flesh, and her body moved with the same fluid grace as a human’s would. She could even make human facial expressions. In all regards, she looked like a normal, albeit very beautiful, woman.

“Madison?” He held a hand to his chest. “How long have you been behind me?”

“She’s been there since you first walked in,” Nyx answered as she entered the kitchen.

Alex blinked. He blinked again, and then he looked at Madison once more. “Is this true?”

“Yes, I have been keeping an eye on you this whole time, Master.”

“I’m sorry,” Alex apologized, feeling ashamed. He might have been preoccupied with all of the craziness that had happened since returning home, but that was no excuse to ignore someone.

“There is no need to apologize, Master,” Madison said. “I had my Stealth Mode engaged, after all.”

“Oh. That makes—wait. Why would you have your Stealth Mode turned on inside the house?”

“…”

“Madison?”

“Error: I cannot say.”

“Don’t just say you’re having an error when it’s convenient for you!” Alex pointed an accusing finger at the girl.

“Oh ho ho ho! Never mind her, Alexander. Let us get on with the cooking!”

That evening Alex taught Gabrielle, Jasmine, and Nyx how to make pizza. It was an interesting experience, especially when Gabrielle tried to use Mr. Mix to mix the ingredients into dough.

“Waaa! Mr. Mix is going crazy!”

“Shut it off, Gabrielle! Shut it off!”

“Oh! Um, hm…”

“What are you doing, trollip?! Turn that contraption off!”

“It seems the off switch isn’t working.”

“WHAT?!” Alex and Jasmine shouted at the same time.

“Tee-hee!” Gabrielle giggled.

Before anyone else could speak, scream, or shriek, Mr. Mix suddenly split into two separate halves as though something had sliced it clean through. Alex, Gabrielle, and Jasmine blinked in unison. Nyx’s expression remained unchanged.

Because the flying ingredients had turned their clothes into a mess, Alex had everyone change while the pizza baked in the oven. Afterward, they all sat down to a nice, hot meal. As they were eating, Alex couldn’t help but glance at Jasmine.

“I forgot to ask, but when did you get here?”

“Oh ho ho ho! I arrived just a few minutes before you did,” Jasmine replied before daintily blowing on her pizza and taking a bite. Alex looked away when he realized that he was staring at her glossy pink lips.

“Don’t you just want to nibble on those lips?”

He twitched. Ignoring the voice, Alex took a bite out of his pizza. It was hot. However, it was not hot enough that he couldn’t chew it.

On his left, Gabrielle was eating her pizza with gusto. He wasn’t surprised. She had told him that all of the food she ate often grew cold by the time her security had determined here was no poison in the food. It certainly explained why she loved to eat his cooking so much.

“She came over just a few minutes after you left to buy food,” Alice answered. She took a bite of pizza, muttered about how it wasn’t as good as curry, and then said, “she was pretty depressed when she realized you weren’t here.”

“A-Alice!”

“Gotcha.” Alex nodded and took a bite of his pizza. It was quite good, if he did say so himself. “You know, I saw your brother just a little while ago. I was kind of surprised to see him. He just sort of randomly walked up to us and professed his love for Gabrielle.”

Jasmine swallowed a bite of pizza before speaking. “Is that so? Well, I do not know what goes on in that idiot’s life. It is not like he and I are really on speaking terms anymore. He’s rarely ever home anyway.”

“So it’s just you and Madison, then?”

Jasmine shrugged. “More or less. I think Mother stopped by once, but she was only there long enough to freshen herself up.”

Being a noble wasn’t everything that people made it out to be. Through Jasmine, Alex had learned how difficult it was, especially for a young woman like herself. Jasmine’s parents were never home; her mom went to parties and slept with men for favors, and her dad was always away on business. That was the entire reason he’d built Madison for her. He didn’t want her to be alone.

“It must be tough, knowing that you have a family, but they’re all too busy to spend any time with you,” Alex said.

“I-it’s all right.” Jasmine blushed underneath his sympathetic smile. “I have never been all that close to Mother and Father. I used to like Jameson, but he hasn’t been the same since I told him that I won’t tolerate his misguided beliefs about you.”

Alex didn’t know whether to feel touched or worried. If he really had caused a rift between Jasmine and her brother, then it was only natural that he felt bad. On the other hand, Jameson had never treated his sister right. He’d always ignored her when she asked him something, pretended that she didn’t exist when he was with his friends, and insulted her when she didn’t do what he wanted. He had only praised her when she insulted Alex, and that had stopped after Alex rescued her from some thugs that tried to kidnap her.

Right. So maybe it was fine to feel good about what he’d done. Jameson had lost his brother rights a long time ago anyway, and if she was better off, then that was all for the best.

“Your parents also ignore you?” Gabrielle asked.

Jasmine shrugged her small shoulders. “They’ve ignored me for as long as I can remember, and what do you mean by also?”

“I hadn’t realized that you and I were so similar.” Jasmine squawked when Gabrielle grasped her hands and looked at her with unshed tears. Since Jasmine was sitting on Gabrielle’s other side—she had wanted to sit with him, but Nyx stole that spot—Alex couldn’t see much of her face, but it definitely looked red. “My parents are also really busy, so they don’t spend a lot of time with me, either. I know how you feel.”

“Oh ho? Y-you do?”

“Yes!”

Alex wondered what the expression on Jasmine’s face meant, which he saw a bit of, enough to notice how conflicted she looked. Perhaps she would finally become friends with Gabrielle?

“O-oh ho! Do not think you can fool me, Gabrielle Angelise! I know your game.”

“Game?”

“You think you can get close to me, and then use our friendship to make me back down!”

“Back down from what?” As always, Gabrielle looked like someone had asked her about the purpose of life in the universe. She clearly didn’t know what Jasmine was talking about. Alex didn’t blame her. He didn’t know either.

“Well, it won’t work!” Jasmine declared as she pointed at Gabrielle. “Oh ho ho ho! Let this day be a herald that signals my triumph over you! One of these days, Gabrielle Angelise, I shall knock you from your pedestal! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

Everyone mutely watched as a laughing Jasmine ran out of the kitchen. The door closed behind her with a click, and then there was silence.

… A really awkward silence.

The door opened again, and Jasmine poked her head back in.

“Oh ho ho ho ho!”

She withdrew and the door closed once more.

“Does anyone know what that was all about?” Alex asked. Gabrielle shook her head, while Alice muttered a soft “troublesome” under her breath. He nodded. “I thought not.”

Having been silent for the entire conversation, Nyx watched the group as she slowly bit into her slice of pizza. It was surprisingly good.

The pizza, that is.
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Later that night, when everyone else had gone to bed, Nyx silently entered Alex’s room. She moved with unheard footsteps, stopped by his bedside, and stared down at the young man as he slept underneath the covers. She couldn’t see much, just his head and the outline of his body. He looked peaceful, though.

She grabbed at one of the bands wrapped around her arm, snapping it off. The band soon shifted. It straightened, then hardened, the colors changing from black to silver as it gained a noticeable curve. What had once been a band was now a blade that gleamed with the brightness of steel.

Nyx continued to stare down at the young man. She raised the blade and pointed the sharp end at his throat. He was so open, so vulnerable. One plunge through his neck was all that it would take to end his life.

 

“Here. I’ll pay for her magazine. You can just ring it up with the rest of my groceries.”

 

She shook her head, dispelling the memory. Her blade had lowered. She raised it again.

 

“Nyx, huh? That’s a really cute name. It suits you.”

 

The blade lowered again. Although her expression remained unchanging, her clenched fists reflected her inner turmoil.

She shook her head once more. She couldn’t allow herself to be fooled. She only needed to look at what he had made the princess do, walking around the house naked like that.  Alex was a depraved individual. He had to die, and it was her job to see this through.

 

“Then how would you like to come live with me?”

 

But what if it wasn’t an act? What if he really was that kind? Could the information that she’d been given be wrong?

Nyx’s face twitched. No, it couldn’t have been wrong. Everyone knew of her reputation. People who hired her knew that she hated being lied to. Her employer wouldn’t have given her false information.

 

“That’s right. I’ve got a pretty big home with plenty of room. You can stay with me for as long as you want.”

 

Yes, everything that she’d been told couldn’t have been a lie. It must be true. The last person who lied to her had died painfully at her hands. Surely her most recent employer wasn’t so foolish as to follow that man’s example?

She raised her blade again, and this time, she plunged it downward toward Alex’s unprotected throat…

… only to stop at the very last second when the door opened.
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Gabrielle walked into Alex’s bedroom. The drafty air hit her naked body, but she barely felt it. Angelisians didn’t get cold easily thanks to their naturally high resilience to the elements.

A glance around the room revealed the culprit of the cold air: an open window. That was odd. Alex never left his window open at night.

He probably just forgot to shut it, she reasoned.

Shutting the window, Gabrielle climbed into the bed and crawled underneath the covers. Alex mumbled in his sleep and turned to lie on his side. Drawn to the warmth his body emitted, Gabrielle snuggled up to him. She was pleased when he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her against him. It felt so nice to be in his arms... or arm.

Just like that, the alien princess went to sleep, a content smile on her face.

She never noticed the soulless red eyes staring into the room one last time before vanishing.


CHAPTER 2

A DAY JUST LIKE ANY OTHER

The next morning, Alex woke up with a very naked Gabrielle snuggling against him. He stiffened the groan that wanted to escape, especially when he felt her breasts rub against him and her leg move up to caress Alex Junior. He didn’t scream, however. Even Alex could learn from experience.

“Well, now. Isn’t this a most… enviable… predicament. You should take advantage of this situation. Go on. Have some fun with her. Prove to me that you’re a man.”

Alex ignored the voice. After carefully extricating himself from the girl’s grip, he slipped out of bed and dressed himself in a pair of black running shorts and a red shirt.

He glanced back at Gabrielle, smiling when the alien princess latched onto the pillow that he’d been using. She murmured something in her sleep, and then buried her face into the pillow, her smile widening as she took a deep breath. Despite himself, Alex smiled before leaving his bedroom, heading downstairs, and leaving the house altogether.

The air outside was crisp and cool that morning. The temperature in Mars City was controlled by a weather control station, which used an advanced system powered by canals to control weather patterns. It was also used to simulate seasons.

Right now, they were in the beginning of summer. Fortunately, it would never get too hot, but the temperature would probably rise to around 86 or 90 degrees in the coming months.

As Alex went for a run, he allowed his mind to wander. He mostly thought about Gabrielle and the feelings that she stirred inside of him. Every morning when he woke up to find her in his bed, Alex would get aroused. Several times he’d almost done something that he knew he would regret doing, and he wondered just how much longer he could hold out before his self-control slipped.

It didn’t help that the voice, which he’d simply taken to calling Voice Number One, tended to make itself known in the morning. He always heard it whispering to him, trying to seduce him into doing something that he would regret.

Alex had been ignoring the voice. Still, he didn’t know how long he could hold out. The voice was seductive, and its siren’s call could only be ignored for so long.

His stomach churned. He felt disgusted with himself for thinking about Gabrielle the way that he did, and for the many dreams he had that featured him and her having hot, raunchy sex really didn’t help. The alien princess was such a pure and innocent soul. She didn’t deserve to be tainted by his lustful desires.

Alex stopped by the canal and stared at his reflection in the water’s surface. Green eyes stared back at him. His skin was pale but not pasty, the result of no UV rays getting through the dome surrounding Mars City. Messy dark hair settled upon his head, swept back and spiky, with a fringe of silver bangs falling in front of his face, hovering over his blue eyes.

“I need to protect Gabrielle,” he said to himself. “I have to protect her from everything, including myself.”

He needed to get stronger, not just physically but mentally as well. He couldn’t let his mind and body waver. Alex didn’t think he could handle corrupting Gabrielle’s innocence. That was the biggest reason that he still hadn’t confessed his feelings for her. That, and the fact that he was too afraid of irreparably damaging their current relationship.

He started his run again, but he stopped upon spotting a familiar figure.

“Azazel?” he called out to the angelisian commander in confusion.

“Groom-to-be!” Azazel cried out in joy at seeing him. Literally. Tears were streaming down his worn face. The man looked like a lost soul who’d given up all hope.

Azazel was a giant of man who stood several heads above Alex, at least 244 centimeters tall. His segmented breastplate clinked and clicked as he moved. It looked a bit dinged up. Shoulder pauldrons and streamlined grieves gleamed brightly in the artificial sun, though some of the luster was gone, replaced with scratch marks. His hair was the color of dirty snow, his eyes were purple, and his wings were far larger than Gabrielle’s. They jutted from his shoulder blades instead of his hips, two pinions of pure white... well, they would be if they weren’t covered in mud and grease.

“Are you still calling me that? Can’t you call me by my name?”

“That would be inappropriate. You are Lady Gabrielle’s chosen husband, her groom. It is only right that I call you by the title most befitting your status.”

“Can you at least call me something else?” Alex whined. “Anyway, where have you been? You’ve been gone for nearly two weeks.”

Upon hearing the question, Azazel began crying again. “I have been lost! I must have taken a wrong turn or something, because after traveling away from the convenience store, I found myself in a really dark and dirty place that reminded me of the seedier cities of this galaxy.”

“You must be talking about the ground level of Mars City.”

Minus the Outer District where he lived, Mars City was built with levels. The upper levels, middle levels, lower levels, and ground level. Ground level was exactly what it sounded like.

Alex had only been there once, and he hoped to never visit that place again.

“I suppose. Anyway, I traveled through there for days. I kept asking people for direction, but they all ran away upon seeing me. Then I got into a fight with these giant rats—”

“Giant rats?”

“--and I’ve been running ever since. I only just managed to escape from them recently.” Azazel paused. “Oh, before I forget, here is the milk that you asked me to buy. I made sure that no harm befell it.”

Alex took the milk from Azazel. He had asked Azazel to buy milk two weeks ago, the day after he, Gabrielle, Alice, and Jasmine had returned from Mars Homespring Resort. Naturally, the milk had long since spoiled.

“Uh… thank you, Azazel.”

“You are welcome, Groom-to-Be.” Azazel smiled at Alex, but then he frowned. “Is something troubling you, Groom-to-Be?”

“It… it’s nothing. I was just thinking about something.”

Azazel crossed his arms over his armored chest, his face contemplative. “I see, and what were you thinking about?”

Alex wondered if he should tell Azazel about his worries. If the man reported everything he said to Gabrielle’s old man, it could cause him trouble. On the other hand, he really would like someone to speak with.

“It’s Gabrielle. She keeps climbing into my bed after I go to sleep, and I’m really not sure what to do about it.”

Azazel raised an eyebrow. “And? I do not see what the problem is. You and she will be getting married, provided you manage to fend off her other suitors. It is only natural that married couples sleep together, or is it not the same for you humans?”

“No, it is.”

“Then what is the problem?”

“The problem is that she sleeps, uh, well, she sleeps naked.”

“And?”

Alex frowned. “What do you mean ‘and’? Gabrielle sleeps in the buff!”

“Princess Gabrielle has always slept nude,” Azazel told him. “According to what I have heard from her maids, Princess Gabrielle has problems sleeping while wearing any form of clothing.”

She also has problems wearing clothing period, Alex wanted to say but didn’t.

“Well, if that is your concern, then you need not worry. Since you and she are engaged, there is no problem if you two become intimate with each other.”

“Uh… no, that wasn’t quite—”

“In either event, now that I have delivered your milk and helped you resolve your problem, I really must be heading back to my ship. Commander Karen doesn’t seem to like it when I walk around the city for some reason… and every person I meet keeps on running away from me, too.”

Alex wondered if he should tell Azazel that people probably ran away from him because he looked really imposing in that armor. Unfortunately, before he could say anything, several large rats came running down the street. The angelisian commander squealed like a little girl and began running way, the rats hissing and spitting as they chased after him.

“Well,” Alex stared, “that just happened.” He paused. “I’m sure he’ll be okay. If he can take getting hit by a shuttle and still come out fine, then a few mutant rats won’t harm him.” He began walking again, and then paused… again. “And just when did Mars City have mutant rats?”
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Alex returned home after his run. His body was covered in sweat, so he traveled upstairs and entered the changing room, where he stripped off his clothes, wrapped a towel around his waist, and walked into the shower room.

It was much bigger than it used to be. Where before, the shower room had consisted of a small five by five-meter room, now it was nearly three times that size. Most of that space had been taken up by the tub, which looked like something from a hot spring resort. There were also three detachable showerheads for multiple people to use.

All of these changes were courtesy of Gabrielle who, after returning from Mars Homespring Resort, had wanted to make her own personal hot spring. She’d used her dimensional warping technology to expand the space, and then she and Alex had used several new inventions to create the tub, install the showerheads, and exchange the old tiles for new tiles. Alex had to admit, he was satisfied with the results.

On a plus note, everything in this room worked.

Alex had just turned on the water to one of the showerheads and sat down on the stool when the sound of the door sliding open made him freeze. Had he forgotten to lock the door? No, he was almost positive that he’d locked the door. So how could someone have opened it?

“Alex!”

Despite all the warning signs in his head telling him not to, Alex turned around.

“Gabrie—hurk!”

Alex didn’t think he’d ever get used to the sight of a naked Gabrielle. Everything about the girl was perfect. He didn’t think he would ever meet another girl as beautiful as this one.

“Oh, my,” Voice Number One returned. “Now that’s a sight I wouldn’t mind seeing every day, though I could do without those horrid wings. Don’t you just want to take one of those pretty pink nipples into your mouth and—”

Alex thought he heard a loud kong! like someone had bashed a musical symbol against someone else’s head. A yelp echoed inside of his head, followed by a loud thump!, and then the sounds of something being dragged across the floor.

“My apologies,” Voice Number Two, the male voice that sounded like him but wasn’t him, said. “I had not been paying attention, and she managed to catch me off guard. Please do not let her bother you anymore.”

Several expletives were released inside of his mind. Voice Number One had quite the foul mouth. The many curses eventually faded into the distance, however, by that point, the damage had already been done.

Alex couldn’t stop staring at Gabrielle’s breasts, which were topped with beautiful pink nipples. Her boobs bounced and jiggled with every movement she made. Part of him really was tempted to take them into his mouth and do as the voice said. He groaned and placed his hands over his crotch to better hide his erection.

This is… so humiliating!

“W-what are you doing in here?” Alex asked after making sure that he hadn’t swallowed his tongue.

Gabrielle’s beaming smile was akin to an innocent child. “I was going to take a bath, but the door was locked, so I used Mr. Key to unlock it. It looks like I came at the perfect time. Now we can take a bath together.”

“Actually, I-I think I’m going to get out…”

“Why would you get out when you clearly haven’t finished getting cleaning? Ah, I know! I’ll help wash your back!”

“I’m perfectly capable of washing my own back,” Alex told her.

This didn’t matter to Gabrielle, though, who reached him before he could think of getting up and tried to wash his back. The act kick-started his fight or flight instincts—and since he didn’t have anything to fight other than hormones, he chose flight.

Alex stood up abruptly. Because Gabrielle had been washing his back—or trying to—when he shot to his feet, she latched onto him. Her arms went around his neck, which subsequently caused her breasts to press into his back.

Feeling the soft suppleness of her superlative bosoms caused Alex to freak out. In his panic, he ran out of the shower room with a laughing Gabrielle clinging to his back. Heedless of his own nudity, he rushed into the hall. He didn’t even notice the figure walking down the hall until he’d crashed into them, sending him, Gabrielle, and this new person tumbling to the floor.

“Ouch…”

It took Alex several seconds to realize his situation. The eyes that he’d instinctively closed opened slowly at first, but they quickly snapped wide open as he found his face pressed mouth first into a pair of white cotton panties.

His face burned like a million suns. He tried to get up, but Gabrielle was still on his back, laughing like she hadn’t even noticed their predicament.

And that was when he noticed something else.

Killing intent.

He slowly looked up. The person who he had crashed into was none other than Nyx. Her face was a surprisingly deep shade of red, and for the first time since they’d met, her eyes were displaying one clear emotion: anger.

“I-I can explain!” Alex tried to say, but because his mouth was buried in Nyx’s panties, it came out sounding like a muffled, “Mm mma hmmhmmp!”

“A-ahn!” Nyx moaned at the feeling, though she didn’t seem pleased. Her face turned a ballistic shade of red. Then her glare hardened as she stared down at him. “I hate perverts!”

The last thing Alex saw before darkness claimed him was something large and black smashing into his face.
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Gabrielle and Nyx sat on a shuttle heading for the entertainment district, where they planned on meeting up with Selene. Alice was going to spend the day at Jasmine’s house, and Alex said that he needed to meet with Caridna Tepes for something, so it was just them at the moment.

It was kind of depressing. Gabrielle had wanted to go out with Alex, but she knew that he took his responsibilities seriously. Caridna was his contact for when something dealing with her marriage candidates happened, sort of his go-between with the police department, and while he wasn’t a member of the police forces anymore, he still met with her daily to see if there was any news on the marriage suitor front.

Alex is working hard to protect me, so I don’t have any right to complain, Gabrielle thought, a fire lighting in her mind. Besides, spending time with Nyx and Selene will be fun!

“Have you had a chance to see the city, Nyx?” Gabrielle asked her companion, who sat by her side. Nyx was so short that her feet didn’t reach the ground. Gabrielle thought she was super cute.

“Yesterday before meeting Alexander, I had the chance to view the city from an observatory and created a map of a good portion of the city,” Nyx replied robotically. “It should be enough for me to complete my task.”

Gabrielle didn’t know what this girl meant by task, but she pouted upon hearing her answer. “That’s not I was asking. I wanted to know if you’ve had a chance to explore Mars City and see everything it has to offer.”

Nyx tilted her head to look at Gabrielle. She looked back, blinking several times before offering the other female a wide, beaming smile.

“Is there something on my face?”

“No…” Nyx slowly shook her head. “It is nothing. To answer your question, I have not had a chance to explore Mars City.”

“Well, that’s no good,” Gabrielle murmured, pressing her fingers to her lips and looking contemplative. The expression soon disappeared and was replaced by a grin. “It’s a good thing I’m here.” She thumped a fist against her chest. “Don’t worry, Nyx, I’ll show you around the city!”

Nyx just stared at her.

The shuttle soon arrived at their destination. Gabrielle pulled Nyx to her feet and dragged her to the exit. Before they could vacate the shuttle, an older man who’d been eying them ever since they hopped on came up behind them and reached out with a hand.

“I hate perverts.”

Before Gabrielle even had time to blink, Nyx pulled one of the bands off her arm. The man who had reached out to them was sent sailing to the other side of the bus when something large and black smashed into his face. His body impacted with the durasteel plating and plasteel windows. He remained there for several seconds, as if gravity had yet to realize that it had a job to do, and then he slowly fell off the wall and hit the seat below him before sinking to the floor.

Gabrielle blinked. “I wonder what just hit that poor man?”

As an angelisian, her eyesight was better than most other species, but even she couldn’t be sure of what she had seen. Actually, she was pretty sure that her mind had been playing tricks on her. It had looked like Nyx’s band had morphed into a giant hammer for a second there, almost like…

That reminded me of alchemy, but it couldn’t be. There are no alchemists on Mars. That’s a Grecian talent.

Nyx said nothing.

Not long after that, the two of them exited the shuttle. Gabrielle and Nyx’s destination was the fountain located in the center of the plaza. Selene was already waiting for them. Her curly dark hair descended her head like a wave, framing her face and matching her skin. She wore a short-sleeved green shirt, a white skirt, and flats.

“There you are,” Selene said upon seeing Gabrielle.

“Sorry I’m running a bit late.” Gabrielle’s smile was apologetic as she walked up to her friend. “We ended up missing the first shuttle and had to wait for the next one to arrive.”

“That’s fine.” Selene waved off the apology. “I only just got here a little—wait. We?”

Gabrielle grinned as she pushed Nyx in front of her, keeping her hands on the smaller girl’s shoulders. “Selene, this is Nyx. Nyx, this is Selene. She’s one of my new friends and Alex’s childhood friend.”

“... Nice to meet you,” Nyx said, her voice about as emotive as a durasteel wall.

Selene stared at the young girl. Gabrielle was beaming. Nyx was still wearing the same clothes that she had yesterday. While Gabrielle liked her style, she thought they could do some shopping for her. It was always good to have more than one set of clothes, after all. She also thought it would be fun to dress the girl up.

“It’s nice to meet you, too,” Selene greeted Nyx, and then looked at Gabrielle. “So, how do you two know each other?”

“Alex found her and invited her to stay at our home.”

“Wait. Wait. Wait.” Selene raised her hands and waved them back and forth. “He’s letting her live with you? Why?”

Gabrielle looked down at Nyx, who must have felt her gaze, because she looked back with a soulless expression. Through her eyes, Gabrielle thought she could glimpse Nyx’s loneliness. Alex had likely noticed the same thing, which was why he’d offered her a place to stay.

Looking back up, Gabrielle addressed Selene. “Because Nyx doesn’t have anywhere to go. She’s new to Mars City, and from what I know, she doesn’t have any family or friends living here.”

“I understand now.” Selene sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Yeah, that sounds a lot like Alex. He would never leave someone to fend for themselves if there was something he could do to help.”

Gabrielle’s bright smile spoke volumes about her own feelings on the subject. “Yeah, but that’s why I love Alex so much. Would you feel the same way about him if he wasn’t who he was?”

“Probably not,” Selene admitted.

“Exactly!”

Nyx just stared at the two, remaining silent.

This girl really didn’t talk much, did she?
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“Achoo!”

Alex’s sneeze echoed throughout the room, which was a tiny meeting room located inside of the police department’s main office branch on Mars City, the one that he used to work at when he was a cadet training to become an officer. Sitting on the other side of a rectangular table was Mrs. Caridna Tepes.

Leaning against the table was a simple katana. Well, it looked simply, but it was something that Alex had invented. He wanted to test it out on a few training dummies, which he didn’t have at his home right now... all his dummies were already in ruins.

“Bless you.”

“Thanks.” Alex rubbed his nose and sniffed several times. “I must have breathed in some dust or something.”

“That, or someone is talking about you,” Mrs. Tepes said with a lecherous grin. “Perhaps a certain silver-haired alien princess?”

“That’s just an old wives’ tale,” Alex grunted, feeling a sense of deja vu. He shrugged it off. “It’s something that some idiot made up a long time ago for kicks. There’s no evidence to suggest that people sneeze when someone talks about them.”

“If you say so.” Mrs. Tepes shrugged. “So, how about you tell me why you wanted to meet with me at the police station, of all places? We could have met at Atreyu Academy, you know?”

Despite being in her mid-30s, Mrs. Tepes didn’t look a day over twelve or thirteen. Her cherubic face contained a youthfulness that belied her age. She was short, so short that her feet didn’t even reach the floor as she sat in the straight-backed chair. With her blonde hair done up in twin-tails, she really did look like a little girl. Her appearance created a strong dichotomy to the black business suit she was wearing.

Mrs. Tepes was the principal of Atreyu Academy. However, before becoming the principal of an educational institute, she had been a member of his father’s team on the special forces. She excelled in gathering and disseminating information. That said, Alex had done some digging of his own and learned that she was supposedly an expert combatant and marksman.

Alex leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I was hoping to find some information on someone.”

“Ho?” Mrs. Tepes leaned forward and placed her tiny hands on the table. The grin on her face, which Alex would have described as enigmatic, looked out of place on her youthful features. “You want some information on someone, but since you’re no longer a cadet in training, you can’t access the police database, which is why you called me, right?”

Alex shrugged and tried to act nonchalant. “Actually, I’ve already hacked into the police’s database, but I couldn’t find any information on the person I was looking for. That’s why I called you.”

Mrs. Tepes seemed surprised by how casually he admitted to hacking the police database. Her expression, which had widened into an almost childlike look of curiosity, suited her more than her previous perverse countenance.

“That was pretty bold of you.”

“Not really. Hacking into the police department’s security system is easy.”

“I meant telling me. You know that’s a crime, right? I could report you.”

Alex nodded. “You could, but you won’t.”

“Heh, such confidence you have.” Mrs. Tepes leaned back. “But you’re right. Considering how great a source of entertainment you are, there’s no way I could let you be arrested.”

Just as I thought.

Mrs. Caridna Tepes was a woman who’d grown bored and wanted to be entertained. That was probably why she’d become the principal of Atreyu Academy. Children always caused drama.

“So,” Mrs. Tepes began again, “who is it that you’re looking for information on?”

“Her name is Nyx, no last name,” Alex said.

“Nyx, huh? Interesting name. I don’t think I’ve ever heard of someone with a name like that. I’m assuming this is a girl?”

“You’d be assuming right. I don’t know how old she is, but she can’t be any older than my sister. She’s a very pretty girl with long dark hair and red eyes, and her skin is really pale.”

“And why exactly do you want to find out more about this girl?”

“Why would you even ask that? Isn’t it obvious?”

“You’re right. It is obvious.” Mrs. Tepes grinned. “I just wanted to hear you spout some monologue about helping someone like a stereotypical hero.”

Everyone knew about Alex’s desire to be a hero. By now, it had become common knowledge among the people who knew him. It wasn’t like he’d ever done anything to hide his goal. Indeed, he was often made fun of for it, or he used to be back in school.

“Well, I’ll see what I can scrounge up,” Caridna told him. “I’ve got a few contacts outside of the police that can gather hard to find information a little more easily using, shall we say, less than legal means. If there’s something to be found out about this Nyx girl, then I’ll find it.”

“Thank you,” Alex said earnestly.

“No problem.” Mrs. Tepes waved off his thanks. Then she grinned. “By the way, this Nyx wouldn’t happen to be living with you now, would she?”

“Um… maybe?”

“Hahaha! Nice! Can I take it to mean she’s going to be another member of your harem?”

“Please don’t say things like that. You’re going to make me sound like a sexual deviant.”

“I thought you were a sexual deviant.”

Alex groaned and placed his head on the table. It seemed even Mrs. Tepes was going to make fun of him. What did he do to deserve this?
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Nyx traveled with Gabrielle and Selene as they walked along the walkways of Mars City, capturing attention everywhere they went, especially by the male population. Not that it was hard. Men were horndogs, and Gabrielle and Selene were both gorgeous. Nyx could understand why they would garner so much attention.

Nyx ignored the stares that she received. She didn’t like being the center of attention, as it made assassinating her targets more difficult, but right then, she wasn’t killing anyone. She was gathering intel.

Gabrielle didn’t even appear to have noticed the looks sent their way. That girl was about as oblivious as it came. Nyx envied her.

“So, where exactly do you want to go next?” Selene asked.

They had been walking around for nearly an hour, with Gabrielle doing her best to show Nyx the sights using Mr. Map, an invention that she and Alex had apparently created together. It was basically just a device that projected a holographic map into the air, although the map was easily more detailed than anything someone could buy in a store. It was also interactive, allowing them to zoom in on their location and even get directions.

Nyx had no idea how it was made, but she was impressed.

“I was thinking about buying a new dress to welcome Alex home later today,” Gabrielle declared happily. “I also want to go clothes shopping for Nyx!”

“Oh, that’s nice…” Selene started—only to stop and whip her head around to look at Gabrielle. “Pardon? Welcome home?”

Gabrielle nodded. “Yes, welcome home. I need to step up my game if I want Alex to acknowledge my feelings.”

“Acknowledge your feelings? But I thought you two were engaged or whatever?”

“We are… well, sort of.” Gabrielle scratched the side of her head. “It’s kind of hard to explain. We are engaged, but Alex seems to think that the only reason I’m with him is because I’m trying to avoid having Papa marry me off to someone against my will. I heard him talking about it with his grandpapa when we were at Mars Homespring Resort.”

Walking alongside them, Nyx stared at the alien princess out of her peripheral vision. Her frown was almost unnoticeable. What Gabrielle was saying did not coincide with the information that she had been given.

Selene looked thoughtful. “Well, this is Alex we’re talking about. He’s dense at the best of times and willfully ignorant at the worst. The fact that you’re using him as a shield to keep from being married doesn’t help. It’s probably the entire reason that Alex doesn’t think your feelings for him are real.” She paused. “Is your father still trying to marry you off?”

Gabrielle shook her head. “Not anymore thanks to Alex. After Alex fought off Azazel, Azazel decided to help me. He informed Papa of what happened and told him that I wanted to marry Alex. Of course, there is still the issue with all of my other marriage candidates coming after Alex. Mou, I wish they would just give up already.”

There were a lot of people out that day, pedestrians of all kinds. Two parents walked with their child, smiling widely as the little boy giggled at everything, while several meters from them a gaggle of girls dressed in garish clothing chattered away. Men. Women. Boys. Girls. Young. Old. There were so many different people. It was all so peaceful.

Nyx had learned to be wary of such places. It was often places that seemed utopian like this that had the most darkness in it.

“Give it time.” Selene smiled. “I’m sure Alex will send them all packing.”

Nyx continued to listen and ponder everything that she was learning. None of this was coinciding with what she’d been taught about her target. It was clear to her that most if not all the information that she had been given was false.

My employer is going to regret making a fool of me.

High above, the massive skyscrapers towered over them. Nyx looked up. She wondered if her employer was out there, somewhere, watching the events down here unfold.

“Of course he will,” Gabrielle stated with certainty. “Alex is awesome like that. I’m not even worried about my suitors. The problem is that Alex seems to think the only reason I want to marry him is because I don’t want to marry any of the other marriage candidates.”

“Is that why you’ve been trying to so hard to get him to pay attention to you?” Selene asked. “I noticed that you’ve been inviting him to spend time with us a lot.”

Nodding, Gabrielle said, “Yes, that’s it exactly. I need to find some way to let Alex know that I’m not marrying him out of convenience, but because I truly love and want to be with him.”

“Does this mean that you are not being forced into a relationship with Alexander Ryker?” Nyx asked.

“Why would I be forced into a relationship with Alex?” Gabrielle sounded truly confused, as if she couldn’t even contemplate why someone would ask her such a dumb question. “Marrying Alex was my choice and no one else’s. I want to stay with him forever, so I have decided to marry him. That’s all there is to it.”

Nyx stared at her for a second longer before looking away. She hadn’t really needed to confirm it, but she’d wanted to make sure. It really did look like her current employer was going to pay dearly after her mission here was complete.

I hate this.

“Does this mean you’re not actually in a relationship with Alex?” Selene asked. Gabrielle thought about it, then slowly nodded.

“I guess it does.” The girl suddenly smiled brightly, as if not concerned by her own admission. “But I’m not worried. Even if Alex thinks I’m just pretending to be married to him, I know that he cares for me. He wouldn’t be so willing to let me live with him if he didn’t.” Officially pumped, Gabrielle clenched her hands into determined fists. “Now I just need to make him acknowledge my feelings for him!”

Selene looked at the girl for a few seconds more before smiling slightly. “I really do envy you. I wish I could be honest with my feelings like that.”

“Why can’t you?”

Selene took Gabrielle and Nyx to a small bench, where they could all sit down. Nyx frowned when her feet refused to reach the ground. She could have changed her height by using alchemy on her bones and muscles, but she preferred being short because it made fighting easier.

People underestimated you when you were short. Men especially.

“I guess I should tell you about what happened between Alex and myself,” Selene said after several seconds of silence.

“Did something bad happen?”

“I don’t know if I would call it bad, but it was probably really stupid on my part.” Selene paused again. Nyx kept her ear on the conversation, but she was more focused on the shuttles passing by overhead. “Did Alex tell you about how he and Alice used to live with us for a few years after their parents died?”

“Um, yeah, I think he mentioned that when we first met. Um…” Gabrielle didn’t seem to remember. Nyx thought she was just going along with Selene to not look ignorant.

“Did he tell you the reason he and Alice moved out?”

“Um… I don’t think so…”

“I’m the reason they moved out.” Selene’s smile was quite bitter. “It happened during our third year of primary. Alex and I were thirteen. He’d called me up to the roof of Atreyu Academy and confessed his love for me. He asked me to be his girlfriend.”

“Really?” Gabrielle’s eyes had grown wide. Nyx wondered if she was worried.

“Yes, really.”

“That’s amazing!” Gabrielle burst, letting Nyx know that she was not, in fact, worried. “What did you say? Did you accept his feelings?”

“No, I turned him down.” Selene’s words made even Gabrielle pause in shock. “I told him that I didn’t like him like that, and that I only thought of him as a brother.” She leaned back and looked at the domed ceiling over their heads. “Alex and Alice moved out a few days after that, and I barely saw them outside of school. Two years passed and before I knew it, Alex had graduated from primary and was accepted into the Police Academy.”

While she wouldn’t say anything, this sort of information was interesting to Nyx. It gave her a lot of in depth insight into her target. The only problem, she found, was that it also made her somewhat sympathetic.

It was never good to feel sympathy for a target.

“Does that mean you don’t love Alex?” Gabrielle asked.

“I… I don’t know,” Selene confessed. “At the time, I thought of him as nothing more than a brother, but after he stopped spending time with me, I realized how important he was. I still don’t know if I love him like you do, but I would like him back in my life.”

Nyx wondered if Selene and Gabrielle should really be talking about this while she was present. Maybe they were comfortable with her, or maybe they’d forgotten about her. Either way, this was an enlightening conversation.

She did not understand human relationships. She didn’t understand relationships in general. Having lived a solitary life, with only her employers and the people working in Ragnarok for company, Nyx had never once bothered getting close to others.

“I see. In that case, all we need to do is set you and Alex up on a date, and then you can figure out what he means to you!”

“E-excuse me?”

Gabrielle leapt to her feet. Nyx thought she spotted fire burning behind the girl’s eyes as she grinned at Selene. The princess seemed really fired up.

“I’ve read that going out on a date is the best way for two people to connect! If you and Alex went on a date together, you might be able to understand your own feelings better.”

“You think so?” Selene asked, her tone doubtful.

“Of course. I’m sure this will work.”

“I-if you say so.” Selene didn’t seem to agree. “Say Alex and I do go on a date. What would you do if, after going out with him, I said that I do love him?”

“That would be great!” Gabrielle burst, her joyfulness almost overpowering. She grabbed a startled Selene’s hands. With her eyes sparkling like gemstones, she leaned forward, causing Selene to lean back. “If you end up falling in love with Alex, then it means we can love Alex together!”

“Uh… I’m not sure love works that way.”

While Selene seemed unsure, Nyx nodded several times. When two or more people loved the same person, it was not a bad idea for everyone to get married. King Lucifer had three wives, from what she understood, and one of her previous employers, a woman named Nivan, had ten husbands. She might not understand marriage, but the idea of several people marrying one person was very logical.

Gabrielle just laughed. “What are you talking about? Of course it does. And now we really do need to do some shopping! We both need to get a dress that will impress Alex! Ah! And we should get some dresses for Nyx, too! Maybe she can wear a cute dress to impress Alex as well.”

“I have no desire to impress a monkey like him,” Nyx said in the same bland voice that she always used.

Gabrielle shrugged. “That’s okay. Even if you don’t want to impress him, you should still have some more clothes to wear than just that one leather outfit. Now, let’s go!”

Dragging a still confused Selene and a silent Nyx behind her, Gabrielle walked into the first clothing store they came across. She then proceeded to the racks and grabbed everything she thought would look cute.

Being dragged alongside Nyx, Selene smiled. “She’s like a little kid in a candy store.”

Not one to speak unless either being directly spoken to or having something important to say, Nyx kept silent and merely observed Gabrielle.

While Gabrielle rushed around, grabbing clothes off the racks, someone walked up to them.

“Excuse me,” a young woman with long flaxen hair and amber eyes interrupted them. She was staring at Gabrielle. “Is that you, Gabrielle?”

“Ah!” Gabrielle gasped in surprise. “It’s Kiri-Kiri! Hello!”

“Don’t call me that!” “Kiri-Kiri” reacted instinctively, and then she paused. “I can’t believe I’m running into you here. I figured you and Alex would be getting into trouble, blowing stuff up around Mars City.”

Gabrielle laughed joyfully. “Not today. Alex has some business to attend to, so I decided to spend the day with Selene and Nyx.”

“Hello, Kazekiri,” Selene greeted politely.

Kazekiri’s eyes narrowed as she turned to Selene, and Nyx thought she could sense the bad blood between them. “Hello, Selene. It’s been awhile. I still haven’t forgotten what you and your friends did to me.”

Selene’s exasperated sigh filled the air. “Are you still going on about that? I’ve already apologized several times. I didn’t even know what my friends were doing until they’d already done it.”

Crossing her arms, Kazekiri’s stern gaze gained several levels of hardness. “I fail to see how that makes any difference. It doesn’t change the fact that you were an accomplice to their petty bullying, even if it was only by association and not doing anything when you should have put a stop to them.”

Selene frowned at the other woman, who glared right back. Gabrielle looked back and forth before breaking the tension as only she could. “Do you two know each other?”

“I suppose you could say we have a shared history,” Kazekiri said.

“In that case you should join us.”

“Huh?”

“Eh?”

Kazekiri and Selene turned to look at Gabrielle. The alien princess was all smiles as she grabbed their hands and began dragging them both behind her. “Come on. Selene and I were looking for dresses to impress Alex with. I’m sure we can find one for you, too.”

“I-I-impress—why would I want to impress that destructive idiot, that walking natural disaster?!” Kazekiri asked, her face spontaneously combusting. “I-I don’t even like him!”

Selene shook her head at the other woman. “I see you still enjoy playing the denial card. I heard from Ryoko that she saw you and Alex coming out of a pet shop together several weeks ago.”

“Really?” Gabrielle asked. Nyx wondered about the strange look on the princess’ face.

Kazekiri tried to scowl, but her face was so red that she didn’t succeed. “S-shut up. It’s—he and I have never been close! Ever! And besides, I-I already have a boyfriend.”

Gabrielle and Selene stared at Kazekiri, who gazed back with wide eyes and both hands clamped over her mouth, as if she couldn’t believe what she’d just said.

“You… have a boyfriend?” Selene asked. She looked like she’d been broadsided by a shuttle.

The one called Kazekiri blushed bright red but continued bravely on. “T-that’s right. I have a boyfriend who I l-love very much.”

“Who?” Selene asked.

Kazekiri tried to unsuccessfully hide in her shirt. “T-that’s none of your business.”

Before Selene could retort, a handsome young man with black hair walked up to them. He wore a fashionable jacket and pants, and his shoes squeaked against the floor.

“There you are, Kazekiri,” he said, smiling down at her. “Man, it took forever to find you… and who are these three lovely ladies? Friends of yours?”

“No way…” Selene murmured, shocked. “Is this… your boyfriend?”

The young man laughed. “Boyfriend? Nah, I’m her older brother. The name’s Keiichi. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Oh… so you’re not her boyfriend. I see. Since you’re her brother, does this mean you know her boyfriend?” Selene asked.

Gabrielle watched the scene silently. She didn’t seem to understand what was going on. Meanwhile, Nyx observed Kazekiri, who was giving her older sibling a pleading look.

“We’ve met a few times,” Keiichi said smoothly.

Selene looked even more shocked. She seemed incredibly surprised to know that Kazekiri was actually dating someone, though Nyx didn’t know why. This girl was quite pretty. Surely such a beautiful woman would have no trouble getting a boyfriend.

“In that case, congratulations. I hadn’t realized you were dating anyone,” Selene said.

“Well, I am,” Kazekiri replied hotly. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

Keiichi laughed disarmingly. “Now, now, little sis, let’s not get into a catfight today, okay? I forgot to bring my camera.” He dodged a swipe from a blushing Kazekiri. “Anyway, Kazekiri and I still have some errands to run, so if you’ll excuse us, we’ll be on our way.”

Selene still seemed to be in shock. “Oh, yeah. Sure.”

“Bye, bye, Kiri-Kiri!” Gabrielle waved.

“Don’t call me that!” Kazekiri shouted as she left the store.

“So how do you and Kiri-Kiri know each other?” Gabrielle asked her friend.

“Kazekiri? She goes to the same school as me. We’ve even shared classes together. She was actually in the same class as me and Alex back before he graduated.”

“So, you and Kiri-Kiri and Alex all went to the same school and everything?”

“Yes.”

“That sounds so nice.” Gabrielle’s smile was just a tad wistful. “It must have been wonderful going to school with your friends like that. I’m beginning to wish I had met Alex earlier. Maybe then I could have also gone to school with all of you.”

“If you say so.” Selene shrugged.

These people are interesting, Nyx thought, remaining ever silent.
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Keiichi and Kazekiri left the store, walking off in a seemingly random direction.

“It looks like you got into some trouble back there, little sis, but don’t worry. Big Brother’s got your back.” Keiichi gave his sister a thumbs up. “Though it would probably just be easier if you asked that boy you’ve been doodling about in your diary recently to take you out on a date.”

“You read my diary?!” Kazekiri fumed. “You idiot! Don’t you know that you’re not supposed to read your sister’s diary?!”

Keiichi laughed her off as a familiar figure wandered into Kazekiri’s field of vision, a boy with raven hair, silver bangs, and blue eyes. She froze as her older brother spoke.

“It’s my prerogative as your older brother to peek into your private life. Now, then, what was that boy’s name again… A… A-something…?”

“A-Alex?!” Kazekiri squeaked.

“That’s right!” Keiichi snapped his fingers. “It was Alex.”

“What about me?” Alex asked as he stopped next to Kazekiri and her brother.

“What are you doing here?” Kazekiri crossed her arms and tried to give him a stern glare. Unfortunately, she was flustered. Her heart hammered in her chest at the sight of Alex, who merely stared at her with a curious smile.

“I was just wandering around,” Alex admitted. “I met up with someone at the police station, and since I knew that no one else would be home, I decided to wander around Mars City some after I finished my meeting.”

“I see.” She tapped her foot on the ground and glared some more. “And why are you carrying what looks like a weapon over your shoulder?”

Alex looked at the large sheathed katana resting against his shoulder. Then he looked back at Kazekiri. “Oh, this? I brought it to the police department because I wanted to test it on some disposable dummies. Don’t worry,” he added when her glare hardened, “I received Karen’s permission.”

“That’s Commander Karen. Show her proper respect.”

Alex shook his head. “She’s not my commander anymore, so I don’t call her that.”

“You could’ve fooled me,” Kazekiri huffed. “So, what did you destroy this time?”

“N-nothing. What makes you think I destroyed something?”

“…”

As Kazekiri continued staring him down, Alex was forced to look away. “All right, so, maybe I caused a little damage to a wall, but I swear to Mars it was only a nick. It’s not like the wall blew up or anything… this time.”

Kazekiri held her stare for a few more seconds before sighing. “I cannot say anything about your reckless behavior and destructive inventions right now. However, I would like to advise you on being cautious when using those inventions of yours. You have already caused enough property damage to last a lifetime.”

“T-that’s kinda harsh, Kiri-Kiri.”

“Stop addressing me with such familiarity!” a blushing Kazekiri shouted.

“Ah, young love,” Keiichi swooned.

“Huh?” Alex raised an eyebrow.

“Brother!” Kazekiri shouted at Keiichi, who just laughed.

“It’s nice to meet you, Alex. Well, we still have some errands to run, though considering how late it’s become, I’m not sure we’ll be able to accomplish them all if we stick together. Say, would you mind lending a hand?” Keiichi asked of Alex.

“You shouldn’t ask someone you just met to help out of the blue like that,” Kazekiri tried to say.

Alex shrugged. “Sure, I don’t mind helping out.”

“Huh?” Startled, Kazekiri stared at Alex. She was sure that her mouth was hanging open.

“Thank you.” Keiichi clapped his hands together. “I was a little worried. Some of the tasks we have requires two people. Anyway, here is the list of tasks for you guys to do. Now then, I am off to meet my girlfriend.”

“Okay,” Alex said, taking the list from Keiichi. “Bye—wait…” he trailed off as a laughing Keiichi ran off. Slowly, his eyes turned toward a scowling Kazekiri. “Is it just me, or did your brother just trick me into helping you, while he ran off to see his girlfriend?”

“My brother is so irresponsible, especially when it comes to his girlfriend. He’ll even ditch work to spend time with her if he can.” Kazekiri pressed a hand to her forehead and sighed. “I’m really sorry about that, Alex.”

Alex just grinned. “Naw, it’s fine. I don’t mind helping out a friend, Kiri-Kiri.”

Kazekiri frowned, but there was no heat in it. “Didn’t I just tell you not to address me with such familiarity?”

“Anyway,” Alex continued, pretending that he hadn’t heard her. “Try not to be too hard on your brother. Once you find that special someone, you’ll understand why he’s acting like that.”

Kazekiri looked insulted for some reason. “What makes you think I haven’t already found that special someone?”

“You already have someone you like?” Alex smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized you already had someone like that in your life.”

Kazekiri didn’t quite succeed at hiding the redness in her cheeks. “W-whatever. It’s not like you could have known. I try not to let others know about my personal life. Anyway, why don’t you give me that list? My brother tricked you into doing this, and I wouldn’t feel right forcing you to help me.”

Alex pulled the list away when she reached for it. “What are you talking about? I already said that I don’t mind lending a hand. It’s not like I have anything else that needs to get done today.”

“W-well, if you’re sure,” an uncertain Kazekiri said, poking her index fingers together. She didn’t understand why, but she felt bashful for some reason, like she was both pleased and embarrassed at the same time. Her chest was fluttering. “I suppose someone has to keep you out of trouble.”

“It’s not like I try to get myself in trouble on purpose, you know.” Alex pouted as they began walking to the first destination on their list. “It’s just that one thing often leads to another and I end up causing a few problems, but I never purposely go out of my way to cause trouble.”

“I am aware of that,” Kazekiri admitted. “However, that makes it worse. And whenever trouble does happen, you always act so recklessly. You rush into whatever trouble you find headfirst, when you should be taking a step back to assess the situation. Honestly, you’re a smart man, Alex, so why are you always acting like that?”

“I don’t really know, to be honest.” Alex smiled and looked up at the towering skyscrapers that were surrounding them on either side. “I guess, maybe it’s because of my old man. I grew up hearing all kinds of stories about how my dad was a big hero, how he saved a bunch of people, and how he was always putting others first. I want to be like that, someone who protects others, so I’m always pushing myself to emulate him.”

Kazekiri thoughtfully chewed her thumbnail. “I have heard that your father was well-known among the police as a great hero who was admired and respected by his comrades. I guess I never considered what that meant for you. It must be difficult to have such large shoes to fill.”

“I think you’re misunderstanding something.” Alex shook his head and corrected her. “I’m not doing this because I want people to look at me in the same light as they do my dad. I don’t even care about filling his shoes. I just want to protect people like he did. I don’t like it when innocent people get hurt for selfish reasons. That’s why I want to be like him.”

“I think I understand.” Kazekiri tried to ignore the strange fluttering in her heart. “You like helping people, and because your father was always helping others, you admire and want to be like him.”

They were nearing their destination now, having taken several escalators and walkways. They could have taken a teleport pad, but that would have been wasteful, especially since their first destination was so close. Kazekiri checked the map again. It looked like they weren’t even five minutes walking distance.

Alex thought about that for a few seconds, and then slowly nodded. “Yeah, that sounds about right. I’ve never been able to really put it into words before, not like that, but you’ve hit the mark with laser precision.”

“It’s really admirable of you to want to help others,” Kazekiri admitted, right before her stern expression came back. “But if you really do want to help others, then you should think about not being so reckless. The way you constantly jump into every problem that comes your way tends to cause more trouble for others than if you had done nothing.”

Appearing properly chastised, Alex nodded. “You’re right. I’m sorry about that.”

“W-whatever, I’m only telling you this because it’s true, not because I wanted to help you or anything.”

“I know.” Alex smiled at the girl. “Still, thank you.”

Kazekiri looked away. Why did her face feel so warm? Dang it! He was making her feel strange again!

“Ah… you’re welcome.”

Because she wanted to distract herself, Kazekiri looked back down at the map, which was projected above her IDband as a holographic, 3-dimensional image. It was a basic map. A small blip on the map showed her location.

She then observed the area they were in. It was another catwalk, but this one had several buildings lining either side instead of being open. None of them were skyscrapers, though. All of them were small and modest, with none of them going over two stories in height. Several familiar signs dotted the area which, according to the map, let her know that she was heading in the right direction.

“So, what made you decide to become an officer?” Alex asked, only to pause when he saw the look on her face. It must have been darker than she expected because he bit his lip. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I was just curious.”

Kazekiri was currently a part-time officer at the Police Station. She attended primary at Atreyu Academy, and then went to the Police Station for a four-hour shift five days a week. If she did this until graduation, she’d be able to attend the Police Academy with a full scholarship.

“It’s fine. I guess it would be alright if I told you.” Kazekiri took a deep breath, and then slowly released it. “My parents aren’t… what I would call reliable. My dad is, well, he’s not the best person in the world, and my mom won’t be winning any mother of the year awards, either.”

“They’re not… they don’t hurt you, do they?”

“I don’t live with them anymore. In any case, my mom was never abusive,” Kazekiri said slowly. “It was more like she was a non-entity. She was just sort of there. She drank a lot, and she partied, and when she got home, she and dad would fight. My dad was… he was…”

“You don’t have to tell me anymore.” Alex placed a hand on her shoulder. “If it’s too hard for you, then we should just leave it at that.”

“Thank you.”

Kazekiri sighed in mixed relief and guilt. While a part of her was glad that she wouldn’t have to reveal more, another part berated herself for it. Alex had bared his feelings to her. Why couldn’t she do the same?

Those thoughts permeated her mind until they arrived at the place that was first on Keiichi’s list.

They stared at the modest two-story structure, which looked completely out of place. Most buildings, regardless of what they sold or their purpose, were always constructed from a combination of durasteel and plasteel. This looked like it was made of wood. Only a secondary glance revealed that it was actually durasteel made to look like wood. The roof was, likewise, durasteel that looked like shingles upon first glance. Three rectangular windows allowed them a glimpse inside. Hanging over a wooden door with a window was a sign that said Café Love Love.

“I… think we may have the wrong place,” Kazekiri said, staring at the sign above the door.

“Can I see that map?” Alex asked.

“Oh, sure.” Kazekiri held out her IDband, which currently had the map still on display, allowing Alex to study it.

“Yep, this is the place.” He brought his left hand to his head and scratched the back of his neck. “I didn’t realize your older brother was into this kind of place.”

Kazekiri closed the map program and crossed her arms. “My brother is a delinquent, even if he is a better person than most. I am not surprised to discover that he has been frequenting places like this.”

“Some brother you’ve got there.”

“Let’s just go inside…”

They entered the cafe. Being the gentleman that he was, Alex held the door open for Kazekiri, and then followed after her. She hurried inside so he wouldn’t see her blush.

“Welcome home, Master! Welcome home, Mistress!”

“Uh…”

Kazekiri looked around in shock. There were over a dozen circular tables arrayed around the room. Booths lined many of the walls, except for the back corner to their left, which featured a nice-looking bar made of what appeared to be varnished wood. What threw her off was not the appearance of the café, but the person who greeted them.

Adorned in a frilly black dress with short, puffy sleeves and a skirt, an equally frilly white apron, black garters, and heels, was a young girl maybe a year younger than them. Her blonde hair was done in two drill-like curls on either side of her head. She wore a pleasant smile as she greeted her and Alex.

“Jasmine?!” Alex shouted in surprise, startling Kazekiri. Did Alex know this girl?

“Alexander?!” The girl called Jasmine seemed just as shocked, though she recovered quickly. Kazekiri laid witness to the blonde placing one hand on her hip and the other near her mouth as she threw her head back. “Oh ho ho ho! Have you come to see me? I should have known. You must have heard from Alice that I, the Queen of Jobs, was working here and rushed over to catch a glimpse of me in my cute clothes! Oh ho ho ho!”

As she stared at the laughing girl, Kazekiri really had to wonder how she and Alex knew each other. Wait. Wasn’t this the girl who was always hanging around Alex’s younger sister at school?

I believe his sister’s name was Alice, wasn’t it?

She had never met Alice in person yet, but she definitely remembered seeing Alex walking a young girl with brown hair and half-lidded brown eyes to school on several occasions.

“Um, no, actually, I haven’t seen Alice since she left this morning,” Alex admitted. “I thought she was with you.”

“Oh ho? She left a little while ago when she learned that I was going to my job.” Jasmine shrugged. Kazekiri felt envious. Somehow, even her shrug seemed elegant.

“Ah, yeah, that sounds like her.” Alex nodded several times. “By the way, why are you working at a place like this?”

“Oh ho ho ho! Didn’t you know? I am the owner of this fine establishment!”

“R-really?”

While Kazekiri was startled, Alex looked downright stunned, like someone had shot him between the eyes with a blaster bolt.

She looked around the cafe again. It certainly did look like a respectable place. Clean floors, polished tables, and the bar had brand new appliances. Oddly enough, the place didn’t have many customers.

“Indeed,” Jasmine started, “this café was first established by my mother... this place was going to be torn down, but I bought it from Father using my allowance and have been running it ever since.”

“I didn’t know that,” Alex mumbled. He spoke with a sympathetic tone of voice. Kazekiri couldn’t help but feel like he knew something about Jasmine that others didn’t.

She felt something constrict her chest, but she did her best to brush it off.

“That does not surprise me.” Jasmine looked at Alex with an adoring smile that took Kazekiri aback. “While I own this cafe, I have only recently started working here. I decided to do some part-time work as a way of killing time, since it’s boring to stay in my house all day and Alice is not one for going outside. It’s also good experience. Madison is here, too.”

Jasmine pointed at a young woman in a maid outfit. She was serving a gentleman in an expensive silk suit, who was wearing the largest, most pleased blush that Kazekiri had ever seen. She wrinkled her nose.

“I’m really impressed that you can do this kind of work,” Alex complimented.

“Thank you.” Jasmine beamed—until her eyes finally landed on Kazekiri. Then she frowned. “And who is this? Alexander, are you taking this young woman out on a date?”

While Alex appeared to have swallowed his tongue, Kazekiri felt like her face had been caught in the fuselage of a frigate. “W-we are not dating! I am only here because my brother sent me here. We ran into Alex on the way, and he offered to help me! I’d never date someone as reckless as him!”

“T-that’s kind of a harsh thing to say...” Alex mumbled, but Kazekiri ignored him.

“Is that so? Hm… my mistake then. Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine recovered from her previously bothered mien and the smile returned. “That does sound a lot like Alexander. He enjoys helping people. Now, then, you mentioned that your brother sent you here?”

“Um, yes,” Kazekiri was startled by the abrupt manner in which this girl changed her disposition. And also…

What is up with that laugh?

Jasmine cupped her chin. “Are you by chance related to a man called Keiichi?”

Kazekiri looked taken aback. “Uh, yes?”

The smile on Jasmine’s face did not seem to bode well for her. “Oh, good. I have been waiting for you.” She eyed Kazekiri and nodded approvingly. “Hmm, you’ll do. Yes, you’ll look quite good in a maid outfit. Oh ho ho ho ho!”

“What?” Kazekiri asked, nonplussed.

“Oh ho ho ho! Didn’t your brother tell you why you’re here?” Jasmine raised an eyebrow. “That Keiichi came in the other day with his girlfriend, and then bailed when the time came to pay the tab. He said that his little sister would work off the debt for him.”

“W-w-what?!” Kazekiri shrieked in shock. “I-I don’t believe he would—no, wait, this sounds exactly like something he would do! How dare he do something like this to me! That… that… that…”

As Kazekiri stood there, her clenched fists shaking in fury as she tried—and failed—to come up with the words to express what she felt, Alex placed a hand on her shoulder. The shaking stopped. The fists unclenched. Kazekiri stared at him in shock. Alex smiled at her, and then looked at Jasmine.

“Excuse me, but you said that Keiichi pulled a dine and dash? In which case, it would be fine if I reimbursed you for whatever he owed, right?”

Jasmine thought about that for a moment. “Yes, that is true…”

“No,” Kazekiri said, causing Alex to look at her in surprise. In return, she smiled gratefully at him. “Thank you for offering to pay for my brother’s debt. However, I will not allow you to take on the debt of someone related to me, nor will I trade one debt for another.”

“I wasn’t going to…”

“Whether you were or were not planning on having me reimburse you does not matter.” Kazekiri placed a hand against her chest. “What matters is that I would know that the only reason this debt has been paid off is because of you, and I would feel indebted regardless of what you say. I will do whatever I have to in order to pay off my brother’s debt myself.”

Appearing delighted, like a child who’d seen something awesome, Jasmine clapped her hands together. “Oh ho ho ho ho! In that case… Madison! Why don’t you show this young woman to the changing room while I show Alexander—I mean, while I show our dear Master to his seat?”

Madison, having heard her mistress’ call, looked up from her work and nodded once. She turned away from the old man, whose blush grew as he stared at her swaying backside, and stopped in front of Kazekiri. She clasped her hands and bowed.

“If you will follow me, I will direct you to the changing room.”

Kazekiri took a deep breath before following Madison.

Her brother was going to pay dearly for this.

6

“Oh ho ho ho! Master, if you would please follow me, I will show you to your table.” After speaking, Jasmine performed a picture-perfect curtsey, grabbing the hem of her dress and lifting it as she bent her knees and bowed her head ever so slightly.

“Um, okay.”

Unsure of what to do, Alex followed Jasmine as she wove through a series of mahogany tables covered by beautiful white cloth. She led him into a beautifully crafted booth, a mahogany table shaped like a rectangle and lined with red-cushioned couches. Alex scooted himself into the booth and was given a menu.

“If you will wait here, I will be back with a drink for you, Master.”

“You’re awfully good at this maid act.”

“Oh ho ho ho! Who do you think you’re talking to? I am Jasmine de Truante, the Queen of Maids! It is only natural that I would excel at being a maid. Now please wait here, Master. I’ll return with your water shortly. Oh ho ho ho!”

Alex watched Jasmine flick her blonde drills over her shoulder and strode away. He stared at her skirt, which swished as she walked, revealing hints of her porcelain thighs... until he realized what he was doing. Then he looked away.

“I never would have imagined that Jasmine would be working here as a maid, much less that she’d own a café.” He paused. “I wonder if I should introduce her to my grandma?”

Alex turned his attention back to his booth. He picked up the menu lying on the table, flicking it open and looking through. The selection was fairly simple. They only had ten items total. Most were simple confectionaries like omelets, sandwiches, and parfaits. They did have a wide selection of tea, though.

Jasmine returned with a glass of water expertly balanced on a tray; it didn’t so much as slosh as she wove between tables.

“Here is your water, Master.” She placed the water on the table.

“Thank you,” Alex said.

“I’d love to chat with you, but I have to work.” Jasmine’s shoulders slumped. Alex did notice that a few more patrons were coming in, and aside from Jasmine and Madison, there were only two more girls manning the café.

“That’s okay.” Alex grinned at her. “I like watching you work.”

“O-oh ho! Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine looked away. “I-is that so? Then I shall do my best to show you my amazing work ethic. After all, I am known as the Queen of Work! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

Jasmine quickly walked away. If Alex didn’t know any better, he would have said she was walking a little bow-legged.

While he read through the items listed on the menu, each of which cost more than most people made in a month, his mind went to Kazekiri. He wondered what Jasmine planned to have her do. He could have sworn he heard something about a maid outfit, but surely, she couldn’t have been thinking about…

“G-g-g-good a-afternoon, M-M-M-Master.”

No. No, no, no, no.

Alex went into denial as a familiar voice stuttered in his ear. He must have been hearing things, surely. Yes, that must have been it. He was hearing things. Hallucinating. He would turn around and not see Kazekiri standing before him in a maid outfit.

“H-hey! D-don’t you know that it’s rude not to look at someone when they’re talking to you?!”

Reaffirming his belief that Kazekiri would not be in a maid outfit, Alex turned his head.

His breathing stopped.

She was wearing a maid outfit.
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“Uh… ah…”

Kazekiri grabbed the hem of her too-short skirt and tried to pull it down. Alex idly thought about how that action wasn’t a particularly good idea, because really, all she did was draw his gaze toward her legs.

Her amazingly long legs…

Ga! What the hell am I thinking? I can’t be thinking about Kiri-Kiri like this! I—she’s just some girl I used work with! Who cares if she’s gorgeous. And what about Gabrielle? We might not be dating, but we—aren’t we still sort of together? Even if it’s only temporary? I can’t cheat on her like that…

“You could always build a harem?”

I don’t know who you are, but if you mention that again, I’m going to come in there and hit you!

“Oh, my. That sounds positively… delightful. Will you tie me down, bend me over your lap, and spank me until—kya!”

Alex blinked when the voice yelped. Then Voice Number Two spoke up. “I apologize. It appears that I cannot take my eyes off of her for even one second. Please, pretend that we are naught but static noise in the background and ignore us.”

Uh… okay…

What the hell was happening inside of his own head?

“W-would you quit staring at me like that? You’re making me uncomfortable,” Kazekiri demanded. It wasn’t until she spoke that Alex realized he’d been staring at her this whole time.

“I-I’m sorry.” Alex looked away. “I just… I didn’t expect to see you wearing, well, that…”

“D-does it look bad?”

“No.” Alex shook his head. “You look good.” His gaze flickered over to see the too-short skirt and cleavage revealing front, and then he went back to staring at the table. “Too good.”

It took Kazekiri several seconds to figure out the meaning of his words. When she finally did figure out what he was saying, her already red face began to steam like an overheating pulse generator.

“O… oh…”

The two stared at each other awkwardly for several seconds before looking away again.
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Several hours had passed since she and her two friends had gone shopping, and all three of them had unanimously decided to grab a bite to eat. They had found a place with several restaurants and stands that sold any number of delectable treats. After ordering their food, the three of them had found a nice place to sit.

“Wasn’t this fun?” Gabrielle asked her companions.

“It was pretty fun,” Selene admitted, smiling. “I like spending time with Ryoko and Sarah, but they can be pretty, uh, rambunctious at times. It’s hard to deal with… then again, you’re really outgoing, too, but at least I don’t have to worry about being groped when I’m around you.”

“What? Grope?” Gabrielle asked.

“… Never mind.”

Shrugging, Gabrielle turned to her other companion. “What about you, Nyx? Did you have fun?”

Nyx looked up from where she was eating a crepe filled with cream cheese and all kinds of berries. The emotionless girl stared for several moments, and then slowly nodded her head.

“It was… different.”

“Different as in good different, or different as in bad different?” asked Selene.

Nyx paused again, this time to look at Selene, who shuffled like one of Gabrielle’s machines when it was on the fritz.

“... I do not know. I have never done anything like this before.”

“Does that mean you enjoyed it?” Selene asked.

“I do not know.”

Selene’s expression became unsure. “Um, well, okay… I guess that’s fine.”

They were sitting around the table of a small café. Down by their feet were several bags of clothes. Most belonged to Nyx, who Gabrielle had taken great joy in dressing up like a doll. Even Selene had taken some perverse pleasure in seeing the emotionless girl squirming uncomfortably whenever Gabrielle told her how cute she looked. The petite girl apparently didn’t do well with praise.

Or with people staring at her.

Or with people calling her cute.

There seemed to be a lot of things that made Nyx uncomfortable.

Gabrielle also bought a new dress using some of the allowance that Azazel had given her. She didn’t really like clothes because they felt so restricting, but she had read in one of those holoweb articles that guys enjoyed seeing girls in cute clothing. If that was indeed the case, logic dictated that Alex would enjoy seeing her in cute clothing because he was a guy. It made sense to her.

“I’d say this was a very successful outing.” Gabrielle nodded to herself. “I even got to test out Mr. Map.”

“You have really odd names for your inventions,” Selene murmured.

“You think so?” Gabrielle looked at the small circular disk on the table. It was still displaying a holographic, three-dimensional map that was more detailed than anything their IDbands could create. “I thought it was a really cool name.”

“How do you even build something like that anyway?” asked Selene. “That’s way more advanced than any of the technology I’ve seen other people using.”

“Alien technology,” Nyx said.

“What?”

“Alex and I made it together.” Gabrielle puffed out her chest in pride. “We were actually trying to create a tracking device that utilizes the geothermal energy of Mars to track heat signatures. Unfortunately, Mars doesn’t have much in the way of geothermal energy—not the kind we need anyway. We had to change the original device into this, which uses the airwaves from all of the communication devices in Mars City. It basically takes in all of the signals, bounces them back in small pulses like an old-fashioned sonar, and then creates a three-dimensional image based on those pulses.”

“That… sounds ridiculously complicated.”

Gabrielle couldn’t believe her friend was saying that. “It’s not that hard once you learn how airwave patterns are sent and received by the many devices that people use to communicate.”

“I think I have a headache.” Selene pressed a hand to her forehead.

While Gabrielle tried to explain the creation of airwaves and radial communication patterns to Selene, Nyx continued studying Gabrielle. She wondered about her new friend. The way she kept studying her was kind of weird. There were no bad vibes coming from her, but the petite, dark-haired girl seemed abnormally interested in just watching what she did.

Shrugging, Gabrielle kept trying to explain her theories to Selene. It was sad. No matter how much she tried to simplify her explanation, Selene kept saying that she didn’t understand.

Alex understood almost everything she said. Sure, some of it took a bit of thinking, but he would eventually understand her concepts. She guessed that was because, like her, Alex was a genius.

Most of her fellow angelisians never understood her theories either.

“Why if it isn’t Gabrielle,” a voice said somewhere to their left. The trio turned to see Jameson walking up to their table. He looked down at Gabrielle, who stared up at him with her ears twitching, and smiled. “I was just thinking about how much I missed your presence in my life, and lo and behold, here you are, appearing before my vision like a beautiful fantasy. And I don’t see Alexander anywhere in sight. It must have been fate that brought us together this day.”

Gabrielle continued to look at him. Then…

“Who are you?”

“Geh!” Jameson stumbled back and clutched a hand to his chest as though experiencing an acute pain. “You… how could you ask that question? I’m Jameson, the King of Romance, a man of impeccable taste and a deep-seated, burning love for you.”

“King of what?” Gabrielle tilted her head.

“Jameson.” Selene sighed. “What are you doing here?”

Jameson acted like he’d only just seen her, which put a frown on Selene’s face. “Oh, Selene. I didn’t expect to see you here as well. What are you doing here with my beautiful Gabrielle?”

“She’s shopping with me and Nyx!” Gabrielle declared happily. She received an amused smile from Jameson in return.

“Is that so? You and… Nyx… huh?”

Jameson looked down and found himself confronted by a beautiful girl with pale-skin, long hair the color of midnight, and the sexiest leather dress he’d ever seen. Emotionless red eyes stared at him with a look that made him feel like an insect—less than an insect. He felt like the dirt beneath this girl’s boots.

His world became consumed by this vision of virginal beauty.

He knelt down next to the girl, smiling as he took one of her hands. For reasons that couldn’t be scientifically explained, she imagined sparkles appearing around the blond man as he stared into her eyes with an expression that greatly disturbed her.

“Hello, I do not believe you and I have been formally introduced. My name is Jameson de Truante, the man who is known throughout the galaxy as the King of Nobility. I am the son of a wealthy magnate. I have one sister. I enjoy spending time with beautiful women, admiring beautiful women, and taking long walks on the beach with beautiful women.” He paused, and then remembered something. “Wait, we don’t have a beach, do we?”

“No,” Selene stated dryly. “We don’t.”

Jameson quickly recovered his groove. “I see… in that case, I like taking long walks through the… park. I know that we do not know each other very well, but I would love to take you out on a date. Perhaps this Friday, if you aren’t too busy? I promise to show you a good time.”

Nyx gave Jameson the mile-long stare. The shameless playboy didn’t appear to notice, which she realized was because he wasn’t staring at her face, but at her chest and legs.

She pulled a band off her arm.

Without warning, Jameson’s body was flattened like a pancake when something too fast for anyone to see smashed into him. The durasteel plate underneath him dented as he was slammed into it. He didn’t even get the chance to scream before his eyes rolled up in the back of his head and he passed out. Before anyone could notice, Nyx snapped the armband she’d pulled off back onto her wrist.

Gabrielle and Selene silently watched the exchange. Nyx’s face actually showed some emotion, even if it was simply in the form of a glare.

“I hate perverts,” she declared before standing up, grabbing her bags, and walking away. Gabrielle and Selene looked at each other, and then stood up to follow her.

“What just happened?” Selene asked.

“I’m not sure.” Gabrielle tilted her head. “It looked like that wristband Nyx had transformed into a giant fist and squashed that Jamie guy, but it all happened so fast.”

“A giant fist, huh? That’s some imagination you’ve got there.”

“Tee-hee.” Giggling, Gabrielle poke out her tongue.

8

Alex and Kazekiri finally checked off the last task on the list that Keiichi gave them. It had taken a lot of time, especially since at least thirty minutes had been spent at Jasmine’s cafe, but they’d finally managed to complete everything.

“Your brother gets up to a lot of trouble, doesn’t he?” Alex asked, stretching his arms above his head. Most of the tasks he’d done involved heavy lifting, and while his crisis suit, hidden underneath his white shirt, long-sleeved jacket, and pants, ensured that he was more than up to the task, his muscles still felt stiff.

“It does seem like he has been getting into even more trouble than I remember as of late.” Kazekiri frowned. “I’m sorry you got dragged into my problems.”

They were walking across a large walkway. Ships passed by overhead and underneath. People walked alongside them. However, no one paid them any mind. They probably thought she and Alex were a young couple walking together.

The thought made her want to blush, but she resisted, just barely.

“Heh, what are you talking about?” Alex grinned as he threw his hands behind his head. “I offered to help, didn’t I? If I didn’t want to help out, there’s nothing you or anyone else could have done to make me.”

After a moment, Kazekiri nodded in agreement. “Yes, I suppose that is true.”

Alex was a stubborn individual. Headstrong and Reckless. Kazekiri knew full well that if he didn’t want to do something, nothing on Mars could make him do it.

“Besides, I had a lot of fun today.” When Kazekiri stared at him with an incomprehensible look, Alex smiled. “It was really interesting getting to know you better. You and I have never really spent much time together. It was nice. We should do it again some time.”

“A-again?” Kazekiri squeaked.

“Yeah, again, as in, we should hang out some more.” His eyes brightened. “Hey, I know. I should invite you to hang out with Gabrielle and Selene.”

“Selene?” Kazekiri’s face darkened.

“Yeah, we sometimes go out when all of us are free. Ryoko and Sarah have come with us once or twice as well, but Sarah doesn’t like men, so it’s normally just Ryoko. Alice also occasionally joins us, but we kind of have to force her… Oh, and Nyx will probably be joining us as well. I think it would be fun if you came with us. Then all of us could get to know you better.”

“I will… think about it,” Kazekiri replied diplomatically.

Alex studied Kazekiri. She didn’t sound quite as enthusiastic as he’d been hoping she would, but that was okay. Once she started spending more time with them and saw how fun it was, he knew she would come around. She might have been a stickler for the rules, but he could tell that she’d enjoyed the time they spent had on various odd jobs together. It was impossible to fake that smile.

How much more fun would she have with several more people to hang out with? That was his thinking.

“I hope you decide to join us. I’d like to know you better.” Alex gazed at Kazekiri and tried to show her his sincere desire through eye contact.

“D…”

“D?” Alex blinked. He looked at Kazekiri and became alarmed. “H-hey! Kiri-Kiri! Are you okay? Your face is all—”

“D-don’t think you can just say stuff like that to me, you idiot!” Kazekiri exploded, pointing a quivering finger at him. “I-I’m onto you! If you think I’m going to let you corrupt my moral backbone, you’ve got another thing coming!”

With that, Kazekiri dropped her hand, turned around, and bolted out of sight. Alex stared after her for several seconds, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.

“Was it something I said?” Alex wondered out loud before deciding that it must have been. Why else would Kazekiri run off like that?

Thinking on it, that was pretty unusual behavior for her. Whenever Alex said something that she didn’t like, Kazekiri would normally go into her lecture mode, which consisted of her lecturing him on the virtues of acting with prudence and not being reckless, and then stating that he was corrupting the moral backbone of their society. This new Kazekiri confused him.

Shaking his head, Alex decided to think on this later. He still had to get home. To that end, he hopped onto a shuttle that took him close to the convenient store near his house. After buying groceries for dinner that night, Alex arrived back home.

“I’m home!” he called out, taking off his shoes and leaving them by the door.

“Alex!”

A cheerful and—thankfully—fully dressed Gabrielle slammed into him. Alex had been expecting it this time, and because she had clothes on, he wasn’t stunned into stupefaction. He caught the girl and twirled her around, laughing with her before setting her feet back on the tiled floor.

“Gabrielle, did you have fun with Selene and Nyx?”

“Uh-huh!” Gabrielle’s head bobbed up and down. “I had a blast. We toured the city and went shopping for Nyx, and I even got to try out Mr. Map.”

“How did it work?” asked a curious Alex. They hadn’t been able to test that invention yet, mainly because they were so busy with their other inventions. He was glad that Gabrielle had found the time to take it on a trial run.

Gabrielle puffed out her chest and smiled proudly. “There are still some glitches, and the hologram becomes grainy in certain areas or when the airwaves aren’t as heavy, but it works really well.” She gave him a thumbs up. “The test was successful!”

“Really? That’s awesome!” He and Gabrielle shared a high-five. “So now we can count at least four inventions we’ve made that work almost exactly like they’re supposed to.”

“Yep!”

When they made their way into the living room, it was to find Alice and Nyx watching TV. Alice was immersed in the show, something about magical space girls, while Nyx simply seemed to be watching because it was more interesting than counting cracks on the ceiling. When Alex and Gabrielle entered, she looked up.

“Hey, you two,” Alex greeted.

“Big bro.”

“…”

“I heard you bailed on spending time with Jasmine.” Alex ruffled an annoyed Alice’s hair, which only served to annoy her further.

“Jasmine was being troublesome. She wanted me to work as a maid at her café. Like I’d do something so tedious.”

“I suspected as much.” Alex nodded to himself, and then turned to Nyx, smiling kindly. “And what about you? I hope you had a good time with Gabrielle and Selene.”

Nyx didn’t so much as blink as she stared at him with her emotionless eyes. “I am… not sure.”

Alex did blink. “You’re not sure? How can you not be sure?” When all Nyx did was stare at him, he sighed. “Well, I’m sure you’ll eventually figure it out. Just keep spending more time with them.”

The staring continued, making Alex uncomfortable.

“Right… so, I’m just going to put these away, and then get started on dinner.”

“Oh, oh, do you need help?” Gabrielle asked, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet.

Alex thought for a moment before slowly shaking his head. “Naw, I think I’ve got it this time. I’m not making anything special. Just curry.”

Alice twitched. “How can you possibly say that curry isn’t special? Curry is only the best, most amazing food in the entire galaxy! You can search far and wide and never find a dish better than curry! It’s—” Alice noticed the stares that she was getting, coughed into her hand, and sat back down with an embarrassed blush. “I mean, it’s really good… troublesome brother.”

“Whatever you say, Alice.”

Alex ignored Alice’s childish glare, walked into the kitchen, put the groceries away, and began preparing dinner. Curry actually was really easy to make, so it didn’t take a whole lot of time. He was done before too long and what Alex was beginning to think of as his extended family all sat down to eat.
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After dinner, Alex and Gabrielle tried to wash the plates using one of their newest inventions. Alice and Nyx, who remained behind to watch, stared at the contraption, which looked like a giant octopus that hovered several dozen centimeters off the ground.

“I call this Mr. Clean-Clean Octopus,” Gabrielle told everyone. “I thought about how hard it is for people to clean because we only have two arms, and then I thought to myself, ‘what if we had eight arms?’ That’s how Alex and I came up with the idea for this.”

Alice continued staring at the octopus with her best “what the hell am I looking at?” expression before shifting her gaze to Alex. “Are you sure this is a good idea, Bro? That contraption looks dangerous.”

Alex frowned at his little sister. “Of course I’m sure. Gabrielle and I have spent hours down in the workshop building this. All of the programs and algorithms are flawless, and none of the components were broken or cracked when we checked them over. All that’s left to do is take it for a test run.”

“Okay, okay. Take a freezing tablet, Bro,” Alice muttered before sighing. “So, how is this troublesome device supposed to work?”

Gabrielle took over with the explanation. “It operates on a very simple algorithm that allows it to recognize when something is dirty and clean. Then it uses a powerful cleaning agent that spray out of its suckers, which also second as scrubbers.”

“Sounds simple enough,” Alice admitted.

“We designed it to be simple. Now all we need to do is test it,” Alex said. “Gabby, would you do the honors?”

“Of course!”

Gabrielle pressed a button on a small remote control that she was holding. The machine whirred to life. It rumbled and shook, its previously black eyes glowing bright red as power ran through its body. All eight of its arms began moving. They wriggled and bent as if testing to make sure everything was in working order.

Its photoreceptors blinked several times before looking for something to clean. It eventually fixated on the pile of dirty dishes, and without any prompting, it began cleaning them just like it was supposed to.

“You see!” Gabrielle sounded out victoriously. “Our invention worked!”

“Heck yeah!” Another high-five was shared between Alex and Gabrielle. It was always awesome when their inventions worked.

“Okay, I’ll admit that is kind of impressive,” Alice admitted. Nyx didn’t say anything, but Alex thought he saw the pretty girl nodding her head.

Mr. Clean-Clean Octopus finished its task of cleaning the dishes. When it saw that there were no more dishes left to clean, it began searching for something else that was dirty. It found that something else in a small speck of dirt on Alice’s clothing. Thus, without warning, the cleaning robot stuck its suckers to Alice and lifted her up.

“Eeek! Alex! What is this troublesome thing doing?!”

“I-I don’t know!” Alex sounded just as shocked as Alice. “It must be a bug in the programming. It’s only supposed to clean dishes! Gabrielle, turn it off.”

“Right!”

Gabrielle tried to press the switch that would turn Mr. Clean-Clean Octopus off, but before she could, the octopus grabbed onto her, too. Its tentacle wrapped around the shocked girl, lifting her into the air and causing her to drop the remote control, which shattered on the ground. Nyx looked confused as to what she should do when she, too, was grabbed by the cleaning robot.

“Alex! Get me down from here!” Alice shouted.

“Don’t worry, Alice,” Gabrielle assured her—hopefully—soon-to-be sister-in-law. “I can just break out with my—” a spray of cleaning agent shot at Gabrielle, some of which hit her wings. Gabrielle went limp as all of her strength left her. “N-no… not my wings…”

More cleaning agent shot out at the girls from the many suckers on its tentacles. Their clothing then began to dissolve. It slowly peeled away, revealing centimeter after centimeter of vibrantly glowing skin.

“Kya! What’s happening to my clothes?!” Alice shrieked.

“It’s the cleaning agent,” Alex said as he tried to think of a way to get this creature to let go of his friends and sister. “The cleaning agent is made from an acidic base. It doesn’t hurt human skin, but it is strong enough dissolve clothing.”

With no plan coming to mind, Alex bull-rushed the machine to try and break it. Doing so would hurt him. It would be like breaking his own child, but he knew that something needed to be done. If they couldn’t stop it by shutting it off, then he would have to stop it by force!

Several seconds later, Alex plowed straight through a wall when he tried hitting the cleaning robot and it hit back. It was a good thing that he was wearing his crisis suit.

“Iyan!” Gabrielle moaned as her ears and wings were sprayed some more. Her clothing dissolved quickly, leaving her bare as the day she was born and a thousand times more sexy. Nyx’s cloths also dissolved, exposing her beautiful body to everyone there. Alex had just walked back in when he found himself frozen by the sight of two very naked and very gorgeous girls.

Several seconds later, Alex was sent sailing back through the wall, this time by a nosebleed.

Nyx’s face darkened as her hair began to writhe like tentacles. Red eyes were cast into darkness as shadows crossed her face. “T-this is so perverted. I hate perverted things.”

And then something happened. Something pounded into the cleaning robot with incredible force. Under the assault of the blurry assailant, which moved at an impossible to see speed, Mr. Clean-Clean Octopus was slammed into the floor, shattering into a thousand metal components underneath the impact.

Alice, Gabrielle, and Nyx all dropped back to the floor. While Alice landed on her butt, Gabrielle and Nyx landed on their feet.

While Nyx covered her chest and crotch with her hands, Gabrielle looked sadly at her broken invention.

“I guess it’s back to the drawing board. That’s not cool. I really thought Alex and I had created something good this time.”

“You guys are seriously troublesome,” Alice said as she stood up, rubbing her now sore butt. “Seriously. What the heck was up with that invention? I’m completely naked thanks to that thing!”

“Tee-hee! Sorry.” Gabrielle wrapped her knuckles against her head. “I guess there must have been something wrong with the algorithm. We had made it so that it would only clean dishes, but we might have missed something.”

Alice tried to find something that she could cover herself with while she grumbled under her breath. “‘Tee-hee,’ she says. Tee-hee my troublesome ass.”

While Gabrielle stood next to her machine, completely unconcerned about her own nudity, Alex walked back into the room.

“Ugh, my head. I wonder what… hit… me…?”

He stared at the three girls in the house.

The three very naked girls.

“Uh…”

“D-don’t look, you troublesome big brother!” Alice crouched low and tried to cover herself.

Nyx glared at him. Even though her face still looked expressionless, Alex thought he could see a hint of red on her cheeks.

“I hate perverts.”

“W-wait a second, Nyx! I-I can explain—”

“I hate perverts!”

Alex would never get a chance to explain that he hadn’t meant to see them naked, because at that moment, something large and black slammed into him with the force of a speeding shuttle.

Alex sailed through the hole that he had made in the wall for the third time that night.
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It took two hours for Alex to fix the hole that he had made in the wall. It might have taken less time if the invention that he and Gabrielle had made for that express purpose worked, but for some reason, they couldn’t get it to function properly. Mr. Fix-It had simply made the hole bigger.

“Gabrielle can already manipulate time and space freely. Really, compared to that, you’d think inventing something that could create matter out of nothing would be easy,” Alex grumbled before sighing and wiping the sweat from his brow. Leaning back, he grinned at his work. “There, all done.”

He looked at the repaired wall. It was a little discolored because he’d been forced to use a different type of plasteel—scraps that he and Gabrielle had no use for—but it wasn’t bad for an on the spot patch job.

“Now I should take a shower.” Alex wrinkled his nose as he sniffed his armpits. “Dang, I reek.”

He was about to make his way to the shower room when Nyx headed him off. She stared at him with the same look that she always wore, but Alex thought he saw something different in her eyes, an emotion that he couldn’t place.

It’s probably just a trick of the light.

In the day that he had known her, Nyx had only really displayed one emotion, annoyance, and it only happened when something perverse went on, like that time where he’d accidentally fallen face first into her crotch... or the moment that happened just now with the octopus.

“Follow me,” she said before turning around and walking away.

“Follow you? H-hey! Wait a minute, Nyx!”

Alex cursed as Nyx walked out the front door. He hurriedly put on his shoes and followed the girl outside. He rushed to catch up with her, running down the walkway and out of the gate. Nyx was already walking down the street, so he picked up the pace before slowing down as he reached her.

“So, um, where are we going?” he asked.

“…”

“Nyx?”

“... I wanted to speak with you alone.”

“Yeah, I kinda figured that,” Alex said, amused. He looked around, noticing the canal to his left—the very canal that he and Azazel had fought near what felt like a lifetime ago. “We’re traveling a pretty fair distance from home. Do we really need to be this far away?”

“Yes.”

Alex said nothing to that. He observed the young woman in his company. Something felt off about Nyx. She seemed… worried? No, maybe not worried so much as reluctant. Alex didn’t understand how he knew this, but he could tell that something was bothering her.

The Outer District of Mars City, called such because it wasn’t part of the city proper, looked like a cul de sac transported directly from earth. It surrounded the real Mars City, sitting at the edge of the crater that Mars City was located in. The dome expanded far past the Outer District. Alex had never been to the edge, where the dome met the ground, but it was supposedly around ten kilometers from the Outer District on all sides.

Blacktop roads with sidewalks meandered through the district, architecture of a bygone era. They had no use for roads anymore. It was simply decoration. Trees lined one side of the roads, the side nearest the canal, while the other side was walled off. Beyond the walls were houses that looked similar to his own.

They eventually found themselves standing on a bridge that ran over a canal. There were several such bridges located along the Outer District. He assumed they were mostly for aesthetic purposes, and because they were familiar landmarks. Humanity had grown so used to building bridges that not having some in their cities felt wrong somehow.

Alex leaned against the railing that separated him from a very long drop. He looked down at the barely visible waters. It was still daytime, but the artificial sun was dimming, showing that night would fall in a few hours.

He turned around to Nyx. She was standing about a meter away. An overhead lamp shone down on her, causing her midnight hair to shimmer and her pale-skin to glow with a beautiful vitality. She really did look like an extremely pretty doll.

“You said you wanted to talk to me alone?” Alex tilted his head. “What did you want to talk about?”

Nyx grabbed her right elbow. It was a curious gesture, especially because it was normally made by self-conscious teens, not something that he would have expected to see it on Nyx, who seemed incapable of showing even basic human emotions.

“Is something wrong, Nyx?” The girl twitched. “You know that you can tell me if something is bothering you, right?” Nyx remained silent. “And if you can’t talk to me about it, then you can always talk to Gabby. I know it’s sometimes easier for a girl to talk about certain things with another girl.”

Nyx forced her body to relax. Her eyes, which had been lowered to the ground, suddenly raised. They were still blank, but Alex could’ve sworn he saw a flicker of something within them.

“… I am sorry.”

“Sorry? For what?”

It was seconds after Alex asked that question that it happened.

Nyx pulled a band off her arm and raised it. Alex watched as the band melted, losing color and cohesion. It turned to something like ooze. Then it began to grow. It looked almost like liquid as it moved. It defied gravity, elongating and changing shape, and then regaining color—silver—the color of metal. What had once been a black armband had now become a long, curved sword.

“I’m sorry, but I am going to have to kill you now,” Nyx said, and for the first time since they had met, her face displayed an emotion that was not annoyance.

It was sorrow.

High above them, the artificial sun continued to dim.


CHAPTER 3

THE BEAUTIFUL ASSASSIN

Alex stared at Nyx, unable to comprehend what she’d just said. The sounds around him faded and his vision grew dim, the edges darkening until all he could see was the beautiful girl standing before him, who even now was wielding the sword that had, at one point, been a black leather band attached to her arm.

“I’m sorry… but could you repeat that, please? I could have sworn you just said that you were going to kill me.”

“I did say that.”

“I see.” Alex paused. He needed a moment to figure out what he should say next. “Can I ask why?”

“Because I was contracted to.”

“Contracted…” Alex muttered, resisting the urge to close his eyes. If she was contracted to kill him, that left only one explanation. “You’re an assassin.”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Well, that makes sense.” A mirthless chuckle. Alex’s mouth twisted into the facsimile of a smile. His heart felt like it had just been crushed underneath a space barge, but he was also strangely relieved. “So all the time that you and I spent together, it was just a means of getting close to me for this, so you could kill me?”

“No.” Nyx shook her head. “My original plan was simply to kill you the moment we first met. When we bumped into each other and you paid for my magazine, I became curious and decided not to kill you right away.”

“Why would you do that?”

“I wanted to find out what kind of person you are,” Nyx said honestly.

Alex almost smiled. Were the situation not so grim, were his mind not reeling, he might have.

“And what did you find out?”

“That you are nothing like my employer says. When I was contracted to kill you, the person who hired me said that you were a disgusting tyrant who committed heinous crimes against others, who enslaved women and turned them into your sex slaves. He said that you were the kind of person who would do anything, commit any atrocity, so long it helped you accomplish your goal.”

Alex noticed that Nyx was being awfully talkative for an assassin. He wondered why she was bothering to tell him all this and not just killing him. Why would she…? No, could that be it? Maybe. He supposed there was only one way to find out.

“And what do you think of me now?”

There it was. It was hard to spot, but Alex noticed the way her lips twitched, the flicker within her red eyes. Reluctance. Hesitation. He was surprised to see it, but it only confirmed his theory.

“I have come to realize that you are a good person, even if you have a bad habit of destroying most of the things you touch.”

“Ugh!”

“And you have a bad habit of ending up in perverted situations.”

“Urk!”

“You’re also hopelessly naive, constantly believing the best in people, and never questioning others about their motives.”

“Gurk!”

This girl didn’t pull any of her punches, did she? Alex almost felt each flaw she pointed out like a physical blow. By the time she finished listing his flaws, he was crouching on the ground, drawing circles on the durasteel with his index finger.

“It’s not like any of that stuff happens on purpose,” he mumbled softly. “I am trying to get better.”

Nyx either hadn’t heard him or was purposely ignoring him. She continued speaking. “However, even with these deficiencies in your personality, it does not change that you are a kind person who willingly helps others, even when they are complete strangers to you.”

Alex wondered if he should feel flattered by her words. He supposed he should, but the fact that she’d been hired to assassinate him put a damper on any warm, fuzzy feelings that her words might have invoked.

“Is there any way I could convince you to not kill me?”

Nyx’s left hand, the one that was not holding a weapon, twitched.

“... No. I… despite how my employer lied to me, I still accepted the contract, which state that you must die by my hand. As an assassin, I have a reputation to uphold. If I back down from a contract, it will cause my standing among those who might hire me to lower, and then they will go to someone else who is more likely to take whatever job is being offered.”

The fact that Nyx was taking the time to explain her reasons for killing him told Alex a lot. She probably didn’t want to kill him. She wasn’t doing this because she took pleasure in the idea of offing him, but because it was her job. He still didn’t know how such a pretty girl had become an assassin, but he did know one thing.

Nyx might be a killer, but it was not by choice.

His heart ached, but Alex felt oddly calm about this situation. The knowledge that Nyx didn’t want to kill him helped mitigate the pain in his chest.

“I understand. If you can’t terminate your contract to kill me, then I won’t try and convince you to stop.” Alex clenched his fists. A fire burned within him, turning all his hesitation into ash. “Instead, I’ll simply beat you. I’ll take you down and force you to admit defeat, and then make you promise never to accept a contract someone puts on my head again.”

Nyx frowned, but Alex thought he saw a glimmer of respect in her eyes. It was hard to tell; she was pretty far away, and she still wasn’t displaying much emotion. Still, for a second, he could have sworn he saw it… and was that the hint of a smile?

“You should know that I am the best assassin in the galaxy,” Nyx told him. “I have never failed to eliminate a mark. Are you sure you can beat me?”

Not really. Alex was almost certain that he would die. He didn’t have any of his inventions in his possession, didn’t have any weapons, and his crisis suit only had sixteen minutes left before it ran out of power. The chances of him escaping with his life much less pulling off a victory, was slim.

But he wasn’t going to let her know that. He wouldn’t show weakness. Taking a deep breath, Alex fixed her with the most determined look he could muster.

“I suppose we’ll find out.”

Alex didn’t wait for an invitation and decided to start this off with a bang. He rushed forward and moved into a slide tackle meant to knock the girl off her feet. Nyx merely leapt over the attack. Alex then bore witness to another surprise power of his new foe when Nyx grabbed another armband, transformed it into a giant fist, and tried to smash him flat.

Not feeling up to getting smashed like a pancake, Alex deftly rolled out of the way. The fist slammed into where he had been standing, denting the durasteel bridge. When the fist pulled back, revealing an imprint in the durasteel that was in the perfect shape of giant knuckles, he gulped. It would probably be best if he didn’t get hit by that.

He leapt backwards as Nyx pulled out several more bands from her arms, held them between her fingers, and transformed them into spears, which elongated and shot forward at speeds that he could scarcely follow. They tried to impale him, but instead they only speared the ground, penetrating the durasteel bridge with incredible force. Alex could feel the air being cut as he leapt backwards to avoid having his body turned into Swiss cheese.

What kind of abilities does this girl have? Piercing durasteel plating? Turning armbands into weapons? A giant fist? What’s going on here?!

Alex knew that there were aliens out there who had strange abilities. Shii-rya had been able to transform into whoever he wanted and harden his skin. That was a pretty unusual power, but what he saw that reptilian alien do was nothing compared to what this girl was doing.

Nyx didn’t give him time to even try and analyze her strange abilities; she leapt at him like a tiger pouncing, once more holding a single armband that had been transformed into a sword. Alex could feel several strands of hair being sliced off as he ducked under the attack, which whooshed over his head, cutting the air with a loud whistle.

Planting his left hand firmly on the ground, Alex lashed out with a mule kick to Nyx’s stomach. His intent to knock the wind out of her met with failure when she moved her blade, blocking his foot with the flat end of her sword.

Clang!

The dull ringing of steel meeting his foot echoed all around him. Not one to admit defeat, Alex kicked off her blade, moved into a handstand, and then struck out with a helicopter kick.

That, too, ended in failure when Nyx’s armband transformed into a whip, grabbed onto his legs, and she threw him into the air.

Alex managed to right himself as he began descending toward the ground, but he found his vision blocked by the pretty assassin, who now had black wings sprouting from her back—no, from her clothes. It looked like the wings were a part of her clothing.

So now she can grow wings, too?!

Gritting his teeth, Alex managed to avoid being sliced in half by catching Nyx’s blade between his knee and elbow. The blade swiftly lost cohesiveness, becoming more like stretchy rope as it latched onto his arm. Alex used his crisis suit’s enhanced strength to wrench himself free, but not before several spikes suddenly appeared on the rope-like band, tearing through his suit and biting into his flesh.

The crisis suit was an excellent piece of equipment that enhanced his strength and negated elemental damage such as fire, electrical, and ion-based attacks. However, it could do nothing about blunt force trauma or piercing attacks.

Alex skidded along the ground, holding his now torn arm to his chest. His arm felt like it had been ripped apart by a wood chipper. Blood trailed down his forearm and dripped to the ground.

He stared at Nyx, who floated above him, her pitch-black wings flapping to keep her aloft. In return, the soulless doll stared down at him, her emotionless eyes boring into his like daggers. He thought he saw a flicker of something, another emotion like before, but when he looked again, there was nothing.

Nyx descended toward him swiftly, swooping down like a bird of prey, and then flipping herself around and extending a single leg.

Her boot shifted into a giant black ball with several silver spikes on it. Alex leapt out of the way, but he was blown back by a shockwave when Nyx struck the bridge. The blast was so intense that it knocked him off his feet.

He tumbled along the hard durasteel surface. His bones jarred from each impact. A sharp pain in his left shoulder caused him to see white. When his vision returned, it was to find himself lying on the ground and Nyx descending from the sky like an arrow, her sword pointed straight at him.

This is just not my day, Alex thought as Nyx thrust her sword at his head.
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Gabrielle pouted as she sat on Alex’s bed, waiting for the young man in question to return. As per the usual, she had snuck into his room later that night to get in bed with him.

She wished she didn’t have to sneak into his bed. They were getting married, so sleeping together should have been natural. However, Alex still thought she was just using him to keep from being married off. She didn’t think just telling him that she loved him would help. He’d probably just assume she was saying that for the sake of keeping up appearances.

Really, she loved him, but Alex was a very frustrating individual.

The biggest problem was that as long as he thought this way, there wasn’t much that she could do other than keep making her attempts to claim his heart.

Not that it mattered right then, since Alex was not in bed.

Gabrielle stared around at the empty room, wondering where Alex could have gone. She knew that Nyx had taken him somewhere to talk, but they should have been back by now. Had they simply gotten lost in conversation, or was what they had to talk about something serious? Perhaps they were in trouble?

Standing up, Gabrielle threw on some clothes and walked out of the bedroom, down the stairs, and to the entrance. She put her shoes on, and then exited the residence. After shutting the door behind her, she turned around and silently ran into the street.

She didn’t think Alex and her new friend were in trouble, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

“I know! I can use Mr. Sniff-Sniff Tracer!”

Mr. Sniff-Sniff Tracer only reached to about knee height. Composed of gleaming metal, with bright yellow eyes, flapping ears, and a happily wagging tail, the invention looked like a very small dog. It even barked like one.

She knelt before the inventions and patted its head. “I need you to find Alex. You already have his scent, so it shouldn’t be too hard.”

Bark!

A loud bark, which Gabrielle took as an affirmation of her command, emitted from the speaker system in its muzzle. Sniffing noises came next as the robotic creature lowered its metallic snout to the ground and tried to pick up Alex’s scent.

With another bark, the dog ran back the way Gabrielle came, up to the house.

“Huh? He’s somewhere inside of the house?”

Gabrielle quickly followed Mr. Sniff-Sniff Tracer into the house and back up the stairs. She burst into Alex’s room several seconds after the scent tracking robot went inside.

“Alex!”

Her bright, sparkling eyes quickly faded as she realized that Alex was not, in fact, present inside of the room. What’s more, Mr. Sniff-Sniff Tracer had not found Alex, but his clothes, and was currently nuzzling its nose against her future husband’s boxers.

Gabrielle’s cheeks swelled up as she shouted. “That isn’t Alex! That’s his underwear!”

2

Alex rolled across the ground, just barely evading Nyx, who plunged her sword into the durasteel bridge, slicing through it like she was wielding a high-intensity laser. She didn’t stop there. As her knees bent to absorb the shock of impact, she pulled several bands from her wrists. They transformed into tendrils with razor-sharp points that flew at him with the obvious intent to kill.

Scrambling to his feet, Alex did everything he could to dodge her attacks. He avoided the one coming at his head by sidestepping to the left. Two more appeared on either side, set to spear him through the torso, which he jumped over to avoid. As he landed back on the ground, he caught the one that attempted to impale him from the front, causing his feet to skid along the durasteel surface. Two more spears came at him from behind, and one tried to pierce him from above.

Alex counted to exactly three seconds, then threw himself backwards before the two spears at his back converged, avoiding certain death—or so he assumed.

He yelped loudly when pain flared like a sharp needle in his left leg. He looked down. The spear that had been coming in from above had impaled his leg all the through, biting into the bridge’s surface. Grimacing as blood ran along the spear, he realized that Nyx must have changed its trajectory during his maneuvering.

So she can control their movements as well? What kind of power is this?!

He groaned when the spear-like tendril was pulled out of his thigh. Warm blood spurt from the wound, showing that she might have nicked a vein. Crimson ran down his leg, staining his suit.

Nyx came at him again, rushing forward, her center of gravity lowered as she moved in for the kill. He shunted aside the pain in his thigh. Spreading his feet shoulder-width apart, Alex readied himself for her next attack.

It was just as she reached what could have been considered the halfway point that something happened. Nyx stumbled. Alex didn’t allow his surprise at her sudden clumsiness to stop him from closing the distance. He rushed forward and snapped off a powerful reverse heel kick. His attack hit, but instead of hearing the sound of his boot hitting flesh, it was the sound of his boot slamming into metal.

His leg reverberated with painful intensity. Nyx skidded backwards for nearly five meters due to his enhanced strength. Alex looked up as something spun through the air. It was one of her armbands, currently transformed into a large metal shield. It flew over the side of the bridge, disappearing before a soft splash echoed up to them.

So she can also create defensive objects? Does this power of hers have no limitations? I still can’t figure out what kind of power it is either. It’s not energy conversion. It’s almost like she’s transforming the materials on an isotopic level. What sort of power allows for that?

Alex knew that he was in trouble. If he couldn’t figure out how her power worked, then he couldn’t come up with a counter, and if he couldn’t come up with a counter, he was as good as dead.

“Why don’t you use my power?” Voice Number One whispered seductively. “With my power, you could easily destroy this little girl.”

I refuse.

Alex buried the voice underneath layers of will power. He couldn’t use his powers against Nyx. His goal wasn’t to destroy her, but to defeat her without causing harm.

The last time he used his powers, he had lost control and nearly hurt Gabrielle. Neither this strange red power that came from Voice Number One, nor his angelisian aura would be used here.

Nyx stared at him with apathetic eyes as, slowly, she pulled another armband off her wrist. The armband morphed into a spear, which attacked him, flying forward like an extendable staff. He moved out of the way, but then Nyx grabbed more bands and transformed them as well. There were ten in total.

Alex could barely dodge the attacks as they came. The elongated strands of ebony attacked him from all directions, forcing Alex to throw himself headlong into a run straight for Nyx. If he could just get in close and force his way through her guard, then maybe he could turn this battle around.

It wasn’t to be. Alex soon discovered that Nyx was an amazing close-range fighter. Her lithe body possessed an agility and dexterity that he couldn’t match. He threw punches and kicks with reckless abandon, but none of his attacks could hit her.

What’s more, Alex soon learned that those bands were not the extent of what she could transform. He had assumed that she was using them because they held some kind of technology, perhaps a compound that used oscillation technology to change shape and density to mimic various levels of hardness. However, after kicking the armbands out of her hands, he realized that her entire body was capable of transforming into a weapon.

The fingernails of her left hand morphed into a set of long, sharp claws that nearly sliced his chest open. They could have, too, if he hadn’t moved back in time. Even then, his crisis suit was still ripped apart, leaving four long slash marks along his chest and drawing a thin trail of blood.

She followed her attack up by turning her left boot into a ball and chain, which she raised into the air, and then swung down. Alex rolled out of the way, and the spiked ball crashed into the ground, denting and perforating the bridge floor.

“Ha… damn… this girl is…”

Now that he was at a distance, Nyx transformed her body back to normal, pulled out more armbands, five for each hand, and used them to attack.

The spear-like tendrils attacked him from every direction and angle. Sweat trickled down his brow as he moved in seemingly random and spastic motions. It was all he could do to avoid being skewered.

The tendrils stalled suddenly, halting as if an invisible force had stopped it. Nyx grimaced as the tendrils quivered.

It was only for a second, but Alex didn’t hesitate to rush forward. He reached Nyx in a few short seconds and tried for a straight jab at her face, which his pretty foe avoided by leaning backwards.

Before he knew what was happening, all of the air was knocked from his lungs as something slammed into his back with the fury of an entire fleet of warships.

Alex hit the ground face first, skidding along before coming to a stop. He slowly clambered to his feet and glanced around, holding a hand to his nose, the skin of which had peeled right off.

He’d ended up on the other side of the bridge. Grimacing, he turned around and leaned against the railing. A glance down revealed the long drop to the waters below.

He looked back up to see Nyx coming in hot. He ducked under her attempted slash, which would have sliced his head clean off. Then he launched himself forward, body-checking the pretty assassin.

Because his crisis suit was still functioning, Alex’s maneuver sent Nyx flying backwards like a rocket. While soaring through the air, she flipped around with an acrobat’s grace. Her feet touched down on one of several steel girders, knees bending as she used the kinetic energy from his push to launch herself at him again.

As she flew through the air, the armbands that she held between her fingers shifted into a liquid consistency, then shot forward, curving toward him.

Alex dodged them, but he soon realized that they weren’t there to actually hurt him, but rather, the ebony strands were there to hem him in, to trap him. They latched onto the railing on all sides, keeping him from moving.

Alex made one last desperate move, an attempt to at least mitigating his injury to something that wouldn’t have him bleeding out in seconds. He waited until Nyx thrust her blade out to stab him, sidestepping to the left and taking a single step forward.

Searing hot pain lanced up his side. He looked down to see Nyx’s sword piercing his shoulder. He stared at it, blinking, as if not quite comprehending what had happened to him. As blood welled up in his lungs, some of which leaked down his mouth, he looked up.

Nyx was staring back at him. Her face was expressionless, eyes more soulless than a doll’s—and yet, there was water gathering in her eyes, tears of liquid silver that slowly ran down her pale cheeks.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Alex smiled, even as more blood dribbled down his mouth. “It… it’s okay.”
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Nyx yanked her sword from his shoulder. After she flicked the blood off, it transformed back into an armband, which she attached to her wrist.

More blood poured from his wound. He pressed a hand to it as if to stem the bleeding. However, that was like trying to turn off a broken faucet.

Nyx took a step back as he crumbled to the ground, his body feeling heavy. The pretty assassin continued to stare at him as his vision grew dim.

“ALEX!” a shout penetrated the haze of his mind.

Nyx’s head snapped up. Alex thought he saw her eyes widen, but he couldn’t be sure as, barely a second later, she soared into the air with a mighty flap of her wings and disappeared from sight.

“Alex! Alex!”

Another face filled his vision, the face of Gabrielle, the beautiful princess who lived with him. Her teary green eyes stared at him, and her lips twisted into a look of open-mouthed horror.

“Hey… Gabby…”

“W-what happened to you? You’re hurt! You’re bleeding!”

“Yeah…”

“H-hold a second! I’ll get you to the hospital.” Gabrielle lifted him into her arms. He almost felt like a bride. The thought should have been humiliating, but all he could think about was how funny it was.

He was beginning to feel sleepy. He really should get some rest. Yes, sleep sounded really nice right now.

The last thing Alex saw were tears spilling down Gabrielle’s face.
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Alex woke up slowly, groggily, as if he’d been stuck in a vacuum and his mind had slowed due to oxygen deprivation.

He was lying on a hospital bed. The scent of antiseptics penetrated his nose, sharp and acidic. A white ceiling greeted him. The hum of machinery echoed around him, and the cords attached to his arms told him that his vitals were being monitored.

As his body kick-started awake, Alex became conscious of how sore he was. While he didn’t feel any pain, his chest ached, and his limbs felt heavy. Even so, it was more like the dull remnants of something that had already happened, a phantom pain from previous wounds.

They must have me on some kind of anesthesia.

Gentle murmurs and the feel of something grabbing his hand caused Alex to look down. Gabrielle was sitting on a chair by his bed, sleeping peacefully with her head resting against the sheets. Her face was turned toward him, so he could see the thin line that had become her lips. She was clutching his hand like a lifeline.

Her eyes were rimmed with red, signs that she had been crying. Guilt slammed into his gut with the force of dreadnaught, but he quelled it quickly. While he didn’t enjoy seeing the people that he cared about hurt, he couldn’t be blamed for what happened with Nyx.

Nyx… she had been crying when she stabbed him. Alex wondered if that meant that she truly hadn’t wanted to kill him, just as she said. Considering how brutal their fight had been, the swift and furious assault unleashed upon him, it was hard to believe that she felt remorse for what she’d done, but still…

… she had been crying.

Alex reached over with his free hand and tenderly ran his fingers through Gabrielle’s silver locks of hair. He marveled at the softness of each strand, which his fingers glided through like water. The alien princess murmured something incomprehensible. Then she nuzzled into his hand, the actions reminiscent of a cat seeking attention from its owner.

A soft groan escaped Gabrielle’s parted lips. The girl stirred, eyes fluttering open. Alex smiled as she sat up, blinking several times as her head turned this way and that, studying her surroundings.

Their eyes met.

“Morning, Gabby.”

“Alex…?” she mumbled, her face tearing up seconds later. Startled, Alex was about to ask if she was okay, but then she lunged at him. “Alex!”

If he hadn’t been expecting it, Alex would have probably had the wind knocked out of him. Gabrielle slammed into him like a freighter traveling at the speed of light. Strong yet delicate arms wrapped tightly around him in a hug that made his body groan in complaint. He was still injured, after all, and her hug was making his ribs creak ominously.

He ignored the feeling and focused on returning the hug as best he could. The warmth of her body calmed him. Her natural scent pervaded his nose, making him sigh as he relaxed, burying his face into her hair. It made him slightly ashamed, but he wished this moment could last forever.

“I’m so glad… I’m so glad you’re alright,” Gabrielle whispered against his tear-stained chest. He could feel the wetness from her tears expanding as his hospital gown soaked up the waterworks like a sponge. “I was so worried about you. I—they said that you almost didn’t make it.”

Alex had never seen Gabrielle so distraught before. Then again, he’d never been stabbed before either, so maybe that explained things. Either way, this was the first time he’d seen this side of Gabrielle, and he quickly decided that he didn’t enjoy seeing her like this. It was worse than how she’d been after their tiff when he learned that she had run away from home.

“I’m sorry for worrying you, but it’s okay. I’m alright now.”

He placed a hand on her head and rubbed it. She didn’t seem to notice as she continued bawling into his chest.

I wonder if it’s wrong that a small part of me feels happy about this?

He felt an undeniable undercurrent of shame at knowing that Gabrielle’s tears were because of him. At the same time, he also felt pleased because she was crying for him. It was a strange dichotomy.

Even though she was using him for her own purposes, even though her only reason for being with him was to avoid getting married off, she still cried for him. She still cared about him.

Maybe it was wrong to feel good about that, but he couldn’t help it. The feeling spread through his body quicker than his nerves being jolted after sticking his finger into an outlet. It was also infinitely more pleasant, even if the good feelings came with guilt.

“I thought I had lost you…”

“Heh, what are you talking about? There’s no way you could lose me. I promised to protect you from all those marriage candidates, didn’t I? How am I supposed to do that if I up and die on you?”

“I guess you have a point.”

After her tears dried up, Gabrielle straightened in her seat, gingerly wiping her eyes of any errant liquid. She then presented him with a tremulous smile. Alex could tell that one wrong move would cause the waterworks to start all over again.

“So, uh, I don’t really know how to ask this delicately, but what happened after I got stabbed?”

Gabrielle flinched at the blasé way he mentioned getting stabbed, as if having something sharp and pointy shoved through his shoulder meant nothing to him.

“After I found you lying on that bridge, you passed out from losing too much blood. I managed to help you by forcing you to eat some angelisian blood pills, which helps to promote red blood cell regeneration. They worked, but all that did was make you bleed more.”

Alex filed away the words “angelisian blood pills” with a promise to inquire about them later. They sounded useful.

“What happened after that?”

“After that I carried you to the police department because I knew they had a hospital here.” She sniffled and looked down at her hands, which were playing with the sheets. “I didn’t know what else to do. While it’s within my capabilities to build a medical bay, the idea never occurred to me because I didn’t think we would need one. I’m really sorry. If I had the foresight to build a healing chamber, your injuries would have been healed much more easily.”

Alex could tell that she was feeling guilty. He didn’t understand. In the life of a regular human being, there were far too many variables to predict what would happen at any given time. In the life of a human faux-engaged to the princess of a galaxy-spanning empire, those variables became truly incalculable. There was no way that she could have predicted something like this would happen. He sure hadn’t.

“Try not to worry about it too much, Gabby. None of this is your fault. All we can do is learn from what happened and move on.”

Gabrielle clearly didn’t quite feel the same way, but he knew that it wouldn’t be wise to let her dwell on this. So, he changed the subject.

“What happened after you carried me here?”

“I met with one of the doctors. They carried you away on a stretcher and locked themselves behind this big door, telling me to wait there. After that, Karen stopped by and asked me all these questions. I told her what I could, but I’m not really sure what happened myself, so there wasn’t much information I could give her.”

“That’s fine. I’m sure Commander Karen is already working overtime to figure out what happened to me, and I have no doubt she’ll interrogate me once she learns that I’m awake.”

He grimaced. The idea of being interrogated by Karen Kanzaki was not a pleasant one, especially since he was cooped up in a hospital bed, injured.

“Alice was really worried about you, too, once she found out,” Gabrielle suddenly added. “She hasn’t left your side since.”

“Alice is here?” He blinked, took a survey of the room, and then blinked again when he couldn’t see his younger sister. “Where is she?”

Responding to his question, Gabrielle looked down at his bed. Alex followed her gaze and discovered an abnormally large lump underneath his covers. Upon pulling the sheets away, the lump revealed itself to be none other than his sister, Alice, curled up on his legs like a giant feline. Her eyes were closed and her breathing even. She was snoring.

“When did she get down there?” A pause. “And how come I didn’t notice her until just now?”

Gabrielle shrugged at him, as if to say, “beats me.”
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Not long after Alex woke up, Alice also stirred awake and realized that her brother was no longer unconscious.

Alex didn’t think he could ever recall a time where his little sister had berated him so thoroughly or displayed such a wide range of emotions. Even if many of those emotions were negative, it was still emotion. No, perhaps they were even more powerful because they were negative.

After he received a verbal lashing from Alice followed by a fierce hug—which was, quite thankfully, nowhere near as bad as Gabrielle’s bone-crushing hugs—his little sister grabbed an apple from a fruit basket, which she then proceeded to peel and cut before offering them to him.

This was the scene that Commander Karen walked into, followed by Second-in-Command Yumi, Mrs. Caridna Tepes, and…

“Alex-senpai!!”

“Oh, God! No!”

Alex quickly rolled off the bed, landing on his back, air rushing from his mouth as oxygen was forcibly expelled from his lungs. Overhead, a certain obsessed police officer flew by and crashed face first into a wall.

“... I’m okay,” Darrick groaned, raising his hand and giving a thumbs up.

“Oh, yeah? Well, I’m not,” Alex muttered as he stood up. His chest was hurting now, which either meant the painkillers were wearing off, or he’d just caused himself more bodily harm. Alex didn’t know which of those he preferred.

“Are you okay, Alex?” Gabrielle asked as she and Alice came over and helped get him back into bed.

“No… I think something just broke.” Alex turned pleading eyes on Karen. “Why did you have him come with you? You had to know that Darrick was going to react like this.”

“Consider it a punishment for getting yourself stabbed.” Karen apparently didn’t much care for his plight.

“You’re mean.”

“So I’ve been told.” Karen crossed her arms under her chest and stared down at him. “Now then, why don’t you tell me everything that happened. I’d really like to know how you managed to destroy a durasteel bridge and get yourself stabbed at the same time.”

“I’m more interested in the stabbing part myself,” Mrs. Tepes added with a grin.

“Quiet you,” Karen shushed her.

A trickle of sweat ran down his forehead as Alex was met by Karen’s glare, Yumi’s glare, and Alice’s glare. Faced with three lethal expressions, only one thought crossed his mind.

This isn’t going to end well.

Explaining what happened, how he’d nearly been killed by a girl that he let into his home, hurt Alex more than he thought possible. Nyx had explained why she was going to kill him, and he understood her reasoning. He also didn’t he blame her. However, that didn’t change the fact that it meant Nyx had chosen her profession as an assassin over him.

I suppose it was too much to ask for. She and I only knew each other for a little over a day.

Alex wondered if Nyx would have been so set on killing him if they’d spent more time together. If they’d bonded more, become closer, would she have still done what she did? Would she have decided that her reputation as an assassin was less important than her friendship with him? He didn’t know, but a small part of him liked to think that she would have chosen him over her contract.

The others sat or stood around his bed, listening silently as he offered his report. Karen stood in front of his bed, arms crossed and expression stern. Standing faithfully next to her like a silent sentinel, Yumi peered at him with curiously gleaming eyes set on a blank slate. Mrs. Tepes, the principal of Atreyu Academy and former police member on his father’s squadron, leaned against the wall, a surprisingly serious expression on her child-like face.

Gabrielle and Alice sat on either side of him, both gripping his hands tightly. Karen had tried to make them leave, but they’d refused. When she tried using her authority as a police officer, Gabrielle, in a spontaneous bout of political genius, pointed out that she was a princess, that her father controlled the galaxy, and that they couldn’t order her to do anything. Alice just said that leaving would be too troublesome.

As for Darrick…

“Senpai is so manly!” He was crying. “To think Alex-senpai managed to fight off and survive against an assassin with such a powerful ability! I’m so moved!”

“It had nothing to do with my manliness,” Alex said dryly. “The reason I survived that fight is because I was lucky. In battle, sometimes a little luck is all that we have to see us through the trials and tribulations we might face and… what are you doing?”

Alex’s stare went flat as he saw Darrick, a touchpad in one hand and a stylus in the other, writing.

“I’m taking notes,” Darrick stated, even as he continued to write. “The Manly Action-senpai has given me a piece of his wisdom. I must make sure to write it down so that I won’t forget.”

Alex palmed his face. “I give up. I just—no, I give up. I don’t even care anymore. Do whatever you want. Take notes or whatever.”

“Thank you, senpai!”

Karen’s brow furrowed at Alex’s explanation of the events that had transpired. Her blonde hair, woven into a tight bun that day, looked particularly severe. As always, she wore the austere police uniform. Had Alex been a lesser man, he would have been tempted to stare at the contours of her voluptuous body, with its soft curves and powerful muscles.

“I’m concerned about this assassin. Whoever they are, they’re clearly not human. I know of no humans who have an ability like what you described.”

“I know who Alex is talking about,” Mrs. Tepes chimed in, earning the attention of everyone in the room.

Yumi stared at the shameless and a child-like principal with narrowed eyes. “You know who attacked this useless waste of space?”

“That last part was completely unnecessary,” Alex muttered and was ignored.

A grinning Mrs. Tepes nodded. “Yes, I do.”

“Then just who are we dealing with?” Commander Karen asked.

“This is the information you asked for Alex, so be sure to pay attention,” Mrs. Tepes said. “The person known as Nyx is a very prominent assassin in the galactic underworld. She’s infamous for never failing to kill a target, and she is also known for killing employers that lie to her about the targets she’s contracted to kill.”

“So we’re dealing with a highly skilled and infamous alien assassin? I suppose I should have expected something like this,” Karen sighed.

Alex rubbed at his shoulder where he’d been stabbed. “What about that ability of hers? While I’ve seen aliens with some weird powers, I’ve never seen any of them with a power like that.”

“That’s because it’s a power unique to Nyx and not an alien ability,” Dr. Gideon Fletcher said as he strolled into the room.

Dressed in black slacks, a pink shirt, and a white lab coat, he didn’t look like much of a doctor. His slouched posture also denoted someone who was extremely lazy. Alex also didn’t like the way Dr. Fletcher eyed the women in the room.

“What type of ability does she have?” Alex asked, more to get the doctor’s attention off of every girl’s chest than because he actually wanted to know.

“It’s known simply as alchemy. It’s a form of artificial transmutation, where she can take an object—any object—and transform it into another object. Not only can she transmute objects, but I’ve heard a rumor that she can even transmute her own body. This is due to the hundreds of billions of nanomachines that her body is composed of.”

“Nanomachines?” Gabrielle perked up. “You mean—”

“Yes. Nyx isn’t really an alien. She is actually a weapon that was created by a powerful conglomerate that disappeared around seventeen years ago. While I don’t know all of the details, rumor has it that Nyx is the one who destroyed the company when they tried to use her for their own purposes, essentially going AWOL. She disappeared for about ten years before her name began to spread through the galactic underworld. She has since become the most feared assassin to date.”

Alex found it hard to believe that Nyx was actually an artificially created weapon. Even after having witnessed her abilities first hand, he still couldn’t believe it, or maybe he just refused to.

“If she’s made of nanomachines, then doesn’t that mean that she can’t use her abilities all the time?” Gabrielle asked. “I’ve never dealt with nanotechnology before, but I know plenty about them. Their generally used in medical procedures or physical enhancements. However, if a person’s body is made entirely of nanomachines, then they should be able to change the molecular composition of their body to anything they want. If what you’re saying is true, then it means that the more she uses her powers, the greater the risk of her body overheating.”

Commander Karen seemed impressed by Gabrielle’s knowledge on nanotech. Alex was impressed, too. He knew that Gabrielle was intelligent, but seeing her like this, hearing her talk like this, it made how intelligent she was really hit home. Alex was positive that this girl was quite possibly the greatest genius in the galaxy.

“Is that so? It sounds like this Nyx has a great weakness that we can exploit. This will make taking care of her much easier,” Karen said.

Alex became startled. “Take care of her? What do you mean by that? Do you mean—”

“I mean that this girl is too dangerous to let live. I plan on having all of our forces set up an area wide search, and once we find her, they’ll close in on her location. We’ll fight her from a distance until her body overheats and she collapses, and then we’ll finish her off.”

“B-but wouldn’t arresting her be enough?”

Karen raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying you want me to spare her? You do realize that this woman tried to kill you, right?”

“I know that, but—”

“And besides, even if we only arrested her, it’s not like we could keep her confined. It’s just like Gideon and your princess said; her entire body is a weapon. She could easily break out of any prison we put her in, and I’m not willing to risk the lives of my police just so I can stay on the moral high ground.”

“But—”

Karen swiftly cut him off. “But nothing, Alexander. This woman is not one of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates and is therefore not under the rules imposed by her father. We will take care of this assassin. You just stay put and get some rest. You’re still injured, and I need you to heal soon. I can’t discuss how you plan on repaying the damage done to that bridge you fought on while you’re holed up in a hospital.”

Alex clenched his hands as Karen walked out of the room. Yumi stayed for a few seconds, watching him with curious eyes. Then she grabbed Darrick by the ear and dragged him out of the room. Alex could hear Darrick’s cries of pain fade into a distant echo as the door slid shut behind them.

“Sorry about this, kid.” Mrs. Tepes seemed genuinely apologetic. “I’d love to help you out on this one, but even I’m not gonna go against Karen when she gets like this.”

She and Dr. Fletcher both left, leaving Alex alone with Alice and Gabrielle.

“You alright, Bro?” Alice asked.

Alex tried giving her a smile, even if he didn’t feel much like smiling. “I’ll be fine.”

Alice’s return look was one of skepticism. Not that he could blame her.

“Really?”

When Alex said nothing, she simply nodded, gaining her answer from his silence.

Sitting beside the two, Gabrielle’s cute frown and furrowed brows showed that she was deep in thought.

“Is something wrong, Gabby?”

“I’m just trying think about what we should do now,” she said.

Alex raised an eyebrow. “We?”

“Of course.” Gabrielle’s answering smile was bright enough to outshine the sun. “I know that you’ve got something planned, and I’m going to help.”

Alex wondered when he’d become so easy to read. Gabrielle was right. He did have a plan. Even though Nyx had tried to kill him, Alex still wanted to be her friend. He still wanted to help her.

“I can help, too,” Alice added, only for Alex to shake his head.

“The last thing I want is for you two to get involved in this, especially you, Alice. You’re far too young to be put in harm’s way, and I would be an atrocious older brother if I let you join me in what I’m planning to do.”

Alice frowned at him. For a moment, he thought she was going to protest. However, after nearly one whole minute of staring, she sighed.

“Alright, fine. I understand that you don’t want your sweet little sister getting involved in your reckless high jinks. I’ll stay out of whatever you plan on doing. It would be too troublesome for me to become involved anyway.”

Alex smiled. He knew that, contrary to Alice’s words, she really did want to be involved in what he planned on doing. That was why he appreciated her agreeing not to involve herself.

“Thank you.”

“Whatever.”

“What do you plan on doing, Alex?” Gabrielle asked.

In response to her question, Alex gingerly stood up from the bed. His shoulder ached. Pain flared. Alex rubbed his shoulder and took a moment to shunt aside the sharp agony, pushing it to the back of his mind.

“I’m going to rescue Nyx before the police forces can get to her,” he said.

“Didn’t she try to kill you?” Alice pointed out.

“Yes.”

“And you’re going to save her because…?”

“Because I…”

Alex paused, recalling his battle with Nyx. The way she had fought wasn’t what he would have expected from an experienced assassin. She had confronted him openly, told him her intentions, and even explained her reasoning. While he’d never dealt with an assassin before now, he imagined that a real assassin would have killed him before he could even blink. They wouldn’t explain themselves like she had done.

He also remembered her tears. People who mercilessly killed others did not shed tears for the people they were killing, and he refused to believe that she had ever truly wanted to kill him.

“Because I don’t think Nyx is a bad person, and I’m fairly sure she didn’t want to kill me.”

“How sure is sure?”

“About sixty-eight percent.”

“I’m not liking those odds, Bro.”

“I don’t really know if I like the idea of rescuing her either,” Gabrielle chimed in.

Alex turned to her in shock. “Why not?”

“Because she hurt you.” Gabrielle crossed her arms under her prominent bust and pouted. “You took her into your home, and she tried to kill you. I can forgive a lot, but I lay down the line when someone tries to kill my future husband.”

“Still going on about the husband thing, huh?” When all Gabrielle did was puff out her cheeks, he sighed. “This isn’t something anyone can talk me out of. Even though Nyx is an assassin, she isn’t a bad person. I refuse to let anyone kill her, even if the people after her life are the police.”

Alice sighed and placed a hand on Gabrielle’s shoulder. “There’s no point in trying to convince him when he gets like this. Alex has a hero complex the size of this solar system. Nothing short of dropping a building on top of him is going to keep him from doing what he wants. The best thing we can do is support him.” Gabrielle still didn’t look convinced, but Alice added a carrot. “Once he rescues Nyx, we can begin questioning her ourselves, and if we don’t like the answer… well, we can always jettison her into space or something.”

“I don’t think I like that idea…”

“Quiet, Bro.”

“Tch.”

Gabrielle thought about Alice’s proposal. She didn’t have to think long. “Okay, I guess we can help Alex rescue Nyx.”

Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s good because I’m gonna need you to get something for me—several somethings, actually.”

“Sure!” Gabrielle said, back to her usual, bright self.

“I don’t mind,” Alice said, shrugging. “However, before we think about doing anything, Bro, you might want to get dressed.”

It took Alex several seconds of contemplating her words to realize what she was talking about. After his mind processed them, he realized that the room was a bit drafty. Looking down revealed the reason: his clothes, or rather, his lack thereof. All he had on right then was a small patience smock. His legs were exposed, and from the feeling of cold air on his butt cheeks, he wasn’t wearing any underwear.

His cheeks promptly colored. “Ah. Right. Good call, Alice.”

Alice gave her brother a thumbs up. “Anytime, Bro.”

He looked around. When he found nothing to wear, he turned to Alice and Gabrielle and asked, “Have either of you seen my clothes?”

“Uh…”

Alice and Gabrielle looked at each other. Then they looked back at Alex.

“I don’t think you have any. I’m pretty sure Karen threw them out because they got destroyed during your fight.”

“WHAT?!” Alex’s shout could be heard throughout the police station.
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Darrick sighed as he sat in the cockpit of his police shuttle.

He’d been placed on standby while everybody else worked on locating that assassin who attacked Alex-senpai. He wished he could have stayed with his senpai, but Second-in-Command Yumi had dragged him out of Alex-senpai’s hospital room by the ear—which still smarted.

Because he was a cadet, still in training, he wasn’t going to be allowed on this mission unless the situation became dire. He was probably lucky. The other cadets at the Police Academy would never be selected for a mission like this at all, standby notwithstanding.

As he sat in the front seat of the cockpit, the sound of the passenger doors opening gained his attention, causing him to turn his head.

“What is it now, Com—senpai?!”

Alex walked into the shuttle and sat down. Just then, the back door opened, and Gabrielle and Alice entered as well. Alex leaned over in his seat and fixed Darrick with a stare that caused him to gulp.

“You are going to do everything I say without question, got it?”

“Ah, um, y-yes, Alex-senpai.”

Alex leaned back in the seat and nodded. “Good. Then take us to my home quickly, in less than ten minutes, if you can.”

Less than ten minutes?! It took at least twenty minutes to reach the Outer District! Asking him to reach Alex-senpai’s house in less than ten minutes was the same as asking him to go Mach five in the city!

He was about to tell Alex this when he saw the genius inventor’s mile-long stare. It was a look that Darrick had only seen a few times in the past; it only appeared when Alex’s mind was dead set on something. This same look had been present when Alex beat the utter living crap out of those robbers back when they had first met. In that moment, Darrick knew that whatever Alex-senpai planned on doing, nothing short of death would make him stop.

“Okay,” he agreed. He turned on the shuttle, ignoring the thrum of the engines as they ignited, and lifted the shuttle off the docking pad.

Just as he was about to fly off, his speaker crackled with noise, and the voice of Second-in-Command Yumi sounded out. “Officer Darrick, what do you think you’re doing?”

“Uh…”

While Darrick found himself at a loss for words, Alex leaned forward and grabbed the comm unit. He flicked it on and spoke into the device. “It’s not Darrick’s doing. It’s mine.”

“Alexander?” Second-in-Command Yumi sounded surprised. “What are you doing in that shuttle? You should still be in the hospital recuperating!”

“Sorry. Can’t. There are things that I need to do, and being in cooped up in a hospital bed isn’t conducive to that.”

“What are you planning?”

“Nothing that you need to concern yourself with.”

“Alexander, I demand to know what you’re planning this instant—”

Second-in-Command Yumi’s voice cut out when Alex turned the comm unit off.

“Sorry, Yumi, but I’m no longer a cadet under your command and haven’t been since I was kicked out of the academy.” He sat back down and looked at Darrick. “Start flying. Ignore any and all warnings you get. They won’t follow you. Just keep going and don’t stop until you reach my house.”

“R-right.”

The doors to the police department opened up and several people ran out. Commander Karen and Second-in-Command Yumi were at the front of this procession. Their expressions were hard to see because they were so far away, but it was easy for Darrick to imagine the looks of seething rage on their faces.

Just like Alex ordered, Darrick launched the shuttle into an accelerated flight, leaving what appeared to be a screaming Commander Karen behind.
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Karen seethed as she watched the shuttle take off, breaking the sound barrier and traveling headlong into the city. The windows around them rattled from the resulting shock wave. While several of the officers with her, including her second-in-command, shielded their eyes from the harsh winds, she merely stood there, glaring as the shuttle disappeared between a pair of skyscrapers.

“I can’t believe that idiot!” she grated out. What the hell did Alexander think he was doing? Did he really think he could do anything while he was injured like that? Just what was he planning?

“Commander Karen, what should we do?” Yumi asked. A glance at her second-in-command showed that the woman was awaiting orders. “Should we follow them?”

“... No.” Karen sighed. “We’ve got too much coming up to chase them down. We’re going to need every officer available if we want to track down and take care of Nyx. Besides, I can pretty much already guess what Alexander is planning.”

Knowing Alexander as she did, Karen knew that he would first be traveling home to get himself equipped. She didn’t know what he planned on grabbing but considering ninety-five percent of his inventions were hazardous to people’s health, it didn’t really matter what he got—all of it would be dangerous.

“Follow me,” Karen demanded of her subordinates. Yumi and the two officers with them saluted and followed their commander back into the police department. They took the elevator all the way to her office, the two officers taking up positions on either side of her door.

Karen sat down at her desk, pressed a button on the inbuilt comm unit, and said, “Connect me to Freya Lothbrok right away.”

Freya was a member of the intelligence division for the GDF. She was also a former subordinate of Alex’s grandfather, and when Nicolas had quit the Galactic Defense Force, Freya was the one who’d taken his place.

The Galactic Defense Force was different from the Galactic Police Force; their jurisdiction was higher, and thus, anyone in the GDF was technically above a commander of the police forces. However, Freya owed her a favor, and she was going to cash in.

“Yes, ma’am,” a voice issued from the speaker.

The line ended and the two of them waited for the operator to connect them to Freya Lothbrok’s private channel. Karen had her gathering equipment—equipment that a simple police officer, even a commander like her, couldn’t acquire with her credentials—to help them track down Nyx, so they both knew it might take a while.

“Commander, what do you think Alexander is going to do?” Yumi asked.

Karen leaned back in her chair, arms crossed and one leg over the other. She was in her commander mode now. Her mind was running through countless variables and possibilities.

“Knowing Alexander like I do, he will first travel to his house and gather whatever equipment he feels he’ll need. After that, I have no doubt that he’s going to try and track down Nyx before us, which means we’ll need to find and take care of her first.”

“But why would he want to find the person who nearly killed him? Surely he’s not after revenge?”

Karen looked at her second-in-command like she was stupid, causing Yumi to squirm in discomfort. “You really don’t know Alexander that well, do you? For all of his genius intellect, martial talent, and reckless nature, Alexander is a bleeding heart who can’t stand to see another person suffer. He’s a naïve child who thinks he can save everyone.”

Having known Alexander since his father had first been inducted as an officer, Karen knew about the boy’s obsession. Alexander helped everyone he came across. If a person was being bullied, he’d beat up the bullies. If a person needed money, he wouldn’t hesitate to give them money. He didn’t even ask questions. If someone needed his help, and he could help them, he did so without hesitation. It had been like that ever since his father died.

And we still don’t know how Farone died either…

“I can see that,” Yumi said, nodding. “He does seem to be the type. What I cannot understand is what this Nyx has to do with anything.”

Her second-in-command knew nothing. Granted, Yumi had never liked Alexander due to his impulsive attitude and predilection for mass destruction, but it grated on her nerves how Yumi seemed to think he was beneath her notice.

“It is clear to me that this Nyx woman has somehow managed to work her way into Alexander’s heart—not a hard feat to achieve, all things considered. Like I said, Alexander is a bleeding heart and easily grows attached to people. Either way, this Nyx is clearly important to him despite what she’s done. He’ll find her and try to protect her, even if she makes another attempt on his life.”

Yumi didn’t know what to say to that, so she said nothing.

The communication console beeped.

“This is Karen Kanzaki,” Karen said into the comm unit.

“Karen? This is Freya,” a sultry voice said from the other end.

“About time. Is the tracking equipment prepared?”

“Yes, it’s up and ready. We’ve even got a bead on Nyx’s location.”

“Excellent. I want you to keep an open channel to all members of the police force in order to feed them constant updates. Keep track of Nyx’s movements and let them know where she is at all times.”

“Will do.”

As Freya ended the communication, Karen opened a channel to every member of the police force. “Attention all units, this is Commander Karen Kanzaki speaking. We have a dangerous assassin on the loose in Mars City. I repeat, we have a dangerous assassin on the loose in Mars City. All forces are to stop whatever they are doing and aid in the search and elimination of this assassin. Details will be given via your communication stations and Idbands. We’re going to take this assassin down, so the use of lethal force is authorized.”

“What’s going to happen now?” Yumi asked after Karen ended her open communication.

She leaned back in her chair and placed her arms on the armrests. “Our forces will undoubtedly find Nyx before Alexander is even ready. With luck, they will find and dispose of her before he can arrive. After which, we shall apprehend him. I might not be able to throw him in jail for disobeying orders because of his situation, but you can be damn sure he’s going to be in for a world of hurt when I get my hands on him.”

Yumi gulped at the expression on her face, but Karen ignored the woman’s rapidly paling countenance. She also ignored the way her “bodyguards” trembled.

Yes, Alexander was going to get more than just a lecture this time.


CHAPTER 4

OPERATION RESCUE NYX

The moment Darrick’s police shuttle touched the ground, Alex leapt out and ran into his house. Pain flared in his chest, a burning sensation that felt like needles stabbing his lungs every time he breathed. He ignored it and rushed into his and Gabrielle’s laboratory. Gabrielle, Alice, and Darrick were hounding his tail.

Their lab was located in the basement level. Separated from their house by dimensional warping, it was the only place he and Gabrielle could invent stuff without worrying about their inventions destroying Mars City.

“Gabrielle, grab Mr. Stick-Stick Goo-Shooter and Mr. Explosion.”

“Right!”

Alex stripped off the police uniform that he’d purloined, even as he rushed over to a large, metal cylinder with a handprint scanner, which he placed his right hand on. The scanner beeped. The door slid open with a hiss, revealing his crisis suit, one of several.

This one was a light blue with silver lining. The veins that ran over the surface like a power grid were currently dull, but they’d light up once it synchronized with him.

As if it possessed a mind of its own, the crisis suit leapt forward, latching onto him and crawling along his body. Ignoring the pain and the feeling of blood gathering inside of his suit, Alex turned to Gabrielle and the others. He was about to give more orders.

“What’s this?”

Alex glanced at Darrick, who was in the process of reaching for Mr. Recycle Doggy. His eyes widened.

“No, wait! Don’t touch that!”

It was too late. Darrick reached out and his fingers brushed against the robotic cleaning dog. Red eyes lit up as he accidentally flipped the switch. Alex could hear the hum of servo-motors as the creature’s circuits activated.

Chaos ensued after that. Mr. Recycle Doggy chomped down on everything in sight as its algorithmic processing determined that everything around it was trash to be disposed of. It took a chunk out of the main console in the center of the room, tore straight through Mr. Sex-Change, and gnawed into the durasteel walls.

“Holy crap! What the hell is that thing?!”

“Not this troublesome thing again!”

Alice and Darrick shouted, their voices bouncing along the walls. Mr. Recycle Doggy’s eyes gleamed red as it caught sight of them. The two released a terrified shriek as it barked and chased after them.

“Gabrielle!” Alex shouted. “Quick, we need to stop this thing from doing any more damage!”

“I’m on it!”

Gabrielle rushed over to the wall where several other devices hung off a series of racks. She grabbed one of those inventions, a really large tubular device that looked a lot like a bazooka—except it was pink. She took aim at Mr. Recycle Doggy, her eyes looking through the reticle, locking onto her target.

“Mr. Stick Stick Goo-Shooter, fire!”

Bang!

Like a cannon going off, Mr. Stick Stick Goo-Shooter fired a round of something bright and round and pink. The dog-shaped cleaning bot swerved to the side, avoiding the pink ball, which splattered and spread across the floor like ooze, and then quickly hardened.

Bang-bang-bang!

More rounds from Mr. Stick Stick Goo-Shooter were fired, and each round ended up missing, splatting along the walls, floor, and ceiling. The pink gum-like material spread across the floor before hardening. Very soon the entire workshop was covered in the hardened substance, and unfortunately, Mr. Recycle Doggy had somehow avoided getting hit even once.

Alex and the others, however, had not.

The events that led to Alex being captured in the gum-like substance had happened so fast it was a blur. All he could recall was bright pink filling his vision, and then the next he knew, he was hanging from the ceiling, caught within the cocoon-like embrace of the substance shot from Mr. Stick Stick Goo-Shooter. He felt like a rookie pilot who’d been tangled within his own crash webbing.

At least my face isn’t covered…

He looked around to see that Alice and Darrick were in similar straits. His sister was stuck to the floor, the pink gummy substance covering everything except her head.

Darrick had somehow managed to avoid being trapped within the cohesive material’s embrace. Of course, Darrick’s situation was much worse than his or Alice’s, seeing how his head was completely covered by the gum-like substance.

The cadet pilot stumbled about like a man who’d had a few too many drinks. He grabbed at the gum and pulled with all his might. Yet, no matter how hard he pulled, the gum refused to be removed. It remained stuck to his face, muffling his startled shouts and fearful cries.

“Uh-oh, I’m out of ammo. Tee-hee!”

Alex tore his gaze away from the sight of his friend stumbling about in blind confusion and locked onto Gabrielle. She was the only person who wasn’t covered in gum. She stood in the center of the room, a small circle of about five meters around her clear of pink. The alien princess looked around, eyes surveying the damage with an expression that reminded Alex of a curious child.

Mr. Recycle Doggy was now munching on one of Alex’s and Gabrielle’s inventions, which looked like a pair of angel wings—or it had. Now it looked like Swiss cheese.

“This has to be the most troublesome situation I’ve ever been in,” Alice grumbled.

She was trying to move her limbs to no effect. This material, while elastic and capable of expanding, required someone with more strength than Alice possessed. He and Gabrielle had tested this substance on Azazel, so he knew that it had a breaking strength of about 256 KiloNewtons. There was no way that his little sister, who could barely lift 15.68 kilograms, would be breaking out of that any time soon.

Alex sighed. This was going to take forever to clean up, and he really didn’t have time to deal with it. Nyx was in trouble. He needed to find her before the police did. He wouldn’t allow a friend to face danger alone—even if that friend had tried to kill him.

“Gabrielle, would you mind breaking us out of this?”

“Sure!”

The cheery girl smiled as she pointed her finger at him. A beam of blue light shot from the finger, which smashed into the substance holding him to the ceiling, shattering it like glass. It also crushed Alex against wall, and then the wall behind him broke. He fell to the floor, wincing as he somehow landed on his feet. More blood seeped into his crisis suit, causing it to stick to his skin.

I’m so glad the blood can’t be seen from the outside.

He stood up and stopped Gabrielle from doing the same thing to Alice. He had only survived what she’d done because of his crisis suit. His sister wouldn’t survive. Instead, Alex called upon his own aura, the same blue aura that Gabrielle had just used to free him and created a sword that he used to cut through the gum that was keeping Alice stuck to the floor.

Darrick was still running around in the background, his muffled screams barely heard over the chomping of Mr. Recycle Doggy as it made a meal out of their surgical precision laser.

Alex brushed himself off, even as he warily tracked Mr. Recycle Doggy as it systematically ate everything in his and Gabrielle’s workshop. This was a problem—a big one—and he didn’t know how to solve it.

“We need to find some way to turn that thing off before it eats everything.”

“How do you propose we do that? Should I use Mr. Elephant Vacuum? I might be able to trap it inside.”

“Along with the rest of us. We still haven’t gotten that particular invention to work either.” A pause. “And I’m pretty sure our cleaning bot would just eat its way out anyway.”

The problem with Mr. Recycle Doggy was that it could eat through any substance known to man—and alien. When Alex had created the original algorithm, he hadn’t bothered to differentiate between what it should clean and what it should dispose of, so instead of knowing what to leave alone and what to eat, it considered everything in its sights trash to be disposed of and reacted accordingly. Objects, people, whatever, all were gobbled up with equal tenacity.

Just then, Azazel rushed into the room in a panic.

“Princess Gabrielle, I have just received word that Groom-to-be has been attacked by an assassin! Is this… eh?”

Azazel and Mr. Recycle Doggy made eye contact. Alex couldn’t be sure, but he could almost swear the dog-like cleaning machine’s eyes were gleaming with malicious pleasure as it gazed at Azazel.

Several seconds later, Azazel screamed like a little girl and ran out of the room. Mr. Recycle Doggy was hot on his heels.

“Well,” Alex huffed, listening to the muffled shouts of Darrick—who was still trying to remove the gum-like substance from his face—in the background. “I don’t want to say, ‘that just happened,’ but... that just happened.”

“Yes, it did,” Gabrielle said, crossing her arms and nodding imperiously.
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The sound of her own heavy breathing filled Nyx’s ears, along with the pounding of blood pumping through her veins. The bands on her arms and thighs had long since been lost. She no longer had them thanks to the police’s constant barrage of gunfire, thus her nanomachines worked overtime to manipulate the molecular structure of her own body, shaping it as she saw fit.

She didn’t know where she was anymore. All these walkways looked the same. However, the skyscrapers that towered overhead and the numerous other walkways above her blocked out the dome, so she must have been in the lower levels of the city.

“There she is, men!”

Several men appeared before her, each armed with primitive rifles that shot metal projectiles. Nyx didn’t stop. She charged right at them.

“Open fire, men! Open fire!”

A hailstorm of bullets flew at her, but Nyx’s hair moved to the front and formed a gleaming, silver shield. The bullets bounced off as she continued her charge.

She was upon them before they had a chance to reload. Hair transformed into fists, which bombarded the group of officers. A strike to the face knocked one for a loop. A swift uppercut sent another flying. One became the victim of a hard strike to the throat. Her hair sailed forward, bashing against the forces arrayed against her, an endless barrage that rendered all of her foes unconscious.

“Delta Force, come in! Did you find the subject? Delta Force, respond!”

Nyx looked at the commlink that had fallen to the ground. It crackled with life, the voice belonging to the person directing these forces at her. A woman’s voice.

She stomped on the commlink, shattering it under heel. Then she moved on.

It didn’t take long for Nyx to realize that Mars City was very much like one giant maze. Catwalks and walkways littered every level. Tube-shaped elevators allowed people to ascend and descend. The giant skyscrapers, towering monstrosities of glasteel and durasteel, blocked her vision, preventing her from seeing more than fifteen meters in any direction.

And still they managed to find her. Over and over again.

Nyx clenched her teeth as she manipulated her body some more. It hurt. The pain sent shocks through her mind and body. Transmuting her own body was not only painful but dangerous. However, given her current circumstances, she really had no choice.

Growing from her back as she transmuted her clothing, Nyx’s black wings allowed her to take flight. She leapt off the walkway, avoiding the hail of bullet fire from a shuttle above her.

She didn’t look back. She didn’t have to. Logic dictated what would happen next.

She swerved, wings directing her flight into a series of aerial maneuvers that allowed her to avoid being perforated with holes. The shuttles were chasing her.

“She’s getting away!” The shout came from behind. “I don’t know who this chick is, but she just managed to sprout wings and fly off! She’s traveling deeper into the city! Bearing two-two-mark-seven! Requesting all air units for back up! I repeat, requesting all air units for back up!”

She flew through the air, dodging buildings, weaving in and out of traffic. She ignored the honking of horns, the shouts from peeled down windows. They didn’t concern her. Nothing mattered but escaping.

A stream of bullets forced her to barrel roll. She noticed how they splattered against the walls of buildings, sticky and viscous. These were not metal shells. They were probably using some kind of adhesive bullet that would trap her. She assumed they were using non-lethal rounds to prevent civilian casualties.

Ignoring the heat flaring inside of her body, Nyx pushed her alchemy to the limit, forcing her nanomachines to do what they had never been meant to do.

She turned around, her wings flapping to accommodate the change, the long strands of her hair combining and shifting, transforming into two giant hands that latched on to the incoming police vehicles.

With barely a grunt, she slammed the vehicles onto an abandoned walkway. There was no great explosion. The vehicles became dented. Airbags expanded. The police officers inside clambered out, stumbling to the ground, dazed and confused.

Nyx was satisfied. That should keep them off her tail for a few minutes at least.

“Hold it!”

It looks like she’d spoken too soon. Several more vehicles showed up. They surrounded her on all sides, a full 360-degrees.

“We have you surrounded! You are under arrest! Stand down and do not resist. I repeat. You are under arrest. Stand down and do not resist.”

Since they were trying to arrest her now, she could only assume they were attempting to avoid accidental civilian casualties. That was good. She could use this to her advantage.

Shoulders heaving, breathing growing heavy, Nyx eyed the shuttles hovering around her. Fifteen. More than she could handle without accidentally killing someone. That meant there were only two options. Up or…

Making a swift decision, Nyx retracted her wings and fell into the depths of the city. Once she descended several meters below the shuttles, the wings extended again, and she took off.

“After her!”

The shuttles followed, but they were slow, ponderous things. Perhaps if Nyx had chosen to take a more linear path, they would have been able to keep up with her, but these vehicles were incapable of staying on her trail as she led them through a series of twists, turns, and loops. When at last Nyx was sure that they were no longer following her, she descended to a nearby walkway. Her wings disappeared.

Nyx fell onto her hands and knees. Her breathing had grown into heavy panting, while steam poured from her mouth as her nanomachines boiled her from the inside out. Sweat dripped from her skin, causing her clothing to stick to her frame. She was shaking. Her body burned, a result of having used her nanomachines too much in such a short time span, in an unfamiliar atmosphere to boot, and transmuting her own body. Rest. That’s what she needed—a place to rest and recuperate.

“She’s here!” an officer shouted, causing several more to appear from around a corner.

Nyx grimaced. It looked like rest would have to wait.
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“Have you found her yet?”

“Not yet.”

“What about now?”

“No.”

“Now?”

“Senpai, you need to stop asking that. I told you already that I am doing everything in my power to find this person you’re so set on rescuing, but it’s not easy. Commander Karen and Second-in-Command Yumi already know what you’re attempting to do. They’ve locked me out of all their communications, and I don’t have the skill to hack into their lines.”

“Then give me your commlink.”

“Give you my commlink? You know that this thing is—h-hey! Senpai! What do you think you’re doing?!”

The shuttle they were traveling in swerved back and forth as if piloted by a drunkard. Alex tried to grab the commlink attached to the pilot console. This action required him to lean over, putting him in front of Darrick and blocking the pilot’s vision, which was the subsequent cause for the shuttle’s swerving.

“Give me the damn commlink!”

“I-I can’t do that, Senpai! It’s connected to the console!”

“I don’t care! Give it me now!”

“S-senpai! P-please move away! I can’t see where I’m going!”

The problem with Darrick’s shuttle wasn’t necessarily caused by a lack of space, but rather, the inconveniently placed commlink. While the unit had a speaker system attached to it, which Alex could pull from its slot and speak into, the unit itself was stationed on the driver’s side near the door, meaning that in order to reach it, he had to lean over Darrick. Fortunately, they eventually discovered a way that allowed Alex to reach the unit without blocking Darrick’s view.

It just so happened that the method was embarrassing.

Really embarrassing.

“If you tell anyone about this, I swear to Mars that I will kill you,” a red-faced Alex mumbled.

Darrick, who was sitting on Alex’s lap, gave a just as embarrassed nod. “Don’t worry, Senpai. I won’t tell a soul. In fact, after all this is over, I think I’m going to drink myself so stupid that I’ll forget this ever happened.”

“I didn’t know you drink.”

“There’s a first time for everything, Senpai.”

“Indeed.”

It took a bit of fiddling with the com unit, but Alex eventually managed to hack into the police force’s communication line. He felt most smug. Did Karen really think that doing something so banal as encrypting their channel would stop him from hacking into it? She had clearly forgotten that he was, in fact, a genius with an over 200 IQ.

The comlink crackled to life.

“We’ve spotted the criminal and are now in pursuit. I repeat, we have spotted the criminal and are now in pursuit. Requesting back up.”

“Roger that. Give us your location and we’ll have all squadrons converge on you and surround the target.”

Both in an effort to learn more and to ignore their uncomfortable situation, Alex and Darrick listened intently as the police informed everyone of Nyx’s location.

“That’s not in the middle-levels,” Darrick noted.

“No, it’s not.” Alex narrowed his eyes “That’s in the lower levels. Darrick!”

“Yes, Senpai!”

“Take us there now!”

“Right, Senpai!”

“But first…”

“What is it, Senpai?”

“GET THE HELL OFF MY LAP!”
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Nyx didn’t know how long this game of cat and mouse had lasted. Time had long since lost its meaning. What mattered the most was losing her pursuers. If she didn’t do so soon, then her nanomachines would surely shut down. It would be all over if that happened.

“There she is, men! Open fire!”

Bullets whizzed by her, ricocheting off the walkways and buildings that she passed. Several came extremely close to hitting her.

They were using real bullets again. She guessed the reason was because of the lack of civilians. There was no way of telling where she was. However, it was clear that she had gone further down, where the number of people walking the streets was drastically diminished. Perhaps this was a seedier section of the city.

The projectiles were made of steel, primitive to be sure, but still effective. Nyx would have to be careful. Those could kill her if they hit.

She placed a hand on the ground and transmuted the walkway. The durasteel floor suddenly rose up, creating a wall that shielded her from the bullets. She rounded a corner. As more police pursued her, she ran her left hand along the wall, causing large poles to jut out of the surface, blocking their path. Her judicious use of alchemy kept her from being killed.

And yet…

She knew that this wouldn’t last. Every time she transmuted something, the temperature of her nanomachines increased drastically. Her internals were melting. Her organs, her bones, her cells, all of them had heated to the point where it felt like they might start oozing out of her pores. She needed to find a place to hide and cool down. If she could just lose these men, then maybe she could…

“!!”

Nyx made a sharp turn between two buildings as gunfire blasted in her ears like lightning during an ion storm. She rushed toward the end of what seemed to be an ally of sorts, complete with garbage lying haphazardly on the ground. She had noticed it already, but it seemed like the lower she went, the dirtier and more convoluted this place became.

Before she could reach the end of the hall, several more officers appeared before her. She tried to turn around and go back the way she had come, but the officers that had been chasing her were already blocking her path. She was trapped.

“It’s the end of the line for you, assassin!” one of the men shouted as the others raised their guns.

Nyx’s mind raced. What could she do to get out of this situation? She couldn’t grow her wings anymore. Her nanomachines were already on the verge of melting. If she used alchemy that complicated, they not only would sputter out, but they wouldn’t work at all, and then she’d be helpless.

“Ready! Aim!”

Nyx bent her knees and tried to jump into the air. She might not have been able to use transmutation anymore, but she should still have her physical abilities.

Her knees buckled when she bent them. That was when it hit her.

I’ve used my alchemy too much… The stark realization slammed into her at the same that time her vision blurred out of focus. I can’t… I’m going to collapse!

Everything sounded so far away. Her vision went in and out as darkness encroached upon her. The men before her were multiplying. Two became four. Four became eight. She felt unbearably hot. Her body was shutting down as her nanomachines tried to force themselves into a cool-down state. She couldn’t… couldn’t…

“Fi—”

“BANZAI! LOOK OUT BELOW!”

“What the hell?!”

“What is this stuff?!”

“Iyan! I’m all sticky!”

“Quit screaming like a girl, ya damn pansy!”

“But Captain, I am a girl!”

“And this is my ‘I don’t give a fuck’ face! Now get in—mph!”

“Don’t swear in front of the children!”

“What children?!”

A figure swooped down in front of her at the same time that Nyx’s legs gave out. She fell backwards, stumbling until her back hit the wall, and then slowly slid down until she was on her butt.

Noises echoed all around her. There were grunts and screams and the whoofing of some kind of device. Nyx couldn’t make out anything else, however. Everything appeared blurry.

The sounds soon went mercifully silent.

With her head falling forward, she could only see a pair of booted feet appear in her vision, and even those were blurred out. It was in that moment that something reached underneath her chin. It was cool and soft and gentle. It lifted her head, allowing her to see bright blue eyes staring at her in concern.

“Hey, are you alright, Nyx?”

His voice was the last thing she heard as darkness descended upon her.
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Alex rushed through the lower-levels of Mars City after escaping from the police. Currently, said police were caught in a rather sticky situation—literally. He could hear their shouts behind him. In his arms rested Nyx, her legs limply swinging back and forth, head lolling against his shoulder, as he ran.
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The lower-levels was a dark place. The artificial sun refused to reach it. However, a number of neon signs and gaudy lights allowed him to see where he was going, which honestly didn’t mean much at the moment, as he didn’t even know where to go. He’d already lost the officers, but what did it matter when he had no idea where he should go? Should he go back home? Should he go to a hospital? Nyx was suffering, yet he didn’t know what he could do for her.

“Ha… ha… n-no…”

At the sound of her soft, raspy voice, Alex looked down. Nyx seemed so fragile right now. While he had made the connection more than once, she really did look like a porcelain doll that might break at the slightest touch—and right now, she looked like she was suffering from immense pain. Her cheeks held a deep flush, her breathing came out in ragged gasps, sweat accumulated on her skin, which was currently a blistering red.

Her body felt like it was on fire. He could feel the heat through his crisis suit.

Alex would have sworn if he weren’t busy running. What was he supposed to do? Where was he supposed to go? He didn’t know, and so he kept running deeper and deeper into the lower reaches of Mars City.

Mars City was an unusual place. The city itself was built within a massive crater, which meant that the lower-level and ground floor were actually located below technical sea levels. Meanwhile, the suburbs that he lived in was built outside of the crater. This contributed to the reason why the lower-levels were so dark.

After a while, Alex realized that he was lost. The walkways were no longer familiar. While not a denizen of the lower-levels, he’d spent more than enough time there—usually during his practical assessments or when he was blowing stuff up… which often went hand in hand.

“Damn it,” Alex swore out loud as he stopped. “Where the hell am I?”

“He-he-he, lookie who we have here,” a mocking voice came from his left.

Alex spun around. Several people walked out from between two buildings, six of them, each one nasty-looking and repulsive. At the helm, a familiar face took lumbering steps toward him. Blond hair jutted from his head like spikes. He wore a red bodysuit that was vaguely familiar to Alex, who could have sworn he’d seen something like this before. Even those short, pointy ears and red eyes looked familiar.

The man grinned. “If it isn’t the copper who’s given me nothin’ but trouble. I was wondering when you and I would meet again. I still owes ya for the bruisin’ ya gave me back when me and ma boys were tryin’ to pick up that little chickidy—not to mention the troubles ya gave me when I tried fleecing that gold I stole from them rich snobs.”

Alex eyed the man warily, even as he felt confusion wage war within him. “Who are you? I’m sorry, but have we met before?”

The words caused the man to trip over his own two feet. Alex watched in mute silence as the man slammed face first onto the walkway. The thuggish brutes behind him looked worried.

“Hey, boss. You okay?”

The man in the bodysuit jumped back to his feet and glared at Alex. “Don’t act like ya don’t me, punk! You and I have been enemies since the very first time we met!” He pointed an accusing finger at Alex. “Surely you remember the name André Killick of the Black Panthers?”

“Hmm…” Mindful of the girl in his arms, Alex pondered the man for a moment before coming to a conclusion. “I have no clue who you are, and I honestly couldn’t care less. All of you are in my way, so if you don’t move, I’m gonna have to move you out of the way.”

André snarled at him. “I’d like to see you try, punk! Let’s get ‘im, boys!”

André and his group of thugs charged, their battle cries echoing along the darkened walkway. Those cries soon turned into screams of pain as Alex proved that not even holding a girl in his arms would stop him from kicking ass.

Left with little choice but to make use of his power, Alex called upon the blue aura that Gabrielle believed was an angelisian aura. It came to him, a rushing surge of energy. It filled him. Blue flames engulfed his body, which he directed toward his legs. He couldn’t build anything because of the girl in his arms, but if he released precisely timed burst of energy from his legs, it should help.

The group of thugs hesitated, but it was too late by then. Alex leapt at André, who received two booted heels to the face. A bang! echoed like a gun being fired as Alex released the energy in his feet, precisely timed so that it coincided with his boots meeting the thug’s face. As the man went down, he used the jerk’s face as a springboard, launching himself at his next victim, who suffered a broken jaw when a spinning heel kick slammed into him.

Alex didn’t waste time after that. Holding Nyx tightly to his chest, he launched a series of flying kicks that decked one, two, three of the thugs in the face, shattering their noses like brittle twigs. He then landed on the ground, bent low, and kicked the last one’s legs out from underneath him. Then he stomped on the man’s face, ignoring both the squelching sound of a nose breaking and the scream of pain.

Glancing around at the broken people lying on the ground, Alex glared. “Anyone else wanna question my authorita?” No one spoke up. Alex nodded. “Thought not.”

“Oh, wow!” a female voice exclaimed behind him. “That was quite the display you put on. I’m impressed, especially since you seem to have your hands full at the moment. (^_^)”

Alex blinked. He could’ve sworn he’d just heard an emote in that last sentence.

A woman stood behind him, with bright green hair, bright amethyst eyes, and an even brighter grin. Her smile almost reminded him of Gabrielle, except it lacked the naivety of his roommate’s smile. She was wearing a russet colored shirt, a dark skirt that barely covered her thighs, and a long lab coat that trailed along the floor. She was also really short, which made her large chest stand out all the more.

“Um…” Alex didn’t know what to say. “Hello?”

“Hi!” The girl responded cheerfully. “My name is Ēostre. (^_^) What’s yours?”

“Um, Alex.”

Why does this woman look so familiar?

“Alex…” The woman tested the name several times, and then smiled. “I like it! XD So, Alex, what are you doing here?”

Alex debated on what to tell her. Honestly, he didn’t have time to deal with her. Nyx was in danger. Her body was dangerously hot, and her breathing was labored, and he couldn’t be sure, but he was positive that her heartbeat was slowing down. If something wasn’t done soon, she might die.

“Is that Nyx?” the woman suddenly asked.

Alex didn’t show how startled he was. “You know who Nyx is?”

“Of course. :3 Everyone who belongs to the intergalactic community knows about the greatest assassin to appear in the last decade.”

Now that Alex was looking at her more closely, he noticed some unusual features about her. Her eyes had no white. It was like the entire eye was just a pupil. They were large and oddly attractive. Her nose was also a bit smaller than a normal person’s. Likewise, there were two large extensions from her head, which he at first thought was hair, but were soon revealed to be ears. They were long and floppy and looked like rabbit ears. This person was obviously not human.

What sort of alien is she?

Alex shook off the questions that popped into his head. Now wasn’t the time. “If you know who Nyx is, does that mean you can help her? Or maybe find someone who can? She’s injured.”

The woman looked into his eyes, searching for something, though he didn’t know what. Whatever she was looking for, she apparently found it, because she gestured for him to follow her.

“I can help her out. I’m the local doctor here for alien immigrants. (^-^)”

“Thank you.” Alex studiously ignored the strange emote at the end of this woman’s words, shifting Nyx in his arms. They were beginning to get tired. “Can you really help Nyx?”

The woman grinned at him as her rabbit-like ears twitched. “Of course I can. XD I actually happen to know quite a bit about your pretty little friend here.” She then gave him a curious look. “Though I’m surprised that you know her. Tell me, how did you become acquainted with Nyx?”

“She tried to kill me,” he said without thinking.

Ēostre raised an eyebrow. “She tried to kill you? And you still want to help her?”

“I can’t just leave her like this,” Alex defended his actions. “It wouldn’t be right.”

Ēostre laughed. “Is that so? :-D Well, I guess you have a point.” Chuckling some more, she muttered to herself, “I knew you were going to be an interesting fellow. Like father like son, I guess.”

“Excuse me?”

“It’s nothing. (-_-) Follow me.”

Alex followed Ēostre to what, at first glance, appeared to be nothing but a blank wall. Yet when the woman walked up to it, lines shimmered along the wall’s surface, a network of glowing silver veins like the cables on a circuit board. A small section of the wall slid aside at eye-level, and the woman stepped up to it as a beam of green light shot out and hit her left retina.

It’s a retina scanner, Alex belatedly realized. He’d never seen one in real life. Even the Galactic Police Force didn’t use those. From what Alex knew, only the rich, elite members of society used retina scanners, which left him with a question. Just who is this woman?

“This way please. X3”

Ēostre bade him to follow her, which he did, descending down a flight of steps before reaching yet another door. The silvery door slid open to reveal a room that Alex couldn’t identify. It looked sort of like a hospital room. It possessed all of the equipment of a hospital, including a bed with a detachable vitals monitoring system, but there were a large number of items that he did not recognize.

They must be equipment used for healing extra-terrestrials, Alex theorized, even as he gazed at the large cylinder that sat before a wall at the far end of the room. Its bulbous frame reminded him of a flower bud before it bloomed. Interior lights revealed an empty chamber inside.

“Please put Nyx on the bed and take her clothes off. (^_^)”

Alex stared at the woman, nonplussed. “Excuse me?”

“I said—”

“I heard what you said!”

Ēostre frowned at him. “DX Then why did you say, ‘excuse me?’ like some kind of idiot?”

“Because you asked me to take off Nyx’s clothes,” Alex spat. “You can’t honestly expect me to take a girl’s clothing off. That’s just wrong. And besides, couldn’t you take her clothes off yourself?”

After staring at him for several seconds, Ēostre sighed. “)-: Listen, Alex. I would normally do this myself. However, I can’t touch her.”

“Why not?”

“Because her nanomachines are overheating.” When all Alex did was stare, Ēostre gave him a flat look. “(-_-) Do you know how hot nanomachines run at before they overheat? Three hundred and fifty-two degrees… Celsius.”

“W-what?”

“Right now, your friend’s temperature is hot enough to burn through my flesh if I were to touch her. I’m actually surprised you’re even capable of touching her like this without getting so much as a burn.”

Alex’s mind numbed. 352 degrees Celsius. That meant Nyx’s temperature was 665.6 degrees Fahrenheit. That was insane! How could anyone survive at such a temperature? Her skin should have been melting off her bones! Hell, her bones should have turned to ash long ago! And why was he not suffering from the heat? How could he…

“My crisis suit…”

His eyes widened. Of course. His crisis suit was heat resistant. He had assumed that meant it would be minorly retardant to flames, but it seemed Gabrielle’s propensity for making overpowered machines held true to his suit, making it resistant to even the most extreme of temperatures.

He would have to find some way to thank Gabrielle later.

“What was that? (T_T)” Ēostre raised an eyebrow at him.

Alex shook his head. “Never mind. I’ll do as you ask.”

“Good. Now chop, chop! Hurry up and strip that girl naked! XD”

“Ugh.”

He was already beginning to regret telling her that he would do what she said, but he wanted to help Nyx.

Alex gently set Nyx on the bed, which he noted must also have been heat resistant, as it didn’t burst into flames when her burning body touched it, though smoke did waft from the sheets, which turned a molten orange. That reminded him…

“How is it that Nyx is still alive with that kind of temperature?”

“You didn’t think the people who created her would leave anything to chance, did you? (*_-)” Alex blinked when he realized he’d asked that question out loud. He turned to look at Ēostre, who was typing on a console near the cylinder. “Nyx’s creators took everything into account when making her. I was not involved with the project, of course, so I do not know everything, but I do know that when building a weapon, you should take care to ensure that it can’t break easily. XP”

“Nyx isn’t a weapon,” Alex growled.

Despite being the recipient of his fierce glare, Ēostre giggled. “You’re so protective. XD Do you think you’re some kind of hero by acting defensive toward the girl who tried to kill you?”

“Wanting to be a hero has nothing to do with this! I don’t like how you called Nyx a weapon. She’s a living, breathing, thinking person, just like everybody else, and she should be treated just like everybody else.”

Ēostre’s smile to his response was odd. Alex wondered what she was thinking.

“If only everybody was like you, then maybe Nyx wouldn’t have suffered as much as she has. :-p”

“What?”

“Oh, nothing.”

Alex frowned but quickly got back to work. Taking off Nyx’s clothing was a pain, and not just because it was embarrassing. The clothing was stuck to her skin; he realized that the reason was not because she was sweating. Her clothing had melted. The leathery material had actually become adhered to her skin, and as he pulled the fabric off, a good portion of her melted flesh came with it. Nyx’s pained whimpers as he peeled those parts off were like lasers drilling into his chest.

He soon realized that Nyx didn’t wear a bra—not that she needed one. Her breasts weren’t large, maybe a handful at most. They were topped with light pink nipples that were currently swollen and red. She did wear panties, though they had already burnt to ashes some time ago. He noticed, almost absently, that she was hairless. Her boots also took some effort to remove, and he winced upon seeing how the skin had peeled off to reveal muscle tissue and bones.

When all of her clothes were stripped away, Alex stood back and wiped the sweat from his brow.

“Done… what do I do now?”

“There should be a canister in the cabinet over there. :-| It contains a cooling agent that I want you to spray on her. We need to decrease her temperature before placing her in the healing tank. The code to the cabinet is eight-five-six-nine-seven-D.”

“Right.”

Alex didn’t waste time in retrieving the canister, a large, hulking thing that reminded him of an old-fashioned fire extinguisher from the late twentieth century. He pointed the nozzle at Nyx and fired.

An icy white spray emerged from the nozzle. Alex gritted his teeth when Nyx yelped as the freezing agent made contact with her blistering hot body. He didn’t know how much to spray on her but stopped when her body began to turn blue.

“Do her back too, please.”

Grimacing, Alex turned Nyx onto her stomach and sprayed her entire backside before turning her onto her back again.

“Now what?”

“(=_=) Wait five minutes before wiping it off with some rags using a cleaning agent that you’ll find in the same cabinet. Make sure to be thorough. The cooling agent will adversely affect her healing process if any is left on her.”

The five-minute wait was probably the worst thing that he’d ever had to do. Nyx was lying there, naked and shivering and in pain, and he couldn’t do anything for her. All he could do was stand by her side, holding her freezing hand and trying desperately to ignore the fact that she was naked. There were more important things at stake than his hormones.

“Now that’s not true,” Voice Number One said. Alex clenched his teeth as the hairs on the back of his neck prickled. “There’s nothing more important than hormones.”

Shut up…

His personal commlink on his Idband began beeping. Alex didn’t think he’d ever been more relieved.

“Hello?” he asked into his Idband.

“Alex, are you okay?” It was Gabrielle.

Alex smiled. Hearing Gabrielle’s voice was enough to brighten his gloom and take his mind off the voice’s words.

“Yes, I’m fine. What about you?”

“I’m good. Karen and Yumi are over here. They said they wanted to talk to you.”

Alex winced. “Is that so? They’re not… angry, are they?”

“I don’t know. Let me ask…” The ten seconds of silence nearly killed him. “... Karen said she wants to castrate you. What does castrate mean?”

“U-ugh. It’s not a very pleasant thing, and you probably don’t want to know.”

“Okay!” Came Gabrielle’s cheerful reply. He loved Gabrielle, truly, but there was something seriously wrong with that girl. “Hey, Alex, when are you going to come home?”

“Probably not for a while. Nyx is hurt, and I’m currently helping someone heal her.”

“Is she going to be alright?”

Alex smiled at the concern in her voice. Gabrielle may have been cheerfully oblivious and lacked common sense, but she was, at heart, a good person. She was upset at Nyx for what the girl had done, but she still expressed worry.

“She’s going to be fine. Listen, I’ve got to go. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

“All right. Bye, Alex!”

“Bye.”

Alex turned off the commlink in his IDband. He then felt a pair of eyes on him and noticed Ēostre wearing a sly smile.

“Was that your girlfriend? XD”

“N-no, just a friend that I’m helping avoid an unwanted situation.”

Though he wouldn’t mind if they were actually boyfriend and girlfriend. Damn it. Alex hated how their relationship would never progress because of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates. So long as they had to pretend they were engaged, he would never be able to tell how she really felt about him. This was all her old man’s fault!

Note to self; kick Gabrielle’s father’s ass whenever I see him.

“If you say so. :p” Ēostre shrugged. “You should probably start cleaning Nyx’s body now. Otherwise you run the risk of her nanomachines freezing.”

“Uh, r-right.”

Alex acquired a cloth and a tub full of cleaning agent, which he set next to the bed. After dipping the cloth in the agent and wringing it out until it was only partially damp, he began to gently wipe Nyx clean.

He started at her face, which was the least injured part of her. The cloth lightly touched her cheek, which caused the girl to whimper, but she remained still. As he slowly wiped the cloth across her cheek, the pale blue coloring, which he had originally thought was her skin turning blue from the cold, was wiped away.

That must be the freezing agent.

He watched as more and more of her regular skin tone became visible, eventually culminating in letting him gaze upon her milky white skin—though it was currently covered in red blisters and third-degree burns.

He moved the cloth down, traveling over her neck. It glided over her shoulders and arms, and when he reached her hands, he lifted them up and cleaned each individual finger. Dealing with her under arms was kind of embarrassing, but not too bad. The biggest problem came from when he reached her chest.

“A-ahn…”

Alex froze when his hand caressed her bare breasts. That noise, it hadn’t been a whimper of pain. It had been a moan. A soft, delicate sound breathed through slightly parted pink lips, which tenderly caressed the ear and caused him to become aroused. He gulped, and then began moving his hand again.

“Ah…”

Oh, no.

His pants became tight when he felt her nipple stiffen under his touch. He bit his lip, trying not to think about how undeniably sexy that sound was, and how nice her breast felt in his hand. She was injured. She was injured, and he shouldn’t be thinking like this.

“Oh, my. Oh, my. Oh, my. Oh, my. This is exciting.”

Gritting his teeth, Alex did everything he could to ignore Voice Number One. Why hadn’t Voice Number Two come to shut her up yet?

Nyx had a small chest. Her breasts were able to fill his hand, but not much else. That didn’t mean much, however, as Nyx was exceedingly beautiful. It was a different form of beauty from Gabrielle’s. Where the alien princess’ beauty lay in the combination of her innocence, killer body, and joy of inventing, Nyx’s beauty lay in her silent demeanor and doll-like appearance.

“Mmm!”

“Listen to that moan! Isn’t it sexy? Don’t you just want to ravage her?”

Shut up! Shut up, shut up, shut up! Leave me alone!

“Leave you alone?!” The voice guffawed. “Now why would I do that?”

Alex shuddered as he switched to her other breast. Once again, her nipple stiffened under his touch, hardening as he wiped it clean. His erection felt hard enough to slice through durasteel, and it became almost unbearable when the girl pushed her breast into his hand, as if silently asking him to keep on doing what he was doing.

I’m so going to Hell for this.

He felt sick. His stomach twisted into knots as guilt over his actions threatened to consume him. Nyx was injured to the point of unconscious, her nanomachines overheating, causing her body to practically melt, and her skin was blistered in some places and melted in others, yet here he was, enjoying touching her without permission. What sort of sick bastard was he?

“Hu hu hu hu... your arousal and despair is finer than any wine I’ve ever had.”

It was a fortunate thing that cleaning her chest only took a few seconds, otherwise the urge to throw up at his own disgusting actions may have overwhelmed him. He lowered his hand and began to wipe off her stomach. Flat and toned, Alex could feel the twitch of well-defined abdominals hidden underneath the softness of her skin. It was only natural, he supposed, that an assassin of her caliber would have a six-pack, even if he couldn’t see much more than a vague outline.

Several parts of flesh had been burnt off, revealing the muscle tissue of her stomach. He clenched his eyes shut when Nyx’s delicate moans changed to agonized cries. The only good that came from her cries of pain was that he could no longer feel aroused. All he felt now was a deep ache in his chest.

After cleaning her stomach, Alex wiped down her hips and legs. Much like her stomach and arms, her legs were defined by supple yet powerful muscles. He could feel them as he cleaned her off, and he could see them in the parts where her skin had been melted. Her thighs were strong, the muscles twitching as he touched them. Alex tried to avoid the places where the skin was gone. Better to save cleaning those for last.

His breathing grew heavy as he heard another low moan, this time of pleasure instead of pain. The mixed signals he was getting from Nyx’s bodily reactions sent his mind into a tizzy. He clenched his eyes shut and tried to ignore the building case of hormones. Oddly enough, it became especially bad when he began cleaning her feet.

“Oh ho! I think we’ve found her weak point!”

“Ah!”

Alex’s entire body became like ice when the loud cry reached him. Nyx squirmed more than usual when he started, but Alex just assumed it was because he was touching her feet and she didn’t like it. It soon became clear, however, that this was not the case.

Is this turning her on?

The idea his own mind proposed baffled him. Who the heck would get turned on by someone touching their feet? Feet were those gross things people walked on. There was nothing attractive about them, and yet, as he carefully wiped off her soles, arches, and cleaned her small toes, the pretty assassin moaned and clenched her toes, wiggling them around. As if to make matters worse, Alex felt an intense spike in his own arousal.

God, this is so sick. I’m sick!

“You really think so? I think what you’re feeling is quite natural.”

The coppery taste of blood filled his mouth as he ground his teeth together. Oddly enough, it did help offset his arousal, but only a little.

Voice Number One was having none of that.

“Come on, boy. You want to let go. I know you wish you could have some fun with this pretty little thing.”

S-shut up…

“Wouldn’t it feel nice to take those feet and rub them against your long, hard—”

I said shut up!

“I agree,” Voice Number Two said. “It seems my other half’s arousal has empowered you. It caught me off guard, but I won’t let you continue corrupting him. I believe you should go back to your cage, daemon.”

“Tch! Are you going to get in my way again, Sachiel? Don’t fuck with me!”

“Please wash out that foul mouth. Return to your cage.”

“Absolutely not! I refuse!”

“If you refuse, then I shall make you return.”

A battle seemed to take place inside of his head. Alex didn’t know what was going on, but he used that small reprieve to force down his shame. He finished cleaning Nyx’s feet, and then set them back down. By this point, the girl’s skin was flushed and sweaty, which made her burns and melted skin stand out all the more.

“Ms. Ēostre,” he said softly, looking away. His shame wouldn’t let him look at Nyx.

“All done? (U_U)” asked Ēostre, looking up from where she appeared to be making calibrations to the cylindrical tube device, which he could only guess was the healing tank.

“I, uh, yes.”

Ēostre raised an eyebrow and walked over to him. She studied Nyx for a moment, and then turned to him, a single eyebrow raised. “You forget one part.”

Alex looked away. “I… I can’t clean her… there.”

“Can’t? Or won’t? (-_-)” Alex clenched his fists, causing the woman to sigh. “You’re such a baby. This isn’t that big of a deal, you know.”

Alex gawked at her. Not that big of a deal? It was a very big deal!

“What the hell are you saying?! Of course it’s a big deal! Touching Nyx like that, in such a private place—and without her permission, no less! It’s wrong!”

“Is it any more wrong than what you’ve already done?”

“…”

Alex tried to mask his self-disgust, but he didn’t to do a good job. Ēostre’s irritable sigh let him know what she thought about his hang ups.

“Oh, honestly, you are such a prude. DX<” She snatched the cloth away from him, dipping it in the cleaning agent before sitting down on the bed. “Is this how people turn out when they’re raised in human society? However do you people procreate?”

“Procreation and touching someone without their consent are two different things,” Alex argued.

“Oh, please. You aren’t doing this because you want to. You’re trying to save her life, in case you forgot.”

“That... but it still feels wrong...”

“Whatever,” Ēostre muttered bitterly. “Just be quiet while I finish cleaning her off. Her body should be cool enough that I won’t get burned now anyway.”

Alex grew silent, though his mind remained filled with defiant thoughts—and the ringing echo of whatever battle was happening inside of his head—at least, until Ēostre began cleaning the one place on Nyx that he refused to touch.

“Damn it. Just look at this,”  Ēostre complained. “You waited so long to clean this part that the coolant has seeped inside of her. Now it’s gonna be even harder to clean.”

“A-ahn!”

His eyes grew wide when Ēostre’s cloth covered hand became buried between Nyx’s thighs. The pretty assassin’s body began to writhe. Her hips jerked, and her stomach muscles tightened. He watched, shocked, as Nyx planted her feet on the bed and lifted her hips in response to Ēostre’s obviously skilled hand.

Through it all, he suffered in silence. Every involuntary writhe, jerk, and thrust of Nyx’s body drove a stake through his heart. He felt like the world’s biggest freak. Nothing but a sick, disgusting pervert who got off on watching a woman twice his age bring an unconscious girl who looked two years younger than him to an orgasm. It was a vile, repulsive act, and yet, while his mind was repelled, his body responded, showing what it thought about the sight before him.

“Ah! Ahn! AHN!”

Alex closed his eyes, gritting his teeth at the unmistakable cries of a female experiencing an orgasm. He wanted to stab his ears, if only to block out the arousing cries coming from the assassin. Maybe he should even consider gouging his eyes out, too. It would be a fitting punishment for one such as him.

“Oh-ho! That woman’s got some balls! I guess those nordiens aren’t prudes like you angelisians are! Honestly, Sachiel, why can’t you be more like—gyak!”

“That is quite enough out of you, vile creature. Do not mistake what Ms. Ēostre is doing for what your kind do to others.”

“He-he, so you say, but it looks like that Nyx is having an awful lot of fun—urk!”

“ENOUGH!”

Alex winced as something hard pounded in his skull. It felt like a mighty forging hammer slamming into his head, breaking through it like an egg. He held a hand to his nose as blood dribbled out of his nostrils. Fortunately, the battle seemed to have concluded. His mind had become mercifully silent. Oddly enough, the moment the battle ended, his arousal went down as well.

“There,” Ēostre declared, taking a step back. She looked satisfied—too satisfied for his tastes. “All done. It would have been much quicker if you’d just manned up and done it yourself, but I suppose I should have expected this. I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, eh? (>_<)” When all Alex did was stand there, glaring at her, Ēostre gave him an irritated look. “Something on your mind, boy? (>_<)”

“... No.”

“Then stop gawking and pick the girl up. I need you to set her in the healing tank. Make sure you position her body so that she is sitting in the tank and not just lying in it.”

“... Right.”

While Ēostre went back to the tank and began typing again, which caused the glass door to slide down, Alex scooped Nyx into his arms. He tried to ignore her nudity by looking at the ceiling. He also tried ignoring the way she unconsciously nuzzled his chest.

It’s just her biological urge to cuddle after an orgasm. I hear humans who’ve had sex have the same desire.

He set the girl down inside of the tank, positioning her on the chair. As he was about to lean back, he ended up staring at Nyx’s face. With her eyes closed, lips parted, and a light blush on her cheeks, her resemblance to a doll seemed magnified a hundredfold.

“Don’t worry, Nyx,” Alex whispered as he reached out to cup her face. “You’re going to be alright.” He turned to the woman. “She will be okay, right?”

“Of course. (^_^)” Ēostre waved a hand airily, warding off his question like she might a bug. “While I’ve never dealt with someone of Nyx’s specifications before, I am more than qualified and knowledgeable enough to fix her up. It shouldn’t take more than a day—two at most.”

“I’ll hold you to that.”

Alex took several steps back. The glass door slid closed, locking into place. Loud hissing erupted from the machine as slots inside opened up. A breathing mask from a hatch on the ceiling came down and attached itself to Nyx’s face. After that, liquid poured in from the other slots that had opened. Before long, the entire tube was filled with light green liquid that glowed brightly in the dark room.

“There we go,” Ēostre said with a pleased smile. “X) I’ve set the biomonitor to her exact specifications, so the healing gel should fix her up quickly.”

“You’ll contact me when she’s better, right?”

“Of course. Just leave your comm line on the console, and I’ll call you the moment she’s healed. (^_^)”

“Okay,” Alex said softly. He turned to the woman and studied her. Regardless of her apparent complete disregard for another person’s personal space and rights, she had helped him out. “I don’t know who you are, but thank you for your help.”

“Oh, my. (^_^) Such a polite gentleman. It’s a shame you’re such a prude. XD” When Alex gritted his teeth, Ēostre giggled. “You’re welcome, Alex. Now then, you should probably head home. That angelisian princess of yours must be worried.”

Alex knew she was right. Gabrielle was probably fretting with worry about why he hadn’t returned yet. Then again, she could have also busied herself with one of their inventions. There was no telling with that girl.

It wasn’t until Alex was on a shuttle and nearly halfway home that he realized something strange about his meeting with Ēostre.

Just how does she know that Gabrielle is a princess from Angelise?

An unsettling feeling welled up inside of his stomach and refused to leave for the rest of the trip home.
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“Alex!” an excited Gabrielle shouted the moment he walked into the entrance.

Alex barely had time to take his shoes off before the flying missile otherwise known as Gabrielle shot from the living room and launched herself at him. As it was, he managed to brace himself just in time to receive her hug. That didn’t stop his ribs from groaning as they were crushed courtesy of the girl’s strength.

“Ugh… urk… h-hey, Gabrielle…”

Gabrielle rubbed her face against his chest like an overly affectionate cat. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was really worried about you.”

If Alex wasn’t in the process of having his ribcage crushed by her overpowered hug, he would have probably been pleased to hear that. “Y-yeah, sorry to worry you.”

Smiling, Gabrielle stopped hugging him and took a step back. “It’s okay. Even though I was worried, I knew you would be alright, because you’re Alex.”

“Hehe, thanks.” Alex scratched the back of his neck, feeling just a little self-conscious. While he was pleased to know that there was someone who had so much faith in him, it was kind of embarrassing. “By the way, where’s Alice? Is she here? Oh, and what about Karen and Yumi?”

“Alice went over to Jasmine’s, though she said they’d come over in a few hours for dinner.”

“Figures. And Karen?”

“I’m right here,” Karen said. Alex looked past Gabrielle’s shoulder to find Karen leaning against the doorframe to the living room. Standing behind her, Yumi was giving Alex a mild glare. Gulp. “You and I are going to have a long conversation, Alexander.”

Double gulp.

Everyone adjourned to the living room, and Alex tried not to let his nerves get the best of him as he sat on the couch. It proved difficult, however, as both Karen and Yumi were glaring at him. Gabrielle’s presence next to him and the feeling of her hand in his was a welcome gesture.

Alex had offered the two some refreshments. Both had declined, throwing him off balance. He knew that they were doing it on purpose, being difficult to keep him uncomfortable. It would make interrogating him easier, or so he’d learned during the academy’s interrogation class.

“I hope you know how much trouble you’re in, Alexander.” Even while sitting in his living room, Karen presented an imposing image as she clasped her hands on her lap. “I have always been very lenient when it comes to you. However, deliberately interfering in the work of the police is something that not even I can forgive so easily.”

Alex looked away, unable to meet her gaze. Gabrielle looked displeased by how Karen was berating him.

“Now, hold on just a second! Alex wasn’t trying to interfere! He just wanted to—”

“Silence girl.”

“Eep!”

Karen’s hard stare caused Gabrielle’s mouth to clamp shut. After several more seconds of intense staring, the hardcore police commander looked back at Alex.

“For the past several years, I have managed to keep the higher ups from trying to enforce punishment on you, but what happened today was the last straw for them. Since the moment they found out about what happened, those in charge of the GDF have been demanding that I punish you, and I can’t really blame them, not after what you pulled.”

Alex remained silent. He felt horrible, but he wasn’t going to apologize. Not for this.

Karen seemed to take his silence as a sign of reluctance and sighed. “You are a very fortunate young man, you know. If anyone else had done what you did today, I would have had no choice but to imprison them for a minimum of ten years on charges of obstructing justice.”

Alex gaped at her. Gabrielle’s eyes also widened.

“But that’s—”

“Silence.”

“Eep!”

Karen did not take her eyes off of the shocked Alex as she told Gabrielle to shut up.

“However, because of your unique circumstances, namely, the fact that we can kiss our solar system goodbye if anything happens to you, I was able to lessen your sentence. You will be under house arrest for two months, charged a ten million credit fine, be forced to report bi-monthly to Caridna Tepes, and you will also have a permanent black mark on your record. You should consider yourself grateful.”

Alex was grateful. He knew that what he’d done was criminal, that he’d done something that should have warranted a harsh punishment. That he was getting off with two months, bi-monthly reports to what amounted to a parole officer, and ten million credits was more than just a light sentencing.

Of course, he only had ten million credits to his name, so they would be taking all of his money, but that was a small price to pay. The black mark was a bigger issue. It meant people would be reluctant to continue using his products, which would make it more difficult to earn a living. Still, compared to imprisonment, this was infinitely better.

“However, this sentence also comes with a caveat. You must tell me where Nyx is currently located.”

Alex froze. His breathing stilled completely. His hands clenched the fabric of the couch. She was asking him to give away Nyx’s location? She wanted him to tell her where Nyx was hiding despite all his efforts to save her?

“... No.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said no,” Alex said. “I won’t tell you where Nyx is located. I refuse to give away her location, knowing what will happen to her once you discover where she is.”

While Karen looked nonplussed by his response, Yumi stared at him, her impassive gaze somehow seeming angry.

“What do you mean you won’t tell us where she is located? Surely you don’t intend to protect her after all she has done to you? She tried to kill you!”

Alex glared at her, and the ferocity in his eyes actually seemed to take Yumi back. “I am well aware of what she tried to do; I just don’t care.”

Yumi’s eyes widened a fraction. “What do you—”

“I don’t care because Nyx is still my friend. Where you only see an assassin, who was hired to kill me, I only see a friend who was forced into an undesirable situation.”

“Alexander, Nyx is a professional assassin,” Karen pointed out.

“I know that.” Alex resisted the urge to bark at her. “You think I don’t know that? I was there when Mrs. Tepe’s told you this. I was also the one who fought her, so I am perfectly aware of what she is capable of. I just don’t care. I may have only known Nyx for a short while, but I can honestly tell you right now that she is a good person, and she doesn’t deserve to be treated like a criminal. The only reason she even took this job was because of misinformation.”

Nyx had told him that her employer had lied, stating that he was a despicable tyrant who abused women. She only tried to kill him because she had already accepted the contract. That was all.

“But she still took the job,” Karen argued. “And she still followed through with it and tried to kill you.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Alex shook his head. “She explained her reasons to me, and while I don’t like them, I’m not going to get upset over them. Besides, I’m still alive, and the reason for that is because she held back when we fought. She held back because she didn’t want to kill me. Nyx is a good person at heart. I know she is.” His expression hardened. “And that is why I won’t help you find her. That’s why I’ll protect her from anyone who tries to hurt her, even you.”

“So that’s how it’s going to be?” The only sign of Karen’s anger was her clenched fists. “You know that this desire to protect others—even those who have tried to kill you, is a foolish notion, right? That kind heart of yours is going to get you killed some day.”

“Better to die with my kindness intact than to live by becoming cold-hearted,” Alex countered.

“You’re a damn fool,” Karen whispered before standing up. “It seems the apple really doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“C-Commander?” Yumi gawked at Karen. Her cold facade faded as she stared at her commander in confusion.

“We’re done here, Yumi.”

“But what about—”

“I said we’re done here!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Yumi said in a subdued voice.

Karen stared at the young man before her with a hard look. “If you were anyone else, Alexander, what you’ve just said and done this day would have earned you life imprisonment.”

“But I’m not just anyone else,” Alex dared to point out. “You said it yourself. The survival of this entire solar system rests on my marrying Gabrielle. That was the condition set down by King Lucifer.”

“Yes, that was indeed the condition,” Karen muttered, and then shook her head in disgust. “It seems you’ve already become accustomed to hiding behind that convenient shield.”

Alex closed his eyes and tried not to let her words get to him. “If that’s what you want to think, then go ahead. However, know this, Nyx has now been placed under my protection. I will consider any attack against her to be an attack against me.”

“And I’ll take any attack against Alex to be an attack against Angelise,” Gabrielle added. When everyone looked at her in shock, she grinned. “What? Did you expect me to not support Alex? I might be upset at Nyx, but if this is what he wants, then I’m going to do my best to help him.”

Alex reached out and squeezed Gabrielle’s hand. “Thank you, Gabby.”

“Tee-hee, you’re welcome.”

Karen’s expression was unreadable. “I see that you have your father’s stubborn streak. I believe there is nothing left that needs to be said. Goodbye, Alexander.”

Turning about, Karen walked out of the living room without a single backward glance. Yumi stared between the now vacant door and Alex for several for several seconds, as if unsure of what to do. Then, with what appeared to be reluctance, she followed Karen out of the room.

Alex listened to the sound of their receding footsteps. He heard the door open and close. He waited for one second more, and then he slumped in his chair.

“Well,” Alex sighed, “it looks like I’ve gone and pissed Karen off again.”

Gabrielle frowned as she stared at where the two had disappeared.

“I don’t know if I like Karen all that much.” She crossed her arms and huffed. “She’s a meanie.”

Alex almost chuckled. “Yeah, Comman—I mean, Karen’s pretty tough. She’s been like that for as long as I can remember.”

“Have you known her for a long time?”

“Since I was six or so,” Alex responded while staring at the coffee table. “When my father quit the special operations unit, he became an academy instructor and took on a squad. Karen was one of the people he trained. She and the rest of his squad were always coming over for dinner and whatnot, so I pretty much grew up with her hanging around the house. She was actually the person I was closest to. All of the other officers were older and tended to spend their time drinking. Karen was the only one who would play with me and Alice.”

As she listened to his story, Gabrielle sat down, leaned over, and placed her head on his shoulder. “Sounds like she was much nicer back then than she is now.”

Alex’s smile contained little mirth. “My old man’s death changed her. It changed a lot of people, but I think she was affected by his death the most. Like me, Karen looked up to him, so when he died, it really hurt her. She became hard, unyielding, and demanding. She also ended up going on a warpath with the criminal underworld. I remember back when I was younger, she’d appear on the holonet a lot. I’d hear stories about how she busted another drug cartel selling Redline on the black market, or how she jailed an elite noble family for selling illegal weapons to gangs and thugs. I think my old man’s death drove Karen to push herself, eventually leading her to becoming the woman we know today.”

Gabrielle remained silent for a moment before smiling wistfully. “It seems there’s a lot about your past that I don’t know. I’m kind of sad that I’ll never get to be a part of those memories.”

“We’ll just have to make our own memories, then.”

Gabrielle smiled at his words. “Right.”

“Anyway, we need to think about what we should do now.” Alex crossed his arms and frowned. “Knowing Karen like I do, I can tell you right now that she hasn’t given up. Once she gets back to police HQ, she’ll begin setting up a search perimeter in order to ascertain Nyx’s location. We need to find some way to keep her from being able to go after Nyx, something that will act as a deterrent.”

Unfortunately, Alex didn’t know anything that would convince Karen to call off her pursuit of Nyx. The police commander was a tough one, and she had a tendency to crack down hard on anything illegal, and assassination most definitely fell into the illegal category. She wasn’t about to let an assassin slip through her fingers.

“I might have an idea,” Gabrielle said, causing Alex to look up at her.

“Really? What is it?”

“We ask Papa to help out.” And with those words, Gabrielle gave him a bright smile.
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It always amazed Alex, the level of technology that Gabrielle possessed.

Even though Mr. Recycle Doggy had completely trashed the place less than four hours ago, the entire workshop appeared just as it always had. There wasn’t a single item out of place. The walls looked clean and not full of holes, the many machines were all repaired and sparkled like they were brand new, and the whole room was spotless, free of the pink adhesive that Gabrielle had fired from her bazooka. Gabrielle had fixed this place within a two-hour time period.

It was astonishing.

Alex stood beside Gabrielle as she typed into a console. Floating above them was a blank screen made of holographic light particles. As she called up the communication line they needed, the screen crackled and buzzed before the visage of Azazel appeared before them, sitting on his command chair. He didn’t seem to be paying attention, and Alex very nearly shoved his palm into his face when he realized the reason.

Azazel was playing a videogame of some kind. He could see the miniature game controller in the older man’s hands.

“Ha! You think that you can defeat the forces of Zinon? Take that, miscreants!”

“Azazel,” Gabrielle called out, causing the man to look up at the screen. Upon noticing who was calling, Azazel tossed the small device over his shoulder. Alex heard it smash against the floor seconds later.

“Princess Gabrielle, Groom-to-be, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

Alex twitched at the nickname. It really was annoying. Why couldn’t this man call him by his actual name?

“There is something that we would like you to do for us,” Gabrielle said for them.

“Something you want me to do?” Azazel straightened in his chair and studied the pair. “Very well. Ask me whatever it is you wish, Princess Gabrielle, and I shall see to it that your will is done.”

Gabrielle nodded as if she had expected this very formal answer. “We have a friend who’s gotten herself into a bit of trouble with the local authorities. She’s an alien like us, and so she doesn’t know much about human culture. The police forces are currently trying to apprehend her.”

“And you wish me to protect her?” Azazel assumed, raising an eyebrow. “I apologize, Princess Gabrielle, but I am not sure if there is anything someone like myself can do in this situation. Part of our agreement with the GDF and GPF is that we do not interfere in their affairs.”

“We’re not asking you to come over here and interfere with the police or anything like that,” Gabrielle was quick to correct the man. “What I want you to do is send a formal request to Papa. I want him to put the person known as Nyx under angelisian protection.”

Alex was impressed as Gabrielle spoke. Her voice held an authoritative tone that he’d never heard from her before, and her bearing was far more regal than what he was used to. It was like she had become an entirely different person.

“I see.” Azazel crossed his muscular arms over his armored chest and nodded several times. “So that’s how it is. I can certainly contact King Lucifer and give him your request. I am sure he will not mind placing someone under angelisian protection laws.”

“Thanks, Azazel!” Gabrielle said with her cheerful mien

Azazel smiled at her. “You are most welcome, Princess Gabrielle, Groom-to-Be.”

The screen went black as the communication ended. Gabrielle nodded, her satisfied face reminding him of Alice after she finished eating a strawberry cheesecake parfait.

“There. Problem solved.”

“Are you sure your old man will come through for us?” asked a skeptical Alex.

“Of course,” Gabrielle reassured him. “I have no doubt that we’ll receive a missive to deliver to Karen some time tomorrow, claiming that Nyx is under the protection of the Angelisian Empire. Papa will probably even add something like ‘if you try hurting or arresting her, I’ll blow up your whole planet’ or something like that. He likes to use the ‘blow up your planet’ threat a lot.”

“I’m really not sure what to say to that,” Alex commented, feeling more than just a little concerned. He wanted to protect Nyx, but blowing up a whole planet for her was pretty extreme, especially because it kind of defeated the purpose.

Gabrielle stared at him quizzically. “Huh?”

“... Never mind.”

They left the workshop, traveling up the stairs and into the hallway. Loud banging could be heard coming from the front door, which they had not been able to hear in the workshop due to the room’s heavy insulation. Worried shouting accompanied the banging.

“Alex?! Alex, are you in there?! Please answer the door!”

“Is that… Selene?” Alex asked, while Gabrielle gasped excitedly.

“It is Selene!”

The alien princess rushed to the door and threw it wide open to reveal Selene, whose hand was raised in mid-knock.

“Selene!”

Selene barely had time to gain her bearings and register the other girl’s presence before Gabrielle pounced, wrapping her in a hug and proceeding to rub their cheeks together.

“What the—Gabrielle?” Selene’s rapid blinking let Alex know that his friend was trying to process her new predicament. He understood how she felt. “What are you doing?”

Gabrielle laughed. “I’m so excited to see you!”

“Uh-huh…”

Selene didn’t seem to know what to say, so she didn’t say anything. Her gaze traveled away from the overly enthusiastic Gabrielle, eventually locking on to Alex.

“Alex!”

With Gabrielle still latched onto her like a leech, Selene walked over to him. “Are you okay? I heard you got into a really dangerous situation. You’re not hurt, are you?”

Alex wondered how Selene had known about Nyx, but judging by her reaction, she probably didn’t know what happened, only that he’d been injured. Did she know that he’d been in the hospital? Maybe. Regardless, Alex would have to ascertain what she knew. That way he could come up with proper countermeasures. After all, Selene wasn’t supposed to know about his predicament.

“Um, I’m fine,” Alex said as Selene began checking him for injuries. He nearly stumbled backwards when she got up close and personal. He became mortified when she started touching him all over, as if assuring herself that he was alive, well, and not on the verge of death.

“I heard you were attacked and sent to the hospital,” Selene continued. “I was so worried about you. I tried visiting, but Karen Kanzaki wouldn’t let me see you, and then I heard that you had disappeared from your hospital room and no one could find you. I’ve never been so worried in my life! What happened? How did you end up in the hospital? Who attacked you?”

As Selene bombarded him with a stream of questions, Alex found himself unsure of how to answer. The only thing he knew for sure was that he couldn’t let her know how he had landed himself in the hospital.

He needed to come up with an excuse, and fast.

“Alex was attacked by an assassin.”

Damn it, Gabrielle!

“A-an assassin?!” Selene squawked, her already wide eyes becoming round, the pupils dilating in shock. “You were an attacked by an assassin? Are you alright? Stupid question. Of course you’re not alright! You were attacked by an assassin!”

“Selene.”

“This is absolutely horrible! I can’t believe an assassin would attack you! Did someone put a hit out you? But who? And why? Oh, this is so awful! What should we do, Alex? What should we do?”

“Selene.”

“We should call the police! Yes, we’ll call the cops and put you under their protective custody. Then when that assassin comes, we’ll let them deal with it. They’ll catch that assassin, and you’ll be safe from harm.”

“Selene!”

Selene’s jabbering abruptly stopped when Alex placed his hands on her shoulders. It had been a long time since he’d seen her like this. She hadn’t reacted like this in years. The last time was when Alex had broken his arm protecting someone from bullies back when they were both in primary.

“Stop freaking out on me,” Alex said firmly. “As you can clearly see by the fact that I’m standing right in front of you, I am perfectly fine, okay?”

Selene took several deep breaths, and then nodded. She seemed unable to speak, and her face was awfully flushed. It must have been from talking so much and with so few pauses for breath in between.

Alex smiled. “Thank you.”

The redness on her cheeks deepened. “F-for what?”

“For being so concerned about me. It’s nice to know that you care.”

“O-of course I care,” Selene muttered. “We’ve known each other since we were little. It only makes sense that I would care about you.”

“Right.” Alex’s smile transformed into a small grin. “Anyway, since you’re here, would you like to stay for dinner?”

“That’s a great idea, Alex!” Gabrielle cheered. “Selene, you should have dinner with us!”

“Dinner?”

“Yeah, it’s getting pretty late, and I was going to start cooking soon. You haven’t had dinner at our house for a while, have you?”

“I haven’t. Not since… not since your parents…”

Alex tried not to grimace at the unspoken “not sense your parents died” that he could sense in her words. “Right, so you should give your mom a call and let her know that you’re staying here for dinner. I’ll even make your favorite chicken cacciatore.”

“Really?” When Alex nodded, Selene slowly licked her lips. “Well, chicken cacciatore does sound good, and I’ve never tried your cooking before…”

“So you’ll stay, right?”

“Um.” Selene didn’t seem capable of saying “yes,” so she settled for nodding.

“Great!” Alex smiled. “In that case, why don’t you and Gabrielle head into the living room, while I get started on dinner? Alice should be showing up soon, too, and Jasmine is coming with her.”

“Okay.”

“Yay!” A cheerful Gabrielle pumped a fist into the air, and then grabbed Selene by arm, dragging her into the living room. “Come on! There’s this holoshow that I want to watch about a magical space girl fighting evil!”

“Um, okay.” Selene, unable to get out of Gabrielle’s grip, simply let the alien princess drag her along.

Seconds later, the sound of the holovid turning on reached Alex’s ears.

It seems everything has returned to normal.

Smiling, Alex made his way into the kitchen.

That chicken cacciatore wouldn’t cook itself.


INTERLUDE

SISTERS

King Lucifer was called the most powerful man in the galaxy, not just because he controlled over three-fourths of the galaxy itself, but also because of his undeniable power and unique abilities that only members of his bloodline possessed.

However, at that moment, King Lucifer was bored. Ever since the end of the Unification War, there hadn’t been much for him to do. Much of the day to day affairs that came from running the galaxy were taken care of by his generals and administration office. When something came up that required a delicate touch, his three wives were the ones to handle the matter, and in fact, they generally insisted that he not do anything, which meant he had very little to do these days.

He sat on his large throne, observing the mostly empty room from the raised dais. He had no subjects wanting to speak with him that day, so the room was devoid of life.

The marble columns running along the walls appeared lonely, even as they stood with their brethren, gleaming in the overhead lights. A highly polished floor revealed reflections of the mostly blank ceiling overhead. It was a grand room, but because it was so big, the room always felt empty when no one else was present.

I wish something would happen to keep me entertained.

His mind went to his eldest daughter, Gabrielle Angelise. He wondered what she and her chosen candidate were doing right now. He’d already received reports on how Alexander had dealt with several of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates, proving that, if nothing else, the young man knew how to protect himself and his girl. That was good, but it also meant he couldn’t find any entertainment there. It just wasn’t fun watching someone who didn’t struggle.

A beeping on his console alerted him to someone trying to open a communication line. He hit the button on his throne’s armrest and leaned back.

A screen appeared before him, or rather, a hologram shaped like a rectangle. The image being projected showed one of his seven generals, Azazel, standing at attention, his bearing and posture perfectly straight, just as he expected from a career soldier.

“Ah, Azazel,” he greeted amicably. “You’re a little early to be delivering your bi-monthly report. Does this mean that something has happened to Gabrielle’s chosen candidate?”

“I do not believe so, Your Majesty. The Groom-to-be is perfectly healthy and whole. I could not ascertain anything wrong with him or Princess Gabrielle when last we spoke.”

That was disappointing but not unexpected, considering who Alexander was. Speaking of, he should be getting a report from his wife, Ēostre, soon.

“Then for what reason have you to speak with me? You’d better be quick. I have a lot to do today, and I would hate to have my time wasted.” He really didn’t have anything to do today. He just wanted to mess with Azazel.

“Your Majesty.” Azazel snapped to attention. “Princess Gabrielle has brought a matter to my attention that she would like me to discuss with you.”

“Oh?” Now this was interesting. King Lucifer shifted in his seat, adopting a much lazier posture than his subordinate. “And what matter does my eldest daughter want you to bring under my scrutiny?”

“Princess Gabrielle and Groom-to-be Alexander have befriended someone. This person has recently done something to earn her the ire of the police forces here on Mars, and she is currently being pursued.”

Curiouser and curiouser. King Lucifer was beginning to see a more clear picture. It was obvious what Gabrielle wanted from him.

“She wants me to place this person under my protection.” It wasn’t a question.

“Indeed, Your Majesty.” Azazel bowed his head. “She has requested that you formally place her friend under your protective custody.”

King Lucifer deliberated on what to do—for a second, at least.

“I don’t have a problem doing that.” He paused, thinking, and then nodded to himself. “That is what we shall do. I will send you a direct audio recording of my command, placing my daughter’s friend under protective custody. I want you to have Sandolphon’s son take the missive to whoever is in charge.”

Azazel nodded. “Very good, Your Majesty.”

“By the way, Azazel, just who is it that I am placing under my protective custody?”

“Her name is Nyx, Your Majesty.”

“Nyx, huh? Thank you, Azazel. You may go.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

The holographic image disappeared, and King Lucifer leaned back, his mind whirling. He had heard that name before, of course. If he was not mistaken, Nyx was the name of a famous assassin who had appeared in the galactic underworld some years ago.

He did not believe in coincidences. There was little doubt in his mind that the Nyx his eldest had befriended and Nyx the assassin were one and the same. He chuckled. It seemed like things were getting very interesting on Mars. Maybe he would get his entertainment after all.

Another loud beep alerted him to a new person trying to communicate with him. He opened the new channel and watched as another holograph appeared, this time of a woman with green hair, rabbit-like ears, and a mischievous smile.

“Hi, Lucchi! (^_^)”

Lucifer smiled at his second wife. “Ēostre, I’m guessing you’re calling to tell me about Alexander?”

“That’s right! XP I did as you asked and tested him. It looks like the seal I placed on him is breaking. He got extremely aroused while helping me heal Nyx.”

“Hmm… this is an interesting development.”

“Should I reapply the seals?”

“No,” King Lucifer decided. “A new seal is only going to prolong the inevitable. Let’s adopt a wait and see approach. I’d like to discover what happens to someone who has both angelisian and daemon blood flowing through his veins.”

“You mean you want to know if it’s possible for someone to combine both powers (-_-),” Ēostre stated.

“Yes.”

“If that’s what you want, I’ll let things develop naturally. We’ll have to be careful, though. Alex is going to have a hard time. :p”

“He has Gabrielle with him, so I’m sure he’ll be fine,” King Lucifer said.

“I guess so! Welp, I gotta go. I need to check on Nyx’s condition. Bye, Lucchi! Love you! (^_^)”

The hologram disappeared as King Lucifer leaned back in his seat. He stroked his chin and contemplated the situation.

So, Alexander’s two halves were awake now. That was going to be problematic, but it would also provide him with more entertainment. Still, perhaps he should send his other two daughters over to Mars. Ariel was well-versed in the ancient Angelisian languages. She might be able to ease Alexander’s suffering once it was time for him to fight for supremacy over his body. Then again, she might make the situation worse.

“Was that Mom?” asked a voice.

King Lucifer turned his head, eying his second daughter, Michelle.

“It was indeed. Your mother was just telling me how Gabrielle’s marriage candidate is doing.”

Michelle looked nonplussed. “Marriage candidate?”

“Indeed.” He grinned. “Did I not tell you? Gabrielle has chosen her own marriage candidate, a young man living on Mars named Alexander S. Ryker. Azazel has spoken quite highly of him, so I have given him the opportunity to prove himself.”

Michelle looked at him for a moment longer, and then looked away. “Now I understand why she has not returned home yet. If you will excuse me, Father…”

He watched his daughter leave, chuckling at her agitated gait. All of the pieces were falling into place. Now he just had to sit back, relax, and watch the entertainment that would undoubtedly happen.

Alexander Sachiel Ryker… I wonder if you will be as entertaining as your father.
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Michelle Ostara Angelise walked into her sister’s bedroom, her mind awhirl with thoughts and ideas.

She ignored the mess all around her, the various items strewn across the pink carpet, and walked over to the desk sitting on the far wall, a small pink desk with an equally pink chair, which she sat down in. Outside of the just as messy bed, the just as messy closet, and a door on the far side that led to a private bath, this place was fairly empty. It had no decoration, though plenty of clutter.

The sound of running water let her know that her sister was enjoying a bath.

My honorable sister has selected her own marriage candidate.

She hadn’t thought such a thing would ever happen. Her honorable sister was always adamant about not marrying anyone—or at least, not marrying one of the candidates that her father had selected.

That left either one of two possibilities: either her honorable sister was using this boy to get out of marrying one of her thousands of marriage candidates, or she actually loved this person and wanted to marry him. Michelle wondered which one it was.

It would be interesting to find out.

The water turned off and a hiss alerted her to the opening of a door several minutes later. Michelle looked over as her sister walked out of the private bathroom. Ariel had one towel wrapped around her thin body and was using another to dry her hair.

Despite being sisters, she and Ariel looked very different. Their hair both had a silvery sheen, but while hers was a light green, Ariel’s was a silvery pink. Where Michelle was already gaining a voluptuous and womanly figure, Ariel was depressingly flat. Where Michelle’s face appeared gentle and soft, like her mother’s, Ariel’s was more angular… like her mother’s. Even their eyes were different, with hers being purple and Ariel’s being a pale blue.

It’s probably because we have different mothers. Gabrielle looks different from the both of us.

“Sis, how many times have I told you not to enter my room unannounced?” Ariel asked with a grunt.

“I don’t know,” Michelle admitted. “I lost count years ago.”

Her sister growled as she stomped over to her dresser, where she dropped her towel, opened the drawer, and selected a pair of panties to wear. “So, what did you come here for? Or are you just here to bother me?”

“Did you know that our sister has selected her own marriage candidate?” Michelle asked in response to the questions thrown her way.

“Really? That’s nice,” Ariel said absentmindedly as she began pulling her panties up her legs. Michelle waited exactly three seconds for her sister to properly register the words. When that happened, the panties that she was pulling up ripped as she jerked up and stared at Michelle. “WHAT DID YOU SAY?!”

“Keep it down, will you?” Michelle grimaced. Her sister could be so loud sometimes. “I said that—”

“I know what you said,” Ariel snapped. “What I meant was how did this happen? When did this happen? Who’s our big sis marrying?”

“She’s apparently marrying a boy from the planet Mars,” Michelle informed her. She typed a few keys on the console embedded into the desk, which brought up a holographic display of the Milky Way Galaxy. She did a word search for Mars, which caused the image to zoom in on one particular quadrant of the galaxy, and then it zoomed in further to one particular planet. “Here it is.”

After Ariel discarded her now ripped panties and put on a different pair, along with a large shirt, she wandered over to Michelle’s side and leaned over her sister’s shoulder.

“Mars is a planet inhabited by six-point-five million humans. The planet consists of sixteen large domes protected by a physical barrier and a lightwave barrier. Mars City is the capital and has a total population three million. There has recently been some minor upheaval with the drug Redline hitting the black market…” Ariel continued to read silently for several seconds before scowling. “So Big Sis’ husband is there?”

“Seems like it.” Michelle twirled a strand of hair between her fingers.

“I don’t like this,” Ariel said. “I don’t like this at all.”

Michelle wasn’t sure how to feel either, but she believed that her concerns and Ariel’s concerns were different.

As her sister ranted and raved, Michelle tried to think of what she should do with this information.

I wonder if it would be possible to pay our honorable sister a visit?

They couldn’t do it now, of course, but at some point, she hoped that escaping from this dreary palace would be possible. She would love to check out her honorable sister’s marriage candidate.

Perhaps in time…


CHAPTER 5

PAIN OF A GUILTY HEART

Alex sat in bed, thinking about everything that had happened these past few days. Meeting Nyx, offering her a place to stay, finding out that she was an assassin, nearly getting killed because she’d come to assassinate him, Karen trying to incarcerate Nyx for execution, rescuing Nyx and what transpired during that time… all of that had happened within just two short days. It was a lot to take in.

He stared out the window. Even at night, Mars City remained active, unlike the suburbs of the Outer District. While the area around him was dark, lit only by the occasional street lamp that he could spot from his window, Mars City remained a bright point. The lights from the city were like a beacon.

Just then, a door slid open. Alex turned his head and was nonplussed when he realized that it was his closet door. What’s more, Gabrielle was walking out of that door, causing him to sigh.

“So that’s how you kept sneaking into my bedroom, even though I changed the lock on my door six times already.”

“Tee-hee.” Gabrielle rubbed the back of her neck and stuck her tongue out at him. “You caught me.”

Alex sighed. On any other occasion, he probably wouldn’t have cared if she tried sneaking into his bed. Lord knows she did it enough. However, on this particular night, he didn’t feel like sleeping with her.

 

Nyx’s soft cries of pleasure echoed along the room as his hand rubbed her naked breast…

 

“Are you okay, Alex?” Gabrielle asked when he pressed a hand to his face, all in an attempt to keep her from seeing his guilty expression.

“I’m fine,” he muttered softly. “Listen, Gabrielle, would you mind if I slept alone tonight?”

Gabrielle pouted at him. “But I want to sleep with you.”

Alex gave her a weak smile. “Heh, I’m sorry, truly, but I… I would really like to be alone right now.”

Gabrielle didn’t say anything for the longest time. She walked over to him, sitting down on the edge of his bed, her brilliant gem-like green eyes observing him. Alex didn’t know what she was looking for, but whatever she found there caused her to reach out and place a hand over his.

“You know that you can tell me anything, right?” A gentle smile crossed her face at his confused look. “I know you think I’m just using you to get out of having to marry one of Papa’s suitors, but the truth is I really do love you.”

“O-oh…”

Alex knew he should feel happy. Gabrielle just said that she loved him. While Alex didn’t know if what he felt was love, he couldn’t deny that he really liked her. She was a great person to spend time with, she was fun and loved inventing things, and she had a kind and generous personality. If it wasn’t for how childish she acted and her naiveté when it came to relationships between the opposite sex, he would have asked her to be his girlfriend by now.

Yet he didn’t feel happy—or rather, he did, but that happiness was eclipsed by immense feelings of guilt. They weighed him down.

He didn’t deserve to be loved by Gabrielle. He didn’t deserve to be loved by anyone. Not after what he had done to Nyx. Someone as revolting as him did not deserve the love of such a wonderful person.

The smile he wore was strained, a reflection of his guilt. “Thank you, Gabby. It means a lot to hear you say that. I’ll tell you one day, but for right now, at least, I’d like some time to myself.”

“Oh...” Gabrielle’s ears drooped. Even her wings dropped as though reflecting her depression. “Okay.”

Alex tried not to feel bothered as Gabrielle stood up and slowly walked back through the closet. He looked out the window again.

The lights from Mars City continued to taunt him.
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Gabrielle frowned as the secret entrance she built into her closet wall, connecting her to Alex’s closet, slid closed. She leaned her back against it and looked at the ceiling.

Something was wrong with Alex. She could tell that he felt guilty about something, but she didn’t know what that something was.

Feeling more down than she ever had before, she walked out of her closet and slowly crawled under the covers of her bed. Sleep would not come to her easily that night.

And I didn’t even get to show him my new outfit, she silently lamented.
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Nyx’s return to consciousness was surprisingly slow. She would have frowned, were she capable of such movements.

Whenever she woke up, it was always instantaneous, the result of being in near constant danger every second of each day. That her body took more than a split-second to come back online bothered her.

Her eyes slowly fluttered open. She blinked when bubbles floated past her vision. She blinked again when a buzzing sound filled her ears, and then took in her surroundings.

She was in a healing tank. She was completely submerged in gelatinous green liquid, a powerful healing chemical created by a semi-sentient plant found on several jungle planets located in a solar system several dozen light years from this one. Having been on the brink of death plenty of times before, she recognized this substance on sight.
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“Oh! I see you’re finally up! (^_^)” someone said.

Did I just hear an emote in that voice?

Nyx looked down; a woman stood before her. She vaguely recognized this woman, but she couldn’t quite place her. Not one of her targets, then. She didn’t think this woman was a former employer either. She wouldn’t forget an employer so easily.

She opened her mouth to speak, but soon realized that there was a rebreather over her face, preventing her from talking.

“I bet you’re wondering where you are, am I right? XD” Nyx nodded, though the emote in the woman’s voice still threw her off. “You’re currently in my medical office. My name’s Ēostre, by the way (^_^). I’m the local black-market doctor for aliens who have arrived on Mars in order to live in secrecy.”

Nyx already knew that she was in a hospital, but it was good to have a frame of reference. She had not realized that this planet had a hospital dedicated to extraterrestrials.

“You’re surprised, right?” Ēostre wore a childish yet devious grin. “I know it must seem weird XP. Mars is a pretty backwater place. However, ever since the humans in this region gained space travel, the Unified Galactic Government under the reign of King Lucchi has taken an interest in learning more about them. They sent people like me to this solar system, which is so far removed from the rest of the galaxy that this group of humans hasn’t even expanded outside of it yet. One of my jobs is to help aliens seeking a new life on this planet. (*-*)”

After thinking on those words for a moment, Nyx nodded, causing Ēostre to beam at her.

“Humans are such a fascinating species X). They resemble many other species to some degree or another: arcadians, angelisians, proteans, nordians, grecians, and daemons. Genetically speaking, they are compatible with all of these races, though I would not want to see what comes from a human mating with a krilick. However, the fact remains that humanity is the most genetically compatible species in the galaxy, and also one of the most adaptable (P_P). It’s just another reason we’re so interested in them.”

Nyx knew all of this. It was common knowledge. Humans were weak, but perhaps because of their weakness, their genetic compatibility and adaptability was beyond that of any other species.

“By the way, just in case you’re curious, I figured I should tell you that Alexander S. Ryker was the one who brought you here. XP”

A jolt raced through her body.

Why? The question surged through her mind. Why had Alex brought her here? Why try to help her? She had tried to kill him! Why? Why? Why? Why?

“You should have seen him,” Ēostre giggled, snapping Nyx out of her thoughts. “He was so cute, getting all embarrassed when I had him strip your clothes off and help bring your fever down XP. He kept talking about how it was wrong to do something like that without your permission. Such a prude boy, that one, just like his father had been. Still, it was kind of cute, in its own way. (*_*)”

Nyx began blushing. Alex had seen her naked? She didn’t know how to feel about that. On the one hand, he had seen her naked. On the other hand, he’d done it to save her life.

Nyx did not like perverted things. She didn’t like people who were perverted, and she didn’t like it when they tried doing perverted things to her. Anyone who attempted to do something lecherous to her ended up getting something broken—oftentimes, that something was their face—so the knowledge that he had seen her naked bothered her.

But he did it to save my life.

Could it really be considered perverted when he only did it to save her? And speaking of, he didn’t have to save her. She’d tried to kill him, so he would have been well within his rights to leave her to fend for herself, but he hadn’t. He had saved her like one of those superheroes from the stories that Rhea used to tell her.

I suppose I can forgive him this once.

“Do you want to go see him?” Ēostre asked. Nyx nodded. “Very well (^_^). I was going to call him up sometime tomorrow, but I suppose I could just let you out after you finish healing. You should be fully healed by tomorrow anyway, so it all works out in the end :-). I would suggest you be careful, however, as you’re still considered a wanted criminal by the Mars City police forces. They’ve even offered a bounty to anyone who brings information of your whereabouts. XD”

Nyx nodded. She wasn’t concerned about that. An assassin didn’t reach her level by not being able to blend into their surroundings and become invisible. Tomorrow after she was released, she would find Alex and speak with him.

Her course clear, Nyx closed her eyes and allowed sleep to take her. It was always easier for her body to heal when it was at rest.
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The next day, Selene noticed that something was wrong with Gabrielle.

She and her friend had met up that morning to spend some time together. Ryoko and Sarah were going to come, too, but Ryoko had been called away to her part-time job and Sarah never showed up. That left just her and Gabrielle wandering Mars City.

“What’s your malfunction this morning?” Selene asked as she set a latté frappuccino on the table in front of her friend.

They had gone to a small café, ordered some drinks, and were now sitting at a round table located outside of the café. Many people surrounded them that morning. A hubbub of activity that made them all but invisible to the public eye. No one was paying attention to them... minus maybe handful of people who stared at Gabrielle.

“Huh?” Gabrielle looked up at Selene.

“Don’t ‘huh’ me.” Selene rolled her eyes as she sat down. “You’ve been unresponsive since the moment we met. Something’s clearly bothering you, so spill. What is it?”

“It’s Alex,” Gabrielle said, her frown turning into an awfully adorable pout. Selene took a sip of her drink to keep from squealing about how cute she was. “He wouldn’t let me sleep with him last night.”

Whatever Selene had been expecting, that had not been it. After spitting out all of the frappucino she’d just sipped, she gawked at Gabrielle like the girl had sprouted a second head.

“Y-you sleep with Alex?!” she shouted. Several people around them stopped what they were doing and stared, but she and her companion ignored the mutterings of random pedestrians. This was more important than whatever they had to say!

“Of course I do.” Gabrielle tilted her head, genuine confusion shining in her eyes. “Isn’t that what married couples do?”

“W-well, yes, it is,” Selene admitted before glaring at the other girl. “But you two aren’t married yet. You’ve already said it yourself. Right now, Alex thinks you’re using him to get out of marrying one of your father’s suitors.”

“So? I’ll get Alex to love me eventually. Then we’ll get married and it will all be good.”

Selene resisted the urge to smack herself in the face. Facepalming would not help her here.

“Besides,” Gabrielle continued, getting fired up, “I’ve read in a holomag that love is a battlefield, and that in order to get what you want, you have to be assertive.”

“You are taking that in the completely wrong context,” Selene snapped. “You don’t start off a relationship by sleeping with someone. You start it by letting them know that you love them and asking them on a date. That’s being assertive, not what you are doing.”

Gabrielle looked honestly confused. “Are you saying I shouldn’t sleep with him?”

“Um, well, I don’t think sleeping together is a very good idea for two people when they’re not dating.” Selene placed her hands between her thighs and tried not to squirm.

“Hmm.” Gabrielle looked incredibly thoughtful. She even crossed her arms, looked down at the table, and made a face. “But he always seems to enjoy it when I sleep with him.”

“… Huh?”

“He’s actually really cuddly.”

“Huh?!”

“Whenever I wake up before him, I always find him holding me so tenderly.”

“HUH?!”

Selene’s shout caused the entire district of Mars City to stand still.
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Alex strode through the police department with a purpose.

He’d come to realize something from this latest incident. The police’s rules were too stringent, too constricting for him. While Alex knew that rules were put in place to keep people from getting hurt, there were times when all rules did was keep him from protecting the people who mattered.

If being in the police means letting someone like Nyx suffer on her own, then I’m glad they kicked me out when they did.

Alex ignored the people who were talking behind his back as his feet thumped against the tiled floor, reached Karen’s office, and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” Karen called.

She was sitting behind her desk when he entered, working through a stack of papers with admirable alacrity. Alex was often the recipient of her complaints about how much paperwork she had before he became a cadet. Seeing how diligently she worked through it always impressed him.

“Ms. Karen.” Alex walked further into the room and stopped in front of her desk. Karen looked up at him, frowning.

“Alexander?” She sounded confused. “What are you doing here? I thought I told you that you were under house arrest. A police officer is already on his way to your house to check on you.”

“I’ll head back home in a bit. There was something I needed to discuss with you first.”

Karen sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Look, Alexander, I know what you want to speak to me about, but my answer won’t change. Nyx broke the law. I cannot make any exceptions.”

“You did for me before Gabrielle came into the picture,” he pointed out.

Karen looked away. “There is a difference between damaging property and damaging people. Even though you are reckless and have a tendency to blow things up, you have never actually hurt someone who was innocent. In the end, that is all that matters.”

“I thought you might say that, which is why I brought you this.” Alex held up a small disc-shaped device with bright, silver wings jutting from either side.

Karen raised an eyebrow. “And what is that?”

“It’s a recording device that was given to me by Azazel.” Alex set the device on her desk, then pressed a button, causing it to light up. “I knew that you wouldn’t call off your pursuit of Nyx just because I asked you to, so Gabrielle and I asked Azazel if he would speak to her father.”

“You did what?!” Karen stood from her seat, but her reaction was cut off when a voice emerged from the disc.

“You must be Karen Kanzaki,” the voice said in a deep, raspy growl that caused Karen and Alex to shudder. That voice didn’t sound human. “Greetings and salutations. I am Lucifer Angelise, the King of Angelisia and current ruler of the galaxy. It has come to my attention that a friend of my daughter’s has recently gotten herself into some trouble with your police forces, and that you are currently trying to kill her. The one known as Nyx has been placed under angelisian protective custody and any attack on her shall be seen as an attack on my daughter. If you don’t want to see your planet blown to smithereens, I urge you to cease your attempts at apprehending her. That is all.”

As the light died down and Alex pocketed the device once more, Karen Kanzaki glared at him with enough vitriol to fill an Olympic swimming pool. “I can’t believe you would do this.”

Alex shrugged. “It’s like I told you: I’m not going to let you hurt her.”

“She tried to kill you!”

“I know.”

Karen gritted her teeth as she slammed a fist onto her desk. “Damn it, Alex! You’re always doing this! Putting others before yourself, protecting people even after they’ve hurt you, putting yourself in harm’s way for strangers you’ve never met. Do you really want to die that badly? Because that’s exactly what’s going to happen if you keep doing this!”

“I have no intentions of dying,” Alex said, feeling strangely calm. “I just can’t stand by and do nothing when someone I know is being hunted down like a criminal.”

“She is a criminal! She’s an assassin, in case you’ve forgotten!”

“Assassination is only illegal in our part of the galaxy.” Alex’s shrug said more than words ever could. “As I understand it, the galaxy at large has a guild of assassins, which are legal assassins that people can hire. Nyx doesn’t belong to this group, but I’ve managed to do some research and learned that she only accepts hits on criminals.”

“Yet she tried to kill you, and you are clearly not a criminal, despite your pronation towards causing massive amounts of property damage.”

“That’s just because she didn’t have any information on me,” Alex defended. “Don’t forget that we’re not all that well-known to the galactic community. Gathering information on an individual person without breaking into the GDF’s personal database is pretty much impossible. That meant all she had to go off of was her client’s word, which she must have felt was trustworthy at the time.”

Karen pinched the bridge of her nose. “Arguing with you is like arguing with a durasteel wall. Has anyone ever told you that?”

“Plenty of times.”

“Fine. I don’t care anymore.” Karen’s appearance turned haggard as she waved him off. “You go and do whatever the hell you want. Just try not to get yourself killed.”

“I’ll do my best. What about Nyx?”

“Nyx.” Karen sighed as she sat back down and leaned her head against the chair’s back. “There’s not much I can do anymore, is there? You’ve made sure of that. The pursuit will be called off. Happy?”

“Very. Thank you.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Guilt gnawed at his insides as he saw how exhausted Karen appeared to be, as if his underhanded method had zapped all of her strength, but he steeled himself. He’d dug his grave, and now, all he could do was lie in it.

Giving his former-superior one final nod, he left the room. His last sight was of Karen covering her face with her hands.
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After getting over her initial shock caused by Gabrielle’s words, Selene was then subject to the alien princess explaining the events of last night in full detail. Upon hearing of everything that had taken place, she had to conclude that Gabrielle was correct. Something was definitely wrong with Alex.

“I’m surprised you were able to spot that so quickly,” she said to Gabrielle, absently stirring her straw around. “Then again, Alex has a pretty awful poker face. He couldn’t tell a lie to save his life.”

“Poker face?” Gabrielle questioned curiously.

“It’s a figure of speech.” Selene waved her friend’s questioning tone off. “Anyway, my point is that you’re right. The question we need to ask ourselves is: what does he feel guilty about? Has he done anything recently that he normally wouldn’t do?”

“Well…” Gabrielle scrunched her nose in thought. “I don’t think so. He hasn’t done anything while I’ve been around, at least.”

“Then maybe you should talk to him,” Selene suggested. “Ask him what’s wrong, and don’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

“Talk to him?” The more Gabrielle thought about it, the better the idea sounded. “Right! I’ll talk to him tonight while we’re in bed together!”

“You’ll talk to him without getting in his bed at all!” Selene snapped.
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“A-Alex! Alexander, wait!”

As a voice shouted his name, Alex turned around. Kazekiri stopped in front of him, hands on her knees, breathing deep and heavy. He almost made a comment about how she should exercise more often, but even he knew that wouldn’t be a good idea.

“Kiri-Kiri, is something the matter?” he asked.

“Is… is it true?” Kazekiri asked, staring into his eyes.

“Is what true?”

“Don’t play dumb with me.” Kazekiri scowled at him. “Is it true that you were… that you’re…”

He watched as Kazekiri tried asking him something. He had a fairly good idea of what she wanted to ask him, and he knew that she was likely trying to put it as delicately as possible. He also knew there was no way she could put this delicately.

“Yes, it’s true.” He decided to just get this over with. “I’ve been placed under house arrest.”

“B-but why?” She seemed startled. “I mean, I know you have a really bad tendency to cause trouble everywhere you go.”

“Owch.”

“And you have no shame.”

“Double ouch.”

“And you’re always destroying public property.”

“Does everyone always have to point out my biggest faults? Seriously, it’s not cool.”

“I’m sorry.” Kazekiri’s smile was not unkind. “I didn’t mean that as an insult or anything.”

Alex crossed his arms and pouted. “It sounded pretty insulting to me.”

“Sorry.”

Alex and Kazekiri stood there, staring at each other for several seconds. After a moment, Alex decided that things were getting really awkward. It would probably be a good idea to leave now before he embarrassed himself.

“Well, I’ll see you later, Kiri-Kiri.”

Smiling one last time, he turned around and tried to walk off. He didn’t get more than one step before someone grabbed his hand. Looking down in shock, he stared at the soft, delicate, yet strong hand that was grabbing his own. He followed the hand all the way to its owner, who seemed just as shocked as him.

“Kiri-kiri?”

“A-are you doing anything right now?”

“Huh?”

Kazekiri’s face turned a shade of red that he’d never seen before. “I-I’m not asking you to spend time with me because I want to be with you or anything,” Kazekiri mumbled. “I… just—you look like you could use someone to talk to, so I thought I would help.” She squirmed uncomfortably as he continued to stare at her. “W-what are you looking at me like that for?”

“Sorry.” Alex shook his head and smiled. “I didn’t mean to stare at you.”

“O-oh… s-so, do you, uh, you know, wanna go somewhere and talk… or something? I just got off my shift, so I’m free.”

Alex thought about her proposal. Selene and Gabrielle were spending the day together and Alice was with Jasmine again, so it wasn’t like he had anything to do. Plus, it would be nice to have someone to talk to, someone with an unbiased opinion who might be able to help him with his problem. He would have to be careful, though, as Kazekiri was a stickler when it came to issues of morality.

“I think I’ll take you up on that,” Alex said at last. “Thank you.”

“Ah… y-you’re welcome,” Kazekiri murmured. Unable to look into his eyes any longer, she looked down at the ground… and at their conjoined hands.

With a mouse-like squeak, she let go of his hand and began stammering, which caused him to laugh and her to get angry. Several minutes after that, Alex and Kazekiri were on a shuttle traveling to the entertainment district. Alex had a large lump on his head from where she’d hit him.

“Did you really have to hit me?” Alex asked, rubbing his abused noggin. “That really hurt.”

“I-it’s your own fault.” Kazekiri scowled at him. “You shouldn’t have laughed at me.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

For some unfathomable reason, Kazekiri seemed to get embarrassed when he apologized. She slowly sunk into her seat and tried to hide her face in her shirt—at least, that’s what Alex assumed she was doing.

“I... don’t worry about it,” she mumbled softly.

The shuttle arrived at the entertainment district. Alex and Kazekiri exited with several other passengers and began walking with the flow of traffic. That day seemed busier than most days. There were so many people that it felt like they were being squished between numerous shipping crates in a large warehouse.

To keep from getting separated, Alex grabbed Kazekiri’s hand. The morally upright officer squeaked as if she’d been hit with an ion charge.

“Sorry.” He smiled at her, hoping to ease the girl’s discomfort. “It’s so crowded, I thought this would be a good way to avoid getting separated.”

“I-I... it’s not like a mind... I mean, holding hands to stay together is a good idea... so... yeah...” Kazekiri murmured just barely loud enough for him to hear.

The entertainment district, like most districts, was made up of several interconnecting walkways and hubs. Each hub contained a number of shops and restaurants. Tube-like elevators allowed people to ascend or descend to the levels above and below, which led to even more walkways, warp points, and hubs.

“Where are we going?” Alex asked.

“There’s a quaint little place that I like to eat at,” Kazekiri informed him. “We’ll go there.”

The café that Kazekiri spoke of really was a quaint place, especially when compared to the towering buildings it sat between. It was a small, single-story building made of plasteel. Despite its appearance, it looked surprisingly popular, as it already had quite the crowd congregating there by the time they entered.

“Ah, Ms. Kazekiri. It’s good to see you,” a waiter greeted before noticing Alex and smiling slyly. “And who is this? Your boyfriend?”

“W-what? Of course not.” Kazekiri tried to scowl, but her cheeks were pink. “He’s just a friend that I’m helping out.”

“That’s too bad.” The waiter looked honestly disheartened. “You two look like you would make a cute couple. Still, I apologize for any discomfort my words might have caused.”

“Naw, don’t worry about it,” Alex said, laughing. “There are far worse things to be considered than Kiri-Kiri’s boyfriend.”

“Don’t address me so familiarly,” Kazekiri mumbled. The waiter raised an eyebrow at the nickname Alex had given her, but he didn’t comment.

He directed them to a table near a window. As they sat down, he offered them both a menu before pulling out a tablet and stylus.

“May I start you two off with something to drink?”

“I’d like some hot chocolate, please,” Kazekiri said.

“I’ll just take a water,” Alex added.

“Very well.” The waiter typed away on the touchpad. “I’ll come right back with your orders.”

As the waiter left, Alex took a good look around. A lot of people were sitting at tables, talking about this or that. He noticed that most of them seemed to be couples.

No wonder that guy thought we were dating. This place is like couples central.

“I wonder if there’s a couple’s event going on today,” Alex said, directing Kazekiri to look around and finally notice the number of couples surrounding them. “If so, that’s probably why that waiter thought we were a couple.”

“Indeed, it is.” The waiter came back with their drinks, hot chocolate for Kazekiri and water for Alex. “Today we have several couples’ items on our menu that are half off, like our love-love desserts.”

“Love-love desserts?” Alex scrunched up his face at the name. It was a horrendous name.

“Yes. Basically, if you buy one of our desserts on the couples’ menu, you’ll get it half price.”

Alex checked the menu over and saw that some of those desserts looked pretty good. He didn’t know what he wanted yet, but everything on the menu made him nearly salivate. That said, calling something Lovey-Dovey Ice Cream made him want to gag.

“What do you think, Kiri-Kiri?” Alex asked his friend. “Wanna go halves and get something from this couples’ menu?”

“I-if that is what you want,” Kazekiri stuttered. “N-not that I want people mistaking us for a couple, but consider this my way of thanking you for helping me with those errands the other day.”

“Okay then!” Alex pointed to one of the items on the menu and looked at the waiter. “In that case, I would like to get this one.”

The waiter squinted at the item that Alex was pointing at before a smile blossomed on his face.

“Ah, yes, the Blissful Confession,” he said in a way that Alex couldn’t interpret. “That is one of our more popular desserts. If you two would wait for but a few minutes, I will come back with your desert.”

As the waiter left, Kazekiri focused her attention on Alex. Her gaze made him feel like one of his and Gabrielle’s inventions. The focus that she was giving him reminded Alex of the look on Gabrielle’s face when they were building something.

“Did you want to talk about whatever is troubling you?” she asked. “I don’t know how much help I can be, but I can at least listen.”

“I would like that,” Alex said after a moment’s silence. He bit his lower lip, wondering just how much he should tell her. “I have a… a friend who’s in a bit of trouble. You see, there was this girl that he saved, but in order to save her life he had to… do things to her that he feels really guilty about.”

Kazekiri raised an eyebrow. “What kind of things did he do to her?”

“He… the girl he rescued was running a fever, a really intense fever that could have killed her if he didn’t bring it down.”

“Was it some form of space sickness?” Kazekiri asked.

While not a relatively new phenomenon, there were many different types of sickness that people could contract, despite the GDF Medical Branch’s best efforts. This was especially true for people who did a lot of space travel; the jumping from one planet to another, regardless of the decontamination process at each spaceport terminal, often caused sickness.

Most were never serious. However, there were a few space sicknesses that could be fatal.

“Maybe.” Alex shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

“Hmm, what did your friend need to do, then?”

“In order to get her temperature down, he had to cover her body with a cooling agent. Unfortunately, her clothes were in the way, so he had to, well, he had to take them off.”

The flaring of Kazekiri’s cheeks told Alex all he needed to know. She clearly understood where he was going with this.

“He feels really awful about it, not only because he had to strip a girl’s clothing off while she was unconscious, but also because he had to wipe the cooling agent off her body afterwards, so it wouldn’t damage her skin.”

“Oh… w-well, I can understand why this would be a problem.” Kazekiri trembled from her head down to her toes. Alex could almost imagine that she was fighting the impulse to yell at him for talking about something shameless with her. “So, your friend, he stripped this girl and used a cooling agent to lower her body temperature, and then wiped it off?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “I… He feels like he took advantage of this girl while she was in a weakened and vulnerable state, and it’s been eating him up inside. He doesn’t know what do, and I can’t really help him with this because I don’t know what to do either.”

Kazekiri remained silent. Alex wondered if maybe he made a mistake in telling her this, but eventually, the morally upright officer started speaking.

“Normally, if I had learned that someone had done something like that, I would say they’ve committed a grave crime deserving of the most extreme punishments.” Alex flinched. “However, in light of the extenuating circumstances, I do not believe your friend has committed any shameless act. I think he did the right thing.”

“Even if… even if the act aroused him?”

Kazekiri’s face turned a deep red. She looked down at the table, bit her lip, and then and nodded.

“Y-yes… I mean, getting aroused is… it’s natural, right? It’s not really something that can be helped, so I don’t think he did anything wrong, especially if he’s remorseful about it.”

Alex felt a surge of hope course through him. If someone as morally forthright as Kazekiri did not feel that what he did was a crime, then maybe he really was just feeling guilty over nothing.

“Really?”

“Yes, really.” Kazekiri finally mastered her blush and looked back at him. “What your friend did, he did to save that girl’s life. There is no crime in saving the life of another, even if he was forced to take such… extreme measures to do so. That being said, he should still probably apologize to the girl for what he did. While it was done to save her life, it does not change that he saw her at her most vulnerable.”

“You have a point.” Alex reflected for a moment, then smiled. “Thank you, Kiri-Kiri. Your words have helped me out a lot. I’m sure my friend will appreciate them as well.”

“I wish you wouldn’t address me so informally.” Kazekiri frowned at him. Alex just laughed, and, despite wanting to maintain her frown, the upstanding, part-time officer began smiling as well.

Their waiter soon came back and placed their chosen dessert on the table. Alex gawked at the sheer size of the sweet treat. It was gigantic, and it contained a plethora of colors. It looked like the ice cream had absorbed a rainbow. Surrounding the ice cream was a wide variety of fruits, there was whip cream on top, and the entire thing was drizzled in caramel and fudge.

“Wow,” Alex mumbled. “I didn’t realize it would be this big. Good thing we’re sharing this, right?”

“Right,” Kazekiri murmured, also looking quite taken back by the desert’s size.

“So… how are we going to eat all this?”

“Uh…”

Neither of them had an answer for that.

7

After finishing their drinks, Gabrielle and Selene wandered around the entertainment district. They didn’t have a destination in mind and simply followed the flow of the crowd. While walking past a certain café, Selene looked through the plasteel window and saw something that made her nearly trip over her own two feet.

“That’s Alex and Kazekiri!” she nearly shouted, which caused several people walking nearby to stare at her. Gabrielle merely looked at her friend, and then at where her friend was looking.

“Oh, it is Alex and Kiri-Kiri. We should go say hi.”

“We can’t just go in there,” Selene hissed at her friend.

Gabrielle appeared confused. “Why not?”

“Just look at them.” Selene gestured to the duo, who were in the middle of sharing a really large ice cream. “Look at what they’re doing.”

“Um, eating?”

Selene rolled her eyes. “Your naiveté amazes me sometimes, Gabrielle.”

“Tee-hee.”

“That wasn’t a compliment. Anyway, we can’t interrupt them because those two look like they’re in the middle of a date.”

“A date?”

Wasn’t a date that thing that two people who loved each other went on? Gabrielle had seen that word many times on the holonet, and Selene had mentioned it just a few minutes ago. A date was when two people who were in love went out together and had fun.

Does that mean Kiri-Kiri and Alex are in love?

Gabrielle’s chest constricted. It felt like something had grabbed her heart.

“They’re leaving,” Selene muttered as the two stood up after paying for their meal.

She grabbed Gabrielle’s hand and dragged her over to a tree, which they quickly hid behind. They were just in time, too, as Alex and Kazekiri left the café and began strolling down the walkway.

“Something odd is going on here,” Selene said to herself. “Kazekiri and Alex have never been very close to the best of my knowledge. Why would they be going out on a date together? And didn’t Kazekiri say that she had a boyfriend?”

“A date...”

“Gabrielle? Are you okay? You look pale.” Selene’s words startled Gabrielle out of her thoughts.

Gabrielle shook herself out of her funk and gave Selene a smile that belied the conflict she felt inside of her mind. “I’m fine. I was just thinking… I haven’t been on a date with Alex yet. That’s not fair. I wanted to be his first.”

“Shouldn’t you be more worried by the fact that he and Kazekiri are even going on a date?” Selene asked.

“Should I be?” Gabrielle tilted her head.

Selene deadpanned. “Yes, you should.” When Gabrielle continued to stare at her, she sighed. “Anyway, what do you think? Do you think Alex and Kazekiri might have been on an actual date? It seems unlikely, but at the same time, they were sharing a dessert in a rather nice café.”

Gabrielle thought about her friend’s question, but she honestly didn’t have an answer. “Do people who go on dates usually share desserts like that?”

“Of course they do.” Selene gave her a strange look, as if she’d said something dumb. “Sharing a dessert with your significant other is a huge step for people to take in a relationship. It’s a sign that you and he are intimate. Didn’t you know that?”

“I… no, I didn’t know that.”

So sharing a dessert meant you were intimate and close? Did that mean that Kiri-Kiri was closer to Alex than she was? Gabrielle didn’t understand, but the thought that there might be someone closer to Alex than her made her chest feel tight.

What was this unusual pain?

8

After parting ways with a strangely demure Kazekiri, Alex grabbed some groceries for dinner. He had decided to make shrimp pasta with alfredo sauce and a side salad. He knew that Alice would complain, but he wanted Gabrielle to have a variety of different meals. There was still so much he hadn’t cooked for her yet.

“Thank you and come again,” the bored voice of the store clerk called out as Alex walked out of the doors—only to bump into someone that he thought was currently healing in a tank.

“N-Nyx?”

The pretty assassin stared up at him with her bottomless red eyes. As he stared back at her, Alex felt the guilt over what had happened when she was unconscious return, causing him to look away.

“Follow me,” Nyx told him before turning on her heels and walking away.

Alex felt a strange sense of déjà vu as he followed Nyx, straying just a few steps behind her. He should have felt nervous, especially when he saw their destination, but all he could feel was an overwhelming sense of shame. It didn’t last long, and he quickly steeled himself for what was to come. He knew what needed to be done.

They arrived at the very bridge where he and Nyx had their battle. The damage hadn’t been repaired yet. Several large dents marred the durasteel floor, showing where Nyx had bodily slammed him into the bridge, and there were numerous holes where Nyx’s swords and tendrils had pierced the durasteel. A number of cables had also snapped somehow and now dangled uselessly. He wondered how that had happened, but much of his attention during that fight had been on Nyx, who right now sat on the railing that kept idiots from falling off.

Slowly, Alex lowered himself until he was on his knees, and then lowered himself further until his forehead touched the ground.

“What are you doing?” Nyx asked, her voice bland, yet Alex thought he detected a hint of curiosity.

“I’m sorry,” Alex said. “I’m really, really sorry!”

“For what?”

While he couldn’t see her, Alex could imagine Nyx tilting her head as she stared him down.

“You… I don’t know how to say this without sounding like a disgusting freak, but when you were unconscious, I… I had to get you out of your clothes, douse you with cooling agent, and then clean you off. I… because of that, I ended up touching you inappropriately. I’m sorry.”

A moment of silence.

“You are apologizing to me, the person who tried to kill you, for touching me inappropriately while saving my life?”

Alex nodded, even as he kept his head to the ground. When put like that, it sounded kind of dumb, but at the same time, he felt awful. He might have saved her life, but it didn’t change what he’d done.

“Yes…”

“So it’s just as Ēostre said.” Another pause. Alex didn’t look up. He remained on the ground, fully prostrated in a sign of humility. “Did you enjoy it? Stripping me, I mean. Did you like it?”

Alex froze, his mind waging an internal debate. The moment passed quickly, and he decided to just be honest.

“I don’t know,” he whispered. “You’re incredibly cute—beautiful even—and I won’t lie to you and say that I didn’t get—that my body didn’t respond to what happened. At the same time, I feel so guilty. I did something horrible to you, something that I can never forgive myself for doing. Worse still, you weren’t even awake and therefore didn’t have the chance to stop me. And I know you hate perverted things. That’s why… that’s why I…”

Alex froze.

Pat. Pat. Pat.

“It’s okay,” Nyx’s gentle, if emotionless, voice reached his ears. “I forgive you.”

Alex finally looked up to see Nyx looking down at him. Her face remained blank, dead, but he thought there was something in her eyes, a flicker of some recognizable emotion. Because of his own emotional disarray, he couldn’t even begin to guess at what it was, or what it meant.
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“I… I don’t understand. You forgive me?”

“Yes,” Nyx said simply.

“Why? After what I did, why would you—”

“Because you saved me,” Nyx explained, and then looked away. Alex could’ve sworn there was a hint of redness on her cheeks. “You are the first person I can ever remember who has willingly risked their life for me. What’s more, you are my target. I tried to assassinate you. Despite this, you chose to rescue me. You saved me from those law enforcement officers, and then you took me to a doctor who could fix my nanomachines. Even though you did something perverted to me, you didn’t do it because you wanted to, but because you had to in order to save my life. So yes, I forgive you.”

As he stared at Nyx, Alex wondered how she ever became an assassin. She was strong, yes, and her abilities lent themselves well to her profession, but she didn’t have the mentality of an assassin. She was quiet, but she had morals, integrity. Those were not traits that he imagined an assassin having.

“Thank you,” Alex muttered.

“You are welcome.”

“So what happens now?”

“Now?” Nyx tilted her head, contemplating. “After what has happened, I have decided that you are no longer my target. You are nothing like my employer said. You are a good person, a kind person, perhaps even someone who is too kind-hearted for his own good.”

“Well, I’ve never heard someone say that before.”

“I do not kill people like you,” Nyx continued. “I only kill people who have committed atrocious crimes that warrant their death, and while I did accept a contract to kill you, I have decided that it’s null and void in light of what happened between us.”

“So I was right.” Alex smiled at the girl. “I knew you couldn’t be evil. Karen kept saying that you were dangerous, but you’re only a danger to people who deserve it. When you were being chased by the police, you didn’t kill a single officer, despite how doing so would have made it easier to escape. You’re a good person.”

Nyx looked away from him. It was only for a second, but in between the time it took for her to turn her head, Alex could have sworn he saw her blush. But, no… he shook his head. This girl wasn’t the type to get embarrassed. He must have been seeing things.

He snapped out of his musings when the girl began walking away. “What the… Nyx, where are you going?”

Nyx paused. She didn’t turn around, but she did turn her head to look at him. “Now that you are no longer my target, I have no reason to stay here. Besides, I need to have a conversation with my former employer about what happens when people lie to me.”

Of course she would leave. Did you really think she would stay here?

Alex didn’t know why he felt so depressed by the thought of Nyx leaving. He hadn’t known her for that long. Then again, he hadn’t known Gabrielle that long either, and the thought of her leaving drove a stake through his heart. Maybe he just became attached to people too easily?

“Why don’t you stay here,” Alex blurted out before his brain caught up with this mouth.

This time, Nyx did turn fully around. What’s more, she was displaying more emotion than he’d ever seen from her. Her wide eyes and the way her mouth formed a pretty o-shape was rather fetching. It was also somewhat amusing.

So even she can be surprised… Huh.

“You want me to stay with you?”

“Yes,” Alex said. There was no going back now.

“Why?”

“Because…” Alex paused. What should he say? That he didn’t want her to be an assassin anymore? That he didn’t want her to kill? She probably wouldn’t take kindly to that. “… Because I want to provide you with more than just a place to stay. I want to give you a home.”

Nyx hesitated. “I still have to deal with my client.”

“Your client will probably show up at some point to figure out why I’m not dead yet,” Alex countered. “If you stay with me, you’re bound to run into him.”

Alex and Nyx stared at each other. With her emotionless gaze, Alex understood that he was at a disadvantage in the staring department, but he didn’t back down. Another moment of silence passed. Nyx looked away first.

“Your words make sense,” Nyx said at last. “I will wait until my former employer comes to find out why I haven’t killed you and confront him then.”

“You’ll stay with me until then?” Alex asked.

“Logic dictates that staying close to you, my previous target, would be the best way to ensure that a confrontation with my former employer happens.” Nyx nodded to herself. “Therefore, I have decided to stay with you.”

Alex didn’t know why he felt so relieved, but he couldn’t deny that he was glad Nyx was going to stay with him.

Perhaps it’s because I still feel the need to atone for my sins against her.

“Then from now on, my home is your home, Nyx.”

With the light playing off her midnight hair, Nyx nodded, and for the first time ever, she smiled at him.

It was one of the most beautiful things Alex had ever seen.


EPILOGUE

GABRIELLE ANGELISE

Gabrielle returned home bothered. She didn’t know why her chest felt so tight at seeing Alex and Kiri-Kiri together, but watching them share an ice cream had made her heart feel as though something were constricting it.

Alex and Kiri-Kiri went on a date…

Gabrielle frowned and rubbed her chest. The idea of Kiri-Kiri getting a date with Alex before her was somewhat worrying. She’d been trying to get Alex to realize that she was in love with him for a while now, but he still kept his distance. He treated her kindly, and she knew that he liked spending time with her, but he wasn’t returning her affection… and he refused to take a bath with her for some reason.

She knew what the problem was. It was all Papa’s fault. Papa and his stupid marriage candidates. If it wasn’t for them, she was sure that Alex would already be in love with her. They always managed to ruin things for her.

“I can’t give up,” Gabrielle stated as she closed the door to her room. “If I can’t make him fall in love with me on my own, then I’ll just have to find someone who can help me!”

Fortunately, she knew just the right person who could help her out. Her younger sister, Michelle. Despite being two years younger, Michelle knew a lot more about dating and relationships than she did. She spent nearly all of her time playing dating sims.

Gabrielle didn’t know what a dating sim was, but Michelle would often brag about how she’d always get the harem route on her first try. Of course, she didn’t know what that meant either, but it must have been an impressive accomplishment. Why else would her sister brag about it?

Sitting down at her desk and typing several commands into her console, Gabrielle called her younger sister.

It didn’t take long before the communication line went through, and it took even less time before the line connected. An image appeared on her console’s screen of her younger sister’s gently smiling face.

“Oh, Honorable Sister,” Michelle greeted. “This is a surprise. I heard you were living on Mars with your future husband.”

“Michelle.” Gabrielle beamed at her sister. “It’s good to see you again! How are you and Ariel? Are you staying out of trouble?”

“We’re not getting into anywhere near as much trouble as you did when you were living here.” Michelle’s smile seemed nostalgic, as if she was remembering something fond. “It’s actually been pretty quiet. I think the only excitement we’ve had here is when Ariel let out King, and he rampaged through the palace.”

“Does that mean the Mr. Transporters I gave you and Ariel work?”

“Both of them work very well. Ever since you gave us those devices, we haven’t had any problems summoning our pets to play and sending them back before things get too hairy,” Michelle confirmed, much to Gabrielle’s pleasure. She always enjoyed it when her devices worked.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Gabrielle said honestly. “Listen, Michelle, I—”

“Dammit, Michelle!” a shout came from somewhere offscreen. “I thought I told you to keep those damn plants of yours out of my bath!”

“Oh, dear.” Michelle twirled a strand of hair between her fingers as she looked at something to her left. “Did I forget to take Carya out of the bath?” A giggle. “My apologies.”

“Don’t think you can get away with this by giggling cutely and apologizing! I know you did that on purpose!”

“I do not know what you’re talking about.”

“Like hell you don’t!”

“Is that Ariel?” Gabrielle asked. A gasp came from offscreen, followed by the stamping of feet. Before too long, Ariel was shoving Michelle out of the way to greet her.

“Big Sis!” The angry shouting disappeared to be replaced by joyful shouting.

“Hi, Ariel!” Gabrielle smiled at her second younger sister. “How are you?”

“I’m good,” Ariel said, and then she scowled. “I’d be better if Michelle would remember to keep her damn plants out of the bath.”

Michelle sighed. “I have already apologized for that. I’m not sure what more you expect from me.”

“How about not letting your plants in the bath?”

“But Carya does so love the hot water.”

Gabrielle knew her sisters quite well. While they might think that she didn’t know about how they constantly argued, she wasn’t ignorant. She knew how they worked. Michelle would bait Ariel into getting angry by teasing her and feigning ignorance, and Ariel would respond by getting riled up and overreacting, eventually leading to a fight. However, she had called them for a reason, and it was not to see her two sisters fighting.

“Michelle, I need your help.”

“Oh?” The fighting halted before it could begin. Michelle turned to more fully focus on Gabrielle. “Do tell. What is it that you need help with?”

“I am having a bit of trouble with Alex.”

“Alex? Is that the person whom you have decided to marry?”

Gabrielle smiled at the thought of marrying Alex. Just hearing someone else say it made her heart feel all warm and fuzzy.

“Yes, it is.”

“He’s not getting too grabby, is he?” a scowling Ariel asked before Michelle could say anything. “If he is, I’ll be more than happy to sic King on him for you.”

“No, no. He’s not being too grabby.” Gabrielle waved her arms in front of her face to disabuse her sister of the notion. She didn’t know what “grabby” meant, but she didn’t think that term suited Alex.

“What is the problem, then?” asked Michelle.

Gabrielle was all too happy to inform Michelle of her relationship troubles. The two girls on the other end listened as she told them about her lack of progress, about how Alex didn’t seem to be responding to her feelings because of the marriage candidates, and the frustration that she felt at her impotency in this matter.

“... It’s all Papa’s fault,” Gabrielle finished with a pout. “If it wasn’t for him trying to set me up with these arranged marriages, Alex wouldn’t think I was only with him to keep from being married off. And now there’s this other girl who seems to like him, and she even went on a date with him before I did. It’s not fair.”

“You may be right,” Michelle admitted. Meanwhile, Ariel seemed to be growing red in the face. “However, if it weren’t for Papa trying to force you into an arranged marriage, then you would have never run away in the first place and thus, you would have never met Alex.”

“That is true,” Gabrielle mused. “I suppose I’ll have to thank Papa sometime.”

“Anyway,” Michelle continued, “I assume you’re calling to ask me for help in making your man fall in love with you, yes?”

“That’s right.”

Michelle’s gleaming eyes would have disturbed anyone else. Gabrielle was so used to them that she hardly noticed.

“In that case, I would happy to—”

“That damn idiot!” Ariel suddenly roared, startling Gabrielle and Michelle, who didn’t have time to so much as squawk before Ariel grabbed her by the wrist and dragged her away from the console. “Come on, Sis! We’re going to Mars! I’m gonna give that jerk a piece of my mind!”

“Oh, dear,” Michelle murmured as she disappeared from view.

Gabrielle listened to Ariel’s receding stomps, then the slamming of a door, which she thought was odd because their doors were automatic and couldn’t slam. After that, she just sat there, staring at the screen. It hadn’t been turned off and was simply revealing an empty room. Slowly, she tapped a button that closed the communication.

The screen went black.

She leaned back in her seat.

“Does this mean Michelle is going to help me?” she wondered out loud.


AFTERWORD

No harem series is complete without at least one cute assassin character! Hello, everyone! You all thought this afterword would involve Dio, but it was really me, Brandon, the man who steals other people’s ideas—and stuff.

Back to my first sentence. While it’s not necessarily a standard of the harem series, I believe that having an assassin character in your harem romantic comedy has become something of a trope these days. Most people who know harem manga and think “assassin” will probably go straight to Golden Darkness, aka Yami-chan—the assassin from To Love Ru. I’m sure any fan will notice that while Nyx’s powers are based on alchemy, it is very similar to Yami-chan’s transphase ability. I sort of mixed the idea of Yami with the alchemy from Full Metal Alchemist.

Assassins play a huge role in Japanese culture. Duh. Ninja are from Japan. However, with the advent of moe culture, assassins have gone from being these grizzled men like what you might find in Ninja Scroll (Note, ninja scroll also had some hot female characters) to super cute girls.

My original idea was to make the assassin a male because I felt this was too close to To Love Ru. Even though that is the series that inspired this one, I do try to differentiate my series from that one. However, I ran into a problem with making the assassin male.

This is a harem series. A male assassin serves no purpose other than to be killed and yaoi jokes. A cute female assassin who can become a member of Alex’s harem is more suited to this series. Ultimately, the fact that my series is a harem means the assassin couldn’t be anything but a female character. I have no real desire to add a male to the harem.

Then I thought about giving Yami—I mean Nyx—a different power. My first idea was elemental based powers, but elemental powers aren’t suited for assassination. That’s when I decided on alchemy. If she could transmute anything she wants into a weapon, then she won’t get in trouble for carrying weapons. Of course, since she is a weapon, Nyx can also transmute her own body, but doing so comes at a cost, so she normally uses the bands around her wrist.

While I am worried that I’m straying too close to To Love Ru territory, I ultimately made the choice to stick with this idea because I couldn’t think of anything else. Call me an untalented hack. Let’s face it, I’m not the next JK Rowling.

Before I head off, there are several thanks I would like to give.

I want to first thank XuaHanNin, the artist who provided all of my illustrations. She does an excellent job. Her art is very sexy.

I would also like to thank my editors and proofreaders. They made my English a lot better. Nobody likes reading a story with bad Engwush. X3

Finally, I would like to thank my readers. I’m aware of how some people view this series, so I’m very happy to know there are those of you who enjoy reading it. Thank you so much for supporting me. No words will ever express how much your support means.

 

~Brandon Varnell
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