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PROLOGUE

THEY COMETH

Azazel was minding his own business, lounging on his command chair and reading a holonet book series called the Chronicles of Kane. The series followed the exploits of Kane, an immortal space explorer on a quest for revenge against the person who made him immortal. Along the way, Kane discovered several exotic space women, whom he bedded and added to his ever-increasing harem.

Naturally, Azazel only read this story for the plot. He didn’t read it because it was filled with erotic alien sex. Of course not. As a commander in the Angelisian Army and one of Angelisia’s top five warriors, he would not debase himself by reading something purely because it was fetishy porn. He was all about the plot.

“Eh-he… hehehe…”

Giggles escaped him as he continued to read, scrolling through the pages. Not only did this series contain amazing amounts of graphic descriptions, it also had incredible illustrations. Whoever had made these knew their anatomy. They were able to depict humanoid creatures of varying species quite well. Not only that, but they also had a diverse range of proportions. Some even had extra limbs like tentacles with suction cups at the ends. The author and artist understood the benefits of diversifying the sex scenes by having straight sex to lesbians to orgies to tentacles and everything in between.

Of course, Azazel was purely reading this for the plot. He was interested in seeing whether or not Kane would finally have his revenge, or if he would fail at the very end. The titillating sex scenes were just a bonus.

I should see if my wives would be interested in reenacting some of these…

His wives were fairly kinky and would often come up with unique and unusual sexual activities. One time, Diana had convinced Michael to try bondage play, and of course, he had been the one they had tied up. He remembered how they drugged his drink, and then he’d woken up tied to the bed. Diana had been so sexy as she rode him to several orgasms…

On the other hand, Michael had been a cur, taking Diana from behind like that. Damn that peon.

“Commander!” Abel called. “Incoming transmission from Angelisia!”

Startled by the loud shouting, Azazel nearly dropped his porn. The tablet leapt from his hands, and he fumbled around, trying to keep it from shattering on the ground. These human devices were quite fragile. A single fall would be enough to break this tablet into dozens of tiny pieces.

Sighing as he caught the device, Azazel hid the tablet behind his back and coughed into his hand. “Very well. Put the transmission on screen.”

A large holographic display appeared before him. The person on the other end was easily recognizable, if not by his crown of messy silver hair, then certainly because of his vivid green eyes. Azazel stood up and saluted.

“Your Majesty, to what do I owe the honor?”

“Yo, Azazel,” King Lucifer said in his deep, charismatic voice. “I trust things have been well on Mars?”

“Yes, everything has been going fine,” Azazel said. “The groom-to-be was attacked by an assassin last week, but he has since recovered and even won the assassin over to his side.”

“Oh? Is that so?”

King Lucifer leaned to the side, placing his cheek on the palm of his left hand. His glowing green eyes seemed even more vivid than usual.

“Indeed. I must admit I was surprised by this latest development. At first, I was worried about the dangers of letting an assassin like Nyx live with Princess Gabrielle. However, it appears as if my initial worries were unwarranted. Nyx has not made a single move on either the groom-to-be or Princess Gabrielle since she started living there.”

“Sounds like some interesting stuff is going on over there.”

There was something odd about King Lucifer’s tone, though Azazel couldn’t figure out what. Perhaps it was merely because he sounded so nonchalant. It was like he was already aware of what Alex had gone through and was just humoring Azazel.

“And how is Alexander S. Ryker? Is he proving to be a good marriage candidate for Gabrielle?”

“He is proving to be an exceptional candidate,” Azazel informed his king. “They get along well. He and Princess Gabrielle share many similar interests. He is also very protective of her and always seems to have her best interests at heart. Although…”

King Lucifer raised an eyebrow when Azazel trailed off. “Although?”

There were some problems happening inside of the Ryker residence. Alex and Princess Gabrielle weren’t estranged, not by any means, but a gap seemed to have grown between them.

Azazel had heard that Princess Gabrielle no longer slept in Alex’s room. That by itself wasn’t completely odd, though considering how, before now, the princess had made a habit of breaking into Alex’s bedroom and sneaking into his bed—or so Azazel had been told—it did seem a bit unusual. Alice had been keeping him up to date on everything that had been happening between the two.

That said, Azazel wasn’t sure if telling King Lucifer was the best idea, or rather, he didn’t know what the king would do if he found out. In which case, it was probably best not to tell him. That said, he didn’t like the idea of lying to his king. What should he do?

“Azazel,” the king’s voice intruded on his thoughts.

“It is nothing,” Azazel said, shaking his head as if to dispel his current thoughts.

“Hmm… very well. I won’t inquire about that any further. I called you for another reason.”

“Did you have a task for me, Your Majesty?”

“No. Nothing like that. I was merely calling to tell you that Ariel and Michelle have escaped from the palace.”

Azazel could actually feel the blood drain from his face. That was not good. Ariel and Michelle were not as bad about running away or causing mayhem as Princess Gabrielle, but they were a handful to deal with regardless. Still, it did not surprise him that those two had used this time to run away. With him and many of the other guards gone, now was the perfect time for them to make their escape.

“Shall I track them down?” Azazel asked.

A large grin spread across King Lucifer’s face, revealing sharp canines. “That will not be necessary. I already know where they are heading. It seems they are journeying to Mars to visit Gabrielle and her groom. I do not know when they will arrive but be sure to apprehend them when they do. You know how much trouble those two can cause when the mood strikes them.”

“I do…”

A shiver ran down Azazel’s spine at the thought of what those two could do. While Princess Gabrielle caused more trouble than the both of them combined, Ariel and Michelle were still forces to be reckoned with. What’s more, unlike Princess Gabrielle, who was naive to a fault, those two were a lot more devious—Michelle especially.

“Like I said, be sure to apprehend them when they arrive on Mars. I’d like them returned to the palace quickly.”

There was another note lacing King Lucifer’s voice. Azazel didn’t know why, but he suddenly felt like his majesty was planning something. He couldn’t quite contain the shiver that ran down his wings.

Still, it was his king’s wish, and so he wouldn’t fail.

“It will be done, your majesty.” Azazel saluted.

“See that it is.”

With those parting words, the hologram disappeared, leaving the bridge in blessed silence. Azazel sighed in relief. Dealing with King Lucifer was always a trying experience. It was a lot like walking between eggs in the nest of an Angelisian draconite. One wrong move and he could step on those eggs, unleashing the fury of a creature whose powers were unimaginable.

Feeling quite boneless, Azazel dropped into his seat.

CRUNCH!

A loud noise like something being crushed echoed around the room.

Azazel froze.

“Oh, no…”

He stood up and turned around. There, lying in a broken heap on his chair, was his holonet tablet. Azazel felt despair claw at him as he dropped to his knees.

“No, no, no, no!” He grabbed his head. “I can’t believe I just broke my only tablet! Now how am I going to find out who Kane has sex with next?!”

There were some days, like today, that made Azazel wonder if the universe hated him.

The answer was: Probably.


CHAPTER 1

ARIEL AND MICHELLE

Gabrielle was not in bed with Alex when he woke up that morning. It had been the same for the past week. He didn’t know what was going on, but ever since the previous week, she’d not slipped into his bed even once—a far cry from how she used to sneak into his room every single night.

Alex didn’t know what to think. He should have been happy that Gabrielle had stopped trying to sleep with him, but he wasn’t. Perhaps he missed her warmth, maybe he missed how comforting it was to wake up with her in his arms, or he could’ve even missed seeing her naked body first thing in the morning. For all he knew, Alex could have simply missed how panicked he became when he woke up and found her sleeping next to him. Either way, he wasn’t happy with the current situation.

It was Sunday, which meant that Alex was going to spend the day taking it easy. Sundays were his rest days. He didn’t exercise first thing in the morning, though he did spend a lot of time in the lab, which could have been considered a workout all its own since he worked the muscle in his head, but it was an altogether different kind of exercise.

Alex took a quick rinse in the shower. Then he donned his Angelisian crisis suit, a pair of black pants, and a long-sleeved shirt of the same color. His clothing did an admirable job of hiding his suit.

It still hurt like hell to put the crisis suit on; Gabrielle had told him that the reason it hurt was because parts of his genetic code had been sealed away. She believed that he was part Angelisian. Considering he could wield the powers of creation, an Angelisian power, he had no choice but to believe her.

Angelisians had a power known as the Aura of Creation, an ability that created a blue aura that covered their entire body. They could use this aura to create objects composed of energy, and even enhance their bodies to some degree, though body enhancement was limited to precisely timed bursts of power—at least for him. Gabrielle sadly didn’t know much about this power herself despite being an Angelisian. She told him that her focus had always been on mechanics and engineering because her father had forbidden her from using her powers.

Consequently, he had learned that this power was called Aura of Creation from Ēostre, the oddball alien doctor who worked as a black-market nurse for the aliens living on Mars.

That did make him wonder about his origins. Who was he? Who was his father? Had his old man been an Angelisian, or was he a human and his mother the Angelisian?

Alex didn’t know anything about his birth mother. He couldn’t remember if his father had ever talked about her, or even if he’d ever asked about her. Perhaps the secret to his origins would be revealed when he uncovered the mystery of his mother. Then again, maybe not.

As he walked downstairs, loud noises reached his ears. It was a familiar sound—the thrum of machinery. Gabrielle was up and already working, it seemed.

The lab was a massive room many times larger than the house situated above it. It had originally been much smaller, but thanks to Gabrielle’s liberal use of Mr. Dimension—an invention of hers that could distort the fabrics of reality—the space had been separated into its own dimension and expanded to nearly four times its original size.

Alex was always impressed when he walked into the lab.

Much like any other workshop, advanced machines sat around the room, some lined in rows and others sitting by themselves. All of the technology were upgraded variations of human technology. They didn’t look much like their originals, though, and instead of the hard angles found in human tech, these possessed the organic curves of Angelisian models.

Their appearance weren’t the only things that had changed. Everything had been upgraded. The precision laser, now dubbed Mr. Flash, was a lot more precise and the power settings could be adjusted more readily. All of the operating systems had also been upgraded. Now each machine worked far better than they had when they were standard human tech.

Angelisians really are impressive… no, perhaps it’s just that Gabrielle is an impressive Angelisian.

Gabrielle was sitting on a bench, a holographic screen floating in front of her. Her long silver hair trailed down her back in scintillating silver strands. Like him, she had donned an Angelisian crisis suit, though hers was pink and purple. It did very little to hide the epic body proportions she was sporting. Even from this angle, Alex could see hints of her large chest. Like all Angelisians, she had long, pointy ears, and small wings protruding from her lower back.

She was using a stylus to draw something. From this angle, he couldn’t see what that something was, but if he had to guess, Alex would have said that she was creating blueprints for a new invention.

“Morning, Gabby,” Alex greeted.

Gabrielle turned around, emerald eyes sparkling as she beamed at him. “Good morning, Alex! Did you sleep well?”

At least her personality is as cheerful as ever…

It was good to see that, even if some things had changed, Gabrielle’s cheerful mien remained intact. Whatever problem she was having with him, it wasn’t enough to make her distance herself.

“I slept well enough. Are those the wings that we were planning to build?” Alex asked as he sat down next to her and studied the holographic display. It was a 3D blueprint. This was another of Gabrielle’s inventions. Mr. Creator.

“Yes. I’m currently trying to figure out what design I should use.”

The holographic display showed two different wing variations, one that looked like Gabrielle’s and another that was larger and more reminiscent of Azazel’s wings.

“I’m thinking we should go with the larger ones,” Gabrielle continued, tapping on the wings that looked like Azazel’s. The wings moved to the center and expanded. Meanwhile, the smaller set disappeared. “Male Angelisians have wings like this. They’re easier to control and can give you more lift, but since we’re creating a technology version of these, I can grant you the same flight capabilities with the smaller version.”

“Is there a reason males have different wings than females?”

Gabrielle stopped working. She looked up and hummed while thoughtfully tapping her finger against her chin. “I don’t know. I think my teachers tried to tell me once, but I’ve never been interested in biology, so…”

Alex grinned as she trailed off. “Yeah, me neither. I always preferred building stuff. It’s much more fun than learning about anatomy and whatnot.”

“Exactly!”

“Anyway, I think we should use the male version. I kinda like the bigger wings better anyway.”

“They do look pretty cool,” Gabrielle admitted. “I kinda wish I had wings like that.”

“If you had wings like that, you’d push me off the bed with them,” Alex joked.

“Oh, um, y-yeah,” Gabrielle said, and it was only then, in that moment, that Alex realized he’d just said something stupid.

An awkward silence ensued. Alex didn’t know how to break it. He sat there, glancing around. Gabrielle, meanwhile, was also refusing to meet his eyes.

“Great job, boy. You’re a real lady killer.”

Alex twitched as the female voice, which he had dubbed Voice Number One, made its appearance inside of his mind. This voice was laced with sexual overtones, as if filled with an insatiable lust. It was one of two voices that had started speaking to him since he began consciously using his powers.

Both voices had been speaking a lot more prevalently since he saved Nyx. Though nothing serious had come of it, Alex couldn’t help but feel wary of the two voices—which made sense, considering they were voices inside of his head.

“Please do not bother Alexander. Can you not see that he is conflicted?”

“Oh. I’m so sorry. I hadn’t realized the spineless wimp was conflicted. Please forgive me, oh great angel.”

“Your sarcasm is unwarranted.”

“Correction: Sarcasm is always warranted.”

Would you both shut up. I’m sick and tired of listening to you two bicker.

Alex slammed his mind shut. The voices vanished. He breathed a sigh of relief.

It had taken a while before Alex had realized that he could shut the voices out. However, while shutting them out was possible, it also took a lot of concentration. When his focus slipped, the voices could come back—and they did invariably return, no matter how many times he shut them out.

“S-so anyway,” Gabrielle broke the silence, “I was thinking we could get started on these wings now… if you want.”

“I’d like that,” Alex said, glad that the conversation had started again.

“Great!” Gabrielle leapt from her seat. “Then let’s get to work!”

“Right!” Alex also leapt to his feet.

Maybe if they began working on one of their projects, things would go back to a semblance of normality…
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This isn’t working, Gabrielle thought to herself.

She had been doing her best to avoid Alex until Michelle arrived, just like her younger sister had told her to do, but she didn’t want to avoid him. Gabrielle wanted to sleep with him. She wanted to take baths with him. It was boring taking a bath on her own, and she really liked the warmth he gave off when they slept together.

In truth, the only reason she had been holding out was because she wanted Michelle’s advice on how to proceed. What she was doing now wasn’t working. Michelle would know how to fix her approach.

Michelle hadn’t come by yet, however, nor had she called. Gabrielle couldn’t wait for her sister to arrive. Every minute spent not fixing this was a minute that she could have used to have fun.

She and Alex were currently working on building a pair of wings. Gabrielle was building the feathers, while Alex created the circuits that were embedded into the feathers. They were using Mr. Maker, a large contraption that looked like a bubble.

The feathers were floating in the center of Mr. Maker, suspended within an anti-gravity field. Gabrielle would create a feather, and then send it to Alex, who did the circuitry. They made an excellent team, she and him. It was just another reason she couldn’t stand not doing anything.

So, Gabrielle decided to take a more direct approach.

“Hey, Alex?”

“Yes?”

“Do you love Kiri-Kiri?”

BBBZZZZTT!

Smoke exploded from the feather that Alex had been working on when the young man jerked his arms back. Fortunately, Mr. Maker had an excellent ventilation system. The vents opened, and the smoke cleared out quickly, allowing them to continue working.

“W-where did that come from?” His face was red as he focused on the next feather she sent to him.

“I saw you and Kiri-Kiri going on a date the other day,” Gabrielle said. Another feather exploded as Alex messed up his circuit work. “Don’t people who love each other go on dates?”

“W-when did Kiri-Kiri and I go on a date?”

Hearing the genuine confusion in Alex’s voice befuddled Gabrielle. “What do you mean? I saw you and Kiri-Kiri walk out of that restaurant together last week. That was when you two were on a date, right?”

“Restaurant?” Alex stopped welding circuits. His face scrunched up as though trying to recall what she was talking about, and then it cleared a second later. “Oh! Do you mean the time Kiri-Kiri and I went to that small café?”

“Yes, Selene and I saw you eating together. She said you two were going on a date.”

Alex scratched his head. “Selene is good at jumping to conclusions. That wasn’t a date. Kiri-Kiri noticed that I was having some trouble with something and offered to give me some advice. We went to the café because it was easier to talk there than at the Police Station.”

“So, you two didn’t go on a date?”

Shaking his head, Alex said, “No, we didn’t, and I doubt she would consider it a date either.”

Tilting her head, Gabrielle pondered what he told her; it sounded like Selene had been way off the mark. Alex and Kiri-Kiri hadn’t gone on a date. For some reason that she couldn’t fathom, the strange tightness in her chest, which had been a present ache ever since she saw Alex and Kiri-Kiri together, vanished.

They continued working. When all of the feathers were made, and the circuits had been welded, they created the artificial bone and muscle system.

Because Alex didn’t have wings of his own, they would need to attach the wings to his crisis suit. The circuits had been grafted into the feathers as a means of creating a nervous system like the ones found on the Angelisian crisis suits. Once the wings synced up with the suit, Alex should be able to control them as if they were part of his own body—theoretically, at least.

Creating the muscles and bones was another laborious process. It involved using synthetic fibers to create a system that resembled the muscles unique to Angelisian wings. They were based on Azazel’s personal data, sized down to suit Alex’s height. Once they were finished, she and Alex took a step back and admired their handiwork. The wings still weren’t complete. However, they had made outstanding progress.

“We did it!” Gabrielle cheered as she thrust her hand into the air.

“Heck yeah, we did!”

She and Alex clasped their hands together and jumped up and down. She always felt exhilarated when they finished inventing something, not just because creating stuff was fun, but because she and Alex had created it together. Building inventions with Alex really was the best.

“I’m glad you guys are so excited,” a voice interrupted them, “but do you think you could put a hold on your troublesome enthusiasm and make some breakfast?”

Alex and Gabrielle turned around. Alice stood in the doorway.

Alice was Alex’s step-sister, which explained why she and Alex looked so different. A slender girl of 14 years, Alice had long brown hair that curled at the ends, doe-like brown eyes, and a face that many people would describe as cute. She had an adorably small nose and soft pink lips. Her eyes held a perpetually bored look, as though just being awake was a chore she could do without.

Right then, she looked irritated, as if a couple of idiots had completely rained on her parade—or like her brother hadn’t cooked her breakfast yet.

“Sorry, Alice.” Alex smiled. “I’ll get started on that right now.”

“Finally. Stupid brother,” Alice grumbled as she wandered back upstairs.

Alex and Gabrielle shared a sheepish grin before they, too, went upstairs.

Breakfast wasn’t going to make itself, after all.
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Nyx woke up that morning and wandered into the kitchen—only to discover chaos. It was like someone had opened a Pandora’s Box. Alex and Gabrielle were running around like headless andoliens. They were being chased by what appeared to be a bowl with hands attached to either side. Alice was sitting at the table, watching the scene with an irritated scowl.

She sat next to Alice and greeted the girl, “Morning.”

“Troublesome.”

Alice didn’t like her very much. It was understandable. Nyx had almost killed her brother when Alex had shown her nothing but kindness. Expecting everyone to forgive her for having done something so wrong was foolish.

She didn’t want to admit it, but being rejected like this kind of hurt. There was a stinging ache in her chest. Even so, Nyx planned to make up for what she’d done. It would likely be a long, arduous road, but she was going to walk that road to redemption regardless.

“Is that another one of Alex and Gabrielle’s failed experiments?” Nyx asked, ducking as several stray globs of dough flew through the air.

Alice put her head on the table. While the act seemed like one done out of laziness, by lowering her head, she avoided having several globs of dough smack her in the face.

“Yeah…” Alice muttered.

“Quick, Gabby! Turn it off!”

“I-I already tried! The switch isn’t working!”

“What should we do?”

“I don’t know!”

Nyx sighed as the two continued to be chased by their own invention. Alex and Gabrielle were supposedly geniuses when it came to creating new technology, but looking at them right now, they seemed more like a couple of idiots who wouldn’t know a hydrospanner from a screwdriver.

Deciding to deal with the issue herself, Nyx grabbed one of the many black bands wrapped around her arm and activated her alchemy. The band shifted into a liquid form. Then it lengthened, straightened, an edge formed on one side, and the once leather band became a long black sword.

Without a moment’s hesitation, she sliced through the bowl that was chasing Gabrielle and Alex in a single stroke. The bowl fizzled as it was separated into twines. Poof! Smoke poured from it as circuits sparked.

It was done for.

“Ah… Mr. Mixer,” Gabrielle said sadly, staring at the bowl like it was a dead relative. “I was so sure we’d gotten the configuration down.”

“Maybe it’s because we tried to add too many dishes into its programming,” Alex suggested. “Next time, let’s start with one dish, and then work our way up.”

Gabrielle brightened immediately after his words. “Oh! That sounds like a good idea.”

“He-he, of course. That’s because it was my idea!”

“You’re so smart, Alex!”

“Thanks!”

“Excuse me.” Alice interrupted the pair. Her glare looked like it could have sliced through durasteel. “But could you two stop talking and start cooking? I’m hungry.”

“Right.” Alex scratched the back of his neck. “Sorry, Alice.”

Alice sighed. “You’re so troublesome.”

As she sat there, staring at the still sparking halves of Mr. Mixer, Nyx found that she couldn’t really disagree.
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It turned out that their fridge was seriously lacking in ingredients. Thus they ended up eating breakfast at a family owned restaurant. After which, they tried to decide on what they should do for the day. Since it was Sunday, Alice didn’t have school, which meant they could all do something together.

“We should call Selene and everyone else,” Gabrielle suggested. “Then we could all hang out together!”

“Jasmine’s working at her café,” Alice said. “So, she won’t be able to make it.”

It was only a few weeks ago that Alex had discovered Jasmine was actually the proprietor of a maid café, a popular type of café where people were served by maids. She didn’t work there often. However, every now and then, she liked going to the café and working as a maid herself. She said it helped her learn how to improve her business.

Alex was kind of disappointed to hear that Jasmine was busy. Still, he was glad that she enjoyed her work. So long as she was having fun, he couldn’t complain much, even if he missed seeing her around.

I’ll invite her over for dinner some time, he decided. Alice would be happy if he did that, too, which was always a plus.

Thinking of Jasmine made Alex remember something else. “We should also call Kiri-Kiri to see if she’d like to spend time with us, too.”

“That’s a great idea,” Gabrielle said.

“In that case, I’ll give her a call,” Alex said as he typed on his IDband and dialed up Kiri-Kiri’s comlink.
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Kazekiri didn’t work that day. While the police office remained open every day, she, as a student attending primary school, was only allowed to work Monday through Saturday. This did bother her, but she’d learned to accept it. Once she graduated from primary and went into the police academy, she’d become a full-fledged officer without being required to attend the Mars Police Academy, and this wouldn’t matter anyway.

She was sitting on her bed, watching a holodrama as she snuggled with a stuffed cat. The show that she was watching was called Titan Girl. It was a surprisingly popular show, and she could see why. Well-choreographed, excellent plot, unforgettable characters…

If only Titan Girl didn’t cause so much property damage. She reminds me of Alex.

For reasons that she didn’t understand, thinking about Alex brought a smile to her face. It wasn’t like she liked him or anything. Of course, she didn’t think he was a bad person either. He was, in fact, a really good person.

C-could this be l-l-l-lo—what am I saying?! There’s no way! Absolutely no way I could love a guy like that! Definitely not!

“Hey, Sis.” Her brother suddenly barged into her room. “You’ve got a call from—buwa!”

His words were cut off when she threw a pillow at his face. “Don’t you ever knock?!”

“Knocking is for wimps,” Keiichi said. “Anyway, someone’s calling for you.”

“What?” Kazekiri frowned. No one had ever called her before, so she couldn’t imagine why someone would be calling her now.

“It’s Alex,” Keiichi added.

“W-wh—Alex!” Squawking, Kazekiri leapt to her feet and snatched the commlink from Keiichi’s hand. Her brother’s grin didn’t please her, but she tried not to show how flustered she was and answered the commlink. “H-hello?”

“Kiri-Kiri, you okay? You sound kinda breathless.”

It was Alex. Kazekiri tried to ignore the way her heart slammed into her chest. Ever since they had gone on that date last week, she’d been unable to get him out of her mind. N-n-n-n-not that she had enjoyed that date. She had, but only a little bit!

“I… am fine, and how many times have I told you not to address me so informally?”

“I’ve lost count. Anyway, I was wondering if you wanted to hang out today?”

Kazekiri’s breath caught in her throat. Was he asking her out on another date? She coughed into her hand. No, it was better not to be presumptuous. He could just be asking her out as a friend.

Besides, it wasn’t like she liked him or anything.

“S-sure, I don’t mind,” she said, trying to sound casual.

“Great! In that case, meet us at Mars Square by the fountain at twelve hundred hours.”

“Um, okay. I’ll be there.”

She deactivated the commlink and held the small device to her chest, right over her heart, which was beating away inside of her at an accelerated pace. Why did she feel so happy about this? She was just going to spend time with a friend. It wasn’t like they were going on a date, or like she even wanted to go on a date. That’s right. He was just a friend. A friend… a… friend?

Since when have I thought of Alex as my friend?

Her own question startled her. Kazekiri had never had a friend before. At school, she was a member of the disciplinary squad, and at work, she was known to all as the hard ass primary student who lectured others on morality and obeying the rules. The other people thought she couldn’t hear them when they degraded her, but she was aware of what they said about her when they talked behind her back.

Oddly enough, the only person who’d never said a single bad thing about her was Alex. To the best of her knowledge, he’d never belittled her, looked down on her, or tried to get fresh with her. How odd that she’d never noticed this before now.

“So…” Keiichi grinned. “Going on a date with your boyfriend?”

“B-b-b-boy—He’s not my boyfriend!” Kazekiri shouted, throwing another pillow. “And get out of here already! I need to get changed!”

“Sure, sure. Have fun, Sis.”

Keiichi left. She could hear the sound of his chuckling growing dimmer. Huffing, she decided to take a quick shower before getting dressed. It was only ten hundred hours, meaning she had two hours to get ready.

While her shower was long, she spent most of her time digging through her closet, trying to pick out the clothes she wanted to wear. She was having a much harder time than usual.

“Should I go with casual?” She questioned herself, holding up a simple pair of shorts, a shirt, and sandals. “But what if he plans on taking me somewhere nice? In which case, maybe it would be better if I wore something more formal?”

She held up… her police cadet uniform. She didn’t have any formal wear.

“Uh… maybe I should just wear something casual—wait. Why am I getting so worked up over this? It’s just Alex.” Yes, it was just Alex, who she would be spending time with today. The very thought made her heart beat faster. “U-ugh! You’re being stupid, Kazekiri! Don’t get so worked up over this!”

Because she didn’t want to waste any more time with this, and she didn’t want Alex to think that spending time with him mattered to her, she selected the first outfit she could find. As she was on her way out the door, she replayed their conversation in her mind. Something about what he’d said bothered her. It wasn’t until she was already on a shuttle that she realized what that something was.

“Did he say ‘us?’” she asked of no one in particular.

She glanced at Mars City from the glassteel window as she sat in the shuttle. Other vehicles whizzed by on either side of her, some traveling in the same direction while others traveled in the opposite direction. Beyond the various shuttles were massive skyscrapers, steel plates that looked like giant pans, and thousands of walkways connecting everything together. It was a lot different from what little she could remember of her previous home on Earth.

Kazekiri arrived at Mars Square at exactly twelve hundred hours. There, she met Alex… who wasn’t alone. Standing with him was Gabrielle, Alice, Selene, Ryoko, Serah, and a black-haired beauty with emotionless red eyes who she didn’t know.

Her expression slowly went blank.

“Kiri-Kiri!” Gabrielle greeted her first, waving a hand vigorously through the air. “I’m so glad you could make it!”

“Alex,” she said, her voice emotionless. “What are all these people doing here?”

“Didn’t Alex tell you?” the dark-skinned Ryoko asked with her infamous grin. “We’re all hanging out together. Though I am surprised to see you here. You never spent time with any of us before. I wonder if that means Alex is special to you?”

Kazekiri ignored Ryoko, whose very presence riled her up, and looked at Alex instead. “I’m waiting for an answer, Alexander.”

Perhaps it was due to her tone, but Alex seemed to realize that she was angry. He bit his lip and stared at her with uncertainty in his eyes.

“We made plans to spend some time with everyone today, and I thought it would be nice if you could join us.” He paused. “Do you… not want to spend time with us?”

Conflicted. That was how Kazekiri felt. She had assumed that she and Alex would be spending time alone together. Meeting up with him only to discover that not only would they not be spending time alone together, but that three people she disliked more than most would also be with them, put a huge damper on her mood.

However, seeing the pitiful expression on Alex’s face, and the expectant excitement on Gabrielle’s, made Kazekiri cave in.

“It’s not that I don’t want to,” she mumbled. “But I thought it was going to be just us.”

“What was that?” Alex asked.

“I-it was nothing. I didn’t say anything.” Kazekiri coughed into her hand, hoping it would hide the blush on her cheeks. “A-anyway! Since I’m already here, I might as well stick around.”

The relieved and joyous smile on Alex’s face as he thanked her did not make Kazekiri happy. It didn’t. It wasn’t like… seeing his smile made her happy or anything. Not one bit.

“Now that we’re all here, we can go and have fun.” Gabrielle cheered as she grabbed Kazekiri by the arm and dragged her over to everyone else.

“H-hey! What are you—let go of me!”

“Come on, Kiri-Kiri! Let’s have fun!”

“I can’t have fun with you dragging me around like this!” Kazekiri shouted. Then she paused, but only to take a deep breath. “And it’s Kazekiri! Get! It! Right!”
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It had taken nearly a week to get there, but Michelle and Ariel had finally arrived at their sister’s home. Stealing a shuttle from the Angelisian army, losing them during hyperspace, and then forging documents and sneaking into Mars without anyone being the wiser, had certainly been tough. Neither of them had Gabrielle’s enviable talent with technology.

Michelle studied the living space of Gabrielle’s current residence. They stood in the living room, a space several times smaller than her bedroom back home, made of faux wood panels and plasteel walls. A soft rug sat in the center, several chairs and sofas arranged around it, while a holoscreen floated in one corner of the room. There was a coffee table, and a large glassteel panel with a sliding door led to the backyard.

It didn’t look like much. That said, there was a certain quaintness about the place that made it seem… homey. There was a sort of warmth to it that the palace she and her sisters lived in lacked.

“This is where Big Sis lives?” Ariel wrinkled her nose. “It’s so tiny.”

“I’m not sure someone like you should be calling anything tiny,” Michelle taunted.

Ariel turned and growled at her. “What was that?! You wanna say that again?!”

“I didn’t say anything.” Michelle offered an insincere smile. “Nothing at all. I certainly didn’t comment on how… tiny… you are…” She allowed her eyes to deliberately stray toward Ariel’s chest.

Michelle had been taunting Ariel ever since they’d set off for Mars. She’d been wondering when her sister would snap, but the girl had held out admirably. It seemed, however, that Ariel’s patience had finally worn thin. Perhaps arriving at her sister’s residence had caused her to become looser with her anger.

“Y-you bitch!” Ariel snarled as she finally lost it. “I’ll teach you!!”

Michelle grinned as she swiped a finger through the air, summoning several of her most durable plants. “Bring it on, sister dear.”

“Oh, I’ll bring it all right!” Ariel summoned her own creature in response, a massive wolf with bristling silver fur. “Fenrir! Help me teach this bitch a lesson!”

“Ha! Do you really think Fenrir can deal with my Vitalis Vitae?”

“Fenrir will bite those plants in half!”

“We’ll see about that!”

The battle of sisters began with a loud roar as plant fought against wolf.
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André Killick had spent a lot of money acquiring the location of Alex Ryker’s house, but it would all be worth it in just a few seconds.

For the past several weeks, André had been humiliated by that brat. He was beaten every time they ran into each other. Last week had been the final straw.

André still remembered what happened last week. He and his boys had found the brat wandering through the lower city, carrying a girl in his arms. The girl had been gorgeous, easily worth several million on the black market, and she was in the arms of his rival. Naturally, André had not been going pass up such a golden opportunity.

He had picked a fight with the brat—only to have his ass kicked like he was a 50-pound weakling. Not only had he been defeated, but all of his buds had their asses handed to them as well. It had been the single most humiliating moment in his life.

But all that was about to change. André had thought and plotted and planned, and he had finally come up with a suitable revenge. He might not have been able to fight against the brat head on, but if he wrecked the boy’s house, then surely it would be a sweet tasting revenge.

He reached the Ryker residence eventually, a two-story house that didn’t look all that different from every other house in the Outer District. He could only tell who lived there by the silver plaque embedded into the gate, which had the name Ryker etched in cursive.

Opening the gate, André slipped through and wandered up to the front door. He paused. Then he decided to travel around the back and search for a way inside.

He barely took two steps before the wall in front of him exploded, and then something long and flexible reached out. It was green and thick. Covered in strange lines like veins, undulating with oddly amorphous movements, it coiled around his leg.

André realized several seconds too late that he was in trouble.

His screams were overpowered as the tentacle lifted him into the air and used him as a bat to fight against a gigantic wolf.
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Perhaps not so surprisingly, the first thing they decided to do was go shopping. Alex soon discovered what it was like to travel from store to store with a band of fashion conscious females. They would travel to one store, try on clothes, possibly buy some, and then hand the bag off to him and hit the next store. This process repeated itself over and over again. Even Kazekiri got into it.

Fifteen stores and twenty shopping bags later, Alex was dead on his feet. He would’ve loved to sit down and take a break. Unfortunately, Gabrielle wanted him to go everywhere with her. She said it was important to have his opinion on all of her clothes.

Gabrielle wasn’t the only one who took advantage of getting a male’s opinion.

“So, what do you think of this, Hot Stuff?” Ryoko asked as she stepped out of the changing room and unveiled her new outfit.

Ryoko was the same age as him and attended Atreyu Academy with Selene. Her dark skin contrasted with her bleach blonde hair, and her narrowed eyes stared at people with a look that made him shiver. Those eyes were like a predator’s—except instead of seeking out food, she sought people to fondle and strip.

She was currently wearing an outfit that had far too little fabric to be called clothing. It was basically just strategically placed strips of leather that covered her breasts and crotch.

“Lewd,” Nyx murmured beside Alex. Unlike everyone else, who was choosing clothing to try on, she refused to leave his side.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I think you should be more covered up.”

“Ah, come now, Babe.” Ryoko grinned. “There’s no need to be so cold. Come on, tell me I look hot.”

Alex sighed. “You are a very attractive young woman, which is why I’m telling you to cover up more. If any other guy saw you, they’d have tried something already.”

“Oh! That’s a good one. I like it.” Ryoko’s eyes narrowed as she sauntered up to him. “Though that does beg the question of why you’re not trying anything with me. Could it be that your lust is still being carefully locked away behind that heroic facade?”

Alex wondered what he should tell Ryoko, that seeing Gabrielle’s naked body had desensitized him to most other females? That was only partially true. He was still aroused to the point where his pants felt uncomfortable. He was just a lot better at holding back. He also didn’t think telling Ryoko that he’d seen Gabrielle naked would be good for his health—or his sanity.

Fortunately, he wouldn’t have to.

“What kind of shameless outfit are you wearing?” a disgusted Kazekiri asked as she also stepped out of a changing room.

The part-time police cadet was wearing a pair of tight-fitting jeans and a sleeveless shirt that strained against her prominent bust. The shirt, a light pink, complimented her fair skin and flaxen-colored hair, which framed her lovely face as it descended all the way down to her butt. Alex had never seen her wearing something so girly. He normally only saw her in cadet clothing. Seeing her wear something he’d expect from a normal female was a novel experience.

Kazekiri suddenly covered herself, and Alex realized that he’d been staring.

“W-what are you looking at?” she asked, her cheeks turning red.

“Huh? Oh, sorry.” Scratching the back of his head, Alex grinned. “I was just surprised by your outfit. It’s not something I’d normally expect to see you in.”

“D-does it look bad?” Kazekiri asked, trying pull down her shirt, which exposed her flat stomach and belly button. Alex blinked in shock. Kazekiri had a six-pack. Who knew?

“Of course not.” Alex gave her a thumbs up. “It looks really good on you.”

“A-ah… thank you.”

“Heh? What’s this? Is the infamous disciplinary committee member getting flustered over being complimented by the boy she likes?” Ryoko asked, strolling over to Kazekiri with the look of a predator ready to pounce.

“Y-you shut up!” Kazekiri blushed. “I’m not getting flustered, and I don’t like Alex!”

“Say that when your face isn’t red enough to make supernovas look pale.” Ryoko’s lips split into a wide grin. Kazekiri’s scowl was something to behold, but Ryoko ignored it and looked at Alex. “I’m gonna change into something else. I expect to get your opinion, too, Stud Muffin.”

“Could you please stop coming up with random nicknames for me?” Alex asked with a sigh.

“Hmm… no.”

“Thought not.”

With a grin and a skip in her step, Ryoko went into one of the changing rooms. Alex rubbed his face. He didn’t think he’d mind shopping for clothing if it was just him and Gabrielle, but going with an entire group of girls was way outside of his ability to deal with.

“Alex!” Gabrielle called out as she threw her changing room curtains wide open. “I was wondering if you could help me choose a shirt to go with these pants?”

A loud squawk echoed around them. It might have been him. It might have been Kazekiri. However, the reason for the squawk was definitely Gabrielle, who wasn’t wearing a shirt. Her large breasts were not only exposed, beautiful pink nipples visible, but they jiggled enticingly every time she moved. Alex felt his pants become even more uncomfortably tight than before.
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“Dang it, Gabrielle! How many times have I told you not to exit the changing room when you don’t have a shirt on?!”

“H-how shameless!”

Alex and Kazekiri spoke at the same time. It might not have been so bad if she’d at least been wearing a bra, but Angelisians apparently did not wear bras. He wondered if that was an alien thing, or an Angelisian thing.

“That’s why I’m asking you to help me find a shirt to wear,” Gabrielle said, completely ignoring the fact that she was half-naked. The girl didn’t appear the least bit bothered by the way her boobs were bouncing all over the place. “None of the shirts I chose seem to work with this color. That’s what Serah said.”

“And you listened to her?” Alex slammed a hand into his face, mostly to avoid seeing Gabrielle naked. He so did not need a boner right now. “Anyway, go back into the changing room and close the curtain. I’ll find you a shirt.”

“Yay! Thank you, Alex!”

As Gabrielle rushed back into the changing room, Alex tried to find a shirt that would match the skirt Gabrielle was wearing. Nyx followed him like a faithful pet. She wasn’t the only one. Kazekiri also walked alongside him. He didn’t know why she was sticking by his side, but she probably had her reasons. It was best not to dwell on such things for too long.

“That girl…” Kazekiri muttered. “Does she not know the meaning of the word modesty?”

Alex smiled as he looked at the clothing selection. These shirts came in a variety of colors and styles. He didn’t know what was good.

“Don’t be too hard on her, okay? Gabrielle grew up in a completely different environment from normal people. She doesn’t have a clear understanding of concepts like common sense and public decency.”

“Hmph. I fail to see how someone could grow up and not learn about these things. They’re things that everyone learns as they grow up.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Alex mused as he grabbed a pink shirt with purple lining the hem. This might work. “But Gabrielle was very isolated as a child, and no one taught her all of the things she should have been taught. Thanks to that, Gabrielle is very naive.”

“Well, I won’t deny that she is a naive person,” Kazekiri mumbled. “But still, you shouldn’t baby her like that.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Alex agreed. “But I think Gabrielle’s innocent nature is something to cherish—even if it means she won’t understand concepts that everyone should know.”

Kazekiri was silent for a moment. “You… really like Gabrielle, don’t you?”

“Yeah…” Alex admitted, “I like Gabrielle a lot.”

Were the situation different, he would have already asked Gabrielle out, but he couldn’t do that right now. Gabrielle was the princess to King Lucifer, Emperor of the Galaxy. Her father was trying to marry her off.

Three months ago, Gabrielle had lied to Azazel about being in love and wanting to marry him. Azazel had believed her. Now Alex was pretending to be Gabrielle’s fiancé to keep her from being married to people who just wanted to marry her for the throne. With something like a fake marriage hanging over his head, there was no way he could ask her to be his girlfriend.

Someone as disgusting as me doesn’t deserve someone as amazing as Gabrielle.

“Oh, boy. Here we go again.”

“Alexander, what happened with Nyx wasn’t your fault. As much as I do not wish to agree with this daemon, what you felt was a natural response.”

Alex hid his scowl. There was nothing natural about what he’d felt when trying to help Nyx. Normal people didn’t get so aroused, especially not when they were trying to save the life of someone else.

“I see…”

The expression on Kazekiri’s face changed. It reminded Alex of a person whose favorite pet had just died. It didn’t really suit her. He preferred her smile. Unfortunately, before he could ask her what was wrong, Ryoko walked out of the changing room again.

She was wearing more normal clothing than last time, meaning she didn’t look like one of those females in lower city dives that danced on poles. That said, her black shorts were still on the skimpy side, and the red sleeveless shirt possessed a notorious gap that revealed a lot of cleavage.

“So, what do you think?” Ryoko asked, winking at Alex.

“I think it looks fine,” Alex said.

Ryoko placed her hands on her hips and frowned. “Can’t you be a little more enthusiastic about it? You’ve got a hot girl asking you for your opinion. You should be ecstatic.”

“I’ll be ecstatic when this shopping trip is over,” Alex mumbled.

“Alex!” Gabrielle called. “Do you have a shirt yet?”

“I’ve got one!” Alex called back. Sighing, he went over to the changing room.

He really hoped this shopping trip would end soon.
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While Alex tried to deal with Gabrielle, Ryoko, and Kazekiri, Selene and Serah shopped in another section of the store—the underwear section. It was the one place Alex refused to go. Selene needed to buy some new bras. Her old ones were getting too tight.

“Is there a reason you’re letting Gabrielle get close to Alex?” Serah asked as she held up a brassiere that was way too risqué for Selene to even think of wearing.

“What do you mean?” Selene asked.

“Don’t try to hide it,” Serah said. “Ever since he graduated from primary, you haven’t been as happy. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that you like him.”

Selene wondered how it was that she’d become so transparent. It was true that she’d been less happy after Alex’s departure from school. Not that it mattered anyway. She didn’t have any intention of interfering in Gabrielle’s and Alex’s relationship.

“Gabrielle is good for Alex,” Selene said at last. “She can make him happier than I can.”

“If you say so.” From her tone, Serah didn’t agree, but she also wasn’t willing to interfere. She didn’t like men, so it probably didn’t matter to her. “Anyway, why don’t you try this on? I think it’s in your size.”

Serah was holding a bra in her hands. It was very basic, just a plain white bra with no additional features. That was the kind Selene liked.

She grabbed the bra from her friend and went over to the changing rooms. Alex was there, along with Gabrielle, Kazekiri, Nyx, and Ryoko. It looked like Ryoko and Gabrielle were having fun dressing Nyx in a variety of different clothes.

Ignoring the group, she slipped into one of the changing stalls. As she did, a sharp pain in the back of her neck made her nearly yelp. It felt like something was pinching her nerves. She reached up to see what had caused such pain, but there didn’t appear to be anything there.

Wearing a small frown, she went back putting on her new bra. She hoped it would fit.
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“Ha… ha…”

“Ge… he…”

Michelle took several deep breaths as her chest and shoulders heaved. Sweat poured down her face and neck, staining her crisis suit. It sucked. She only liked getting sweaty when she was masturbating while playing her erotic dating simulations. It was all her sister’s fault that she was like this.

All around her, various plants had sprung up from the ground, having burst through the faux wooden panels like a shuttle punching through Mars’s atmosphere. The walls also had numerous holes in them. Some were from her plants, but several had also been created by Fenrir, her sister’s pet wolf.

“Tch. You’re such a cheater,” Ariel said, clicking her tongue. “Using plants to protect you like that.”

Michelle chortled. “As opposed to you using Fenrir to fight for you? Is this not a case of the androgean man-eating plant calling Kong the Mighty a hypocrite?”

All three sisters had their own strengths and weaknesses. Ariel was capable of taming and speaking to animals. Michelle could speak to plants. Gabrielle was a genius inventor, but her true strength lied in her Angelisian powers, which were on par with their father’s. In a way each of them had inherited something unique, though the abilities she and Ariel possessed were a genetic defect that came from their mixed blood.

“Hmph! I’m only using Fenrir to fight. How many plants have you summoned? Face it, Michelle, between the two of us, your powers are definitely weaker,” Ariel taunted.

“Well, you had to excel over me at something,” Michelle said, eying her sister’s flat chest. “It certainly isn’t the best department.”

“Don’t call me flat! I don’t want to hear that from someone who dresses like a hooker!”

Seeing Ariel get so riled up always amused Michelle. Among the three of them, Ariel was the one with the shortest fuse and the largest temper, a juxtaposition that contrasted with her lithe frame and tiny chest. Her tantrums could be explosive. She still remembered the time she had pissed Ariel off and the girl had destroyed an entire mountain inside of their dimensional space with her pet, Kong the Mighty.

While she and Ariel were arguing, a young man dressed in rags tried to crawl away from the battle.

Unfortunately for him, one of the tentacles from the first plant that Michelle had summoned noticed him trying to escape. It latched onto his leg and lifted him into the air.

André’s screams were once more lost to the sounds of battle.
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After shopping, the group went to watch a holodrama at the nearest theater.

Holodramas were popular movies/shows used primarily as entertainment. Most were senseless, filled with action, drama, sex, and containing very little in the way of educational value. They were also popular. Most families, when they came home from work and/or school, would sit down to watch the latest holodrama. Back when he was living with Selene, he and Alice would always watch holodramas with Selene’s folks.

The holodrama they watched in the theater was a space adventure about a group of female mercenaries. It was an okay holodrama, Alex thought. It had good action, decent pacing, and though the plot had been lacking, it had been entertaining. He did have to cover his sister’s eyes during some of the more risqué parts, much to his sister’s dismay and Ryoko’s amusement.

Everyone went home after that.

Alex, Alice, Nyx, and Gabrielle were the only ones who lived in the Outer District. While everyone else warped home at one of the warp points, they hopped onto a shuttle.

“That was so much fun!” Gabrielle was wearing one of the largest smiles he’d ever seen. “Wasn’t it a blast?”

“It was troublesome,” Alice retorted.

“I had a lot of fun,” Alex admitted.

Indeed, even though being what amounted to a baggage carrier had not been pleasant, he’d still enjoyed his time with Selene, Kazekiri, and the others. Next time, though, Alex wanted to have some other men come with them. He’d felt completely outnumbered by his female companions.

Maybe I should consider inviting Azazel…

“I’m glad.” Gabrielle hugged his arm. From her actions and beaming smile, Alex assumed she had forgotten all about the awkwardness from this morning. “I always like it when you have fun. I like it even more when we have fun together.”

Alex grinned at the girl, and then focused on Nyx. The pretty assassin sat on the other side of Alice. Long black hair trailed down her body and the seat like an overflowing waterfall as it framed a pale, beautiful face that was too perfect to be human. With her small body and emotionless yet gorgeous face, the girl reminded him of a doll.

She wasn’t wearing her normal black outfit, which had been confiscated after Ryoko and Gabrielle played dress up with her. A white shirt with pink symbols sat snugly against her lithe frame. Her black skirt contrasted pleasantly with the shirt and stockings, while her feet were encased by white space boots.

Her feet didn’t touch the ground. He didn’t know why, but he found this adorable.

“Did you have fun?” he asked her.

Nyx looked at him with crimson eyes. “It was an interesting experience. I’ve never spent that much time with so many people.”

“I hope you have many more such experiences,” Alex said.

“Hn.”

Nyx was an awfully quiet girl. She spoke when spoken to, but she rarely initiated conversation unless something caught her attention. He wasn’t bothered by this. That was just how Nyx was.

The shuttle stopped in the Outer District, called such because it was located outside of Mars City, which sat inside of a large crater formerly known as the Dollfus Crater. The Outer District was located around the lip of the crater, its elevation higher than Mars City. It surrounded the city on all sides.

He, Alice, Gabrielle, and Nyx exited through the sliding doors and stepped onto the sidewalk.

Unlike Mars City, which was built upon a series of catwalks, walkways, and hubs, the Outer District had been built to resemble a suburb from Earth. Paved roads with sidewalks meandered around the district. Trees lined one side while buildings stood on the other. Convenience stores and houses were interspersed throughout, and several canals ran through the district.

Alex and the others arrived home—only to discover that a catastrophe had occurred while they were away.

“W-what the hell happened?” Alex asked, eyes bulging.

Even Alice’s eyes had grown wide. “That’s seriously troublesome.”

“Oh!” Gabrielle put a hand to her mouth. “I think I recognize these plants.”

“…” Nyx, of course, said nothing, and merely stared at the house with half-lidded eyes.

The house was a disaster zone. Large tentacle-like vines had blown holes through the house. They jutted out all over the place, crawled along the roof and walls, and dug into the floor. Several walls had been destroyed, reduced to rubble. Even so, Alex couldn’t see into the house because there were dozens of plants and trees blocking the way. It looked like someone had terraformed his home into a jungle.

They entered the house through the front entrance, stepping over the busted down door and into the hallway. The inside was covered in moss and more plants. What happened here? Had one of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates come by and destroyed his home? That didn’t make any sense. They were after him, not his house! Alex couldn’t fathom why anyone would do this.

“Hmm.” Gabrielle hummed as she stared at the plants. Then, a second later, her eyes lit up. “Ah! I do recognize these plants! They belong to Michelle!”

“Michelle?” Alex and Alice asked at the same time.

At that second, an unfamiliar voice spoke up. “Is that my dearest older sister, Gabrielle?”

A young girl walked out of the living room. She must have been around Alice’s age, though she had a mature aura about her. Blue hair with a silvery sheen was tied into a long ponytail that traveled down her back. Her long, pointed ears and the feathery wings jutting from her back marked this girl as an Angelisian.

She was wearing a crisis suit like Gabrielle had when they first met, but something else that vaguely resembled a gothic lolita outfit had been thrown over it. A short white skirt revealed her lean legs, and white stockings complimented her milky complexion. Her top had a dip in the front, showing off her cleavage, which was considerable given her estimated age. While her breasts weren’t close to Gabrielle’s in size, she was still well-endowed.

“Oh-ho! Looks like another hot little number. Damn, these Angelisians really are the hottest bitches in the—”

Alex gnashed his teeth behind his lips as he slammed his mental barricade up. Seeing another attractive female had made his attention slip.

“Michelle!” Gabrielle burst as she rushed up to hug her sister.

Michelle readily returned the hug, laughing. “Hello, Sister. It has been a while since we last saw each other in person. I’m so very pleased to see that you are doing well, and that you’re so happy.”

“Is Ariel with you?” Gabrielle asked.

“Ah, she’s in the other room.” Michelle pointed to the living room.

Everyone went into the living room, which appeared even more like a disaster zone than the entrance hall. In the center of the room was another young girl. She wore the same clothes as Michelle, except hers was black and more modest, with no gap to show off her cleavage. Alex suspected this was because she had no cleavage to speak of. Currently, the girl was tied up in numerous vines, one of which was stuck inside of her mouth like a gag. Her hair, cropped in a short, boyish cut, was silvery green.

Alex had been given some basic lessons on Angelisian biology. The purer an angelisian’s blood, the less color they had in their hair. Gabrielle’s silver hair was a symbol of her status. She was a pureblood Angelisian with no alien blood in her. The blue and green pigments in their hair meant that Michelle and Ariel were not pureblood Angelisians.

I wonder what species their mothers are.

“Who cares? I wanna know what sounds they make when they spread their legs—OOF!”

“Be silent, Asmodeus.”

Alex clicked his tongue before, once again, cutting off the connection between him and the two voices. His emotions must have been frayed by the devastation before him. Dang it. He was going to need to work on keeping cool while stressed.

“Ariel, I’m so glad to see you,” Gabrielle said, and then she paused. “Why are you tied up like that?”

“Mph mmfff mmph mmm!!” Ariel shouted between her gag.

“I couldn’t understand a word of that,” Alex said.

“Me neither,” Alice added.

“…” Nyx remained silent.

“Don’t mind her, Sister,” Michelle assured. “She and I were, uh, rough housing, and our playing got out of hand.”

“Is that why my house is destroyed?” Alex asked.

Michelle surprised Alex by bowing to him. “Yes, I am terribly sorry about what happened to your house. Rest assured that I will do everything within my power to see that your house is restored to the way it was—no, I shall make it even better than it used to be.”

“Uh… you don’t have to go that far—” Alex tried to say, but he was cut off.

“Of course I do. You are taking care of my dearest elder sister. That is reason enough for me to help you. Aside from that, what happened here is the fault of Ariel and myself. It is important for us to reimburse you for the damages we have caused.”

This girl seemed like one of those stubborn types—polite most of the time, but stubborn when she strongly believed in something. Fighting her when she had decided to do something would probably have the inverse effect.

“Ah, well, if you insist, then I guess there’s no choice.” Alex conceded. “In that case, thank you in advance. I appreciate that you are willing to help repair my house.”

“You’re very welcome, though I don’t think you should be thanking me. We did destroy your house, after all.”

Alex nodded several times. She had a point there.

“By the way,” he began again.

“Yes?” asked Michelle.

“Who’s that guy?” Alex pointed to the unconscious man dressed in rags, who was hanging upside from the ceiling via several vines that had wrapped around his leg. He looked somewhat familiar. In fact, Alex was sure he should recognize this person, but their face was covered in so many bruises and contusions that he couldn’t for the life of him figure out who this person was.

“I have no idea,” Michelle admitted, shrugging her delicate shoulders.

“… Right.”
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Gabrielle untied Ariel, who swore up a storm until Alex bopped her on the head and lectured her on why it was wrong to use such vulgar language, and then she, Michelle, and Gabrielle sat down and began talking. The one who seemed to be the most enthusiastic of the bunch was Gabrielle herself, but both Ariel and Michelle smiled as the oldest among them gushed about how great it was to see them.

Alex had left for the convenience store with Nyx, and Alice had decided to spend the night at Jasmine’s. She’d said something about not being able to watch her favorite show because the holovid had been destroyed.

Since every inch of the house was covered in plants and/or broken, Gabrielle and her sisters traveled down to her lab. It was a good place to go since it was in a separate dimension from the house. They had to fix the house anyway, and Gabrielle had the tools necessary to do that.

However, at that moment, they were having a conversation of a different nature.

They sat on a small mattress that Gabrielle had pulled from her D-space. The mattress, which was about as large as the bed in her current room, was situated in a corner of the lab, away from all the devices. Rather than sitting in a circle, it would have been more accurate to say that they were sitting in a triangle.

“So, that was Alexander S. Ryker,” Michelle said, twirling a strand of hair between her fingers. “He is quite handsome. I can see why you like him.”

“Alex is the coolest,” Gabrielle agreed.

“I don’t know what you see in that boy,” Ariel contradicted her siblings, huffing as she crossed her arms. “He doesn’t look like much.”

“On the contrary, he seems quite capable,” Michelle defended. “Did you not notice how he immediately stopped you from swearing? He seems quite adept at dealing with unruly children.”

“What was that?!”

Ariel snarled at her sister, but Michelle ignored her and turned back to Gabrielle. “You mentioned that you are having problems getting Alex to realize your true feelings.”

“Mhm!” Gabrielle crossed her arms and pouted. “Because of this whole ‘marriage candidate’ issue, Alex seems to think I’m only using him as a shield. I’ve been trying to show him that I’m not, but it’s not working out like I had planned.”

It was actually a little frustration. While she didn’t blame Alex for thinking the way he did, she wished he would realize that she wasn’t just using him. Yes, her initial plan had been to pretend that she was dating him. However, after his speech that day when he’d fought Azazel for her sake, Gabrielle’s desire changed. She wanted to marry him for real.

“What have you tried doing to convince him of your sincerity?” Michelle asked.

Gabrielle thought about it for a moment. “Let’s see. I’ve slept with him. I’ve tried to take showers with him, though he always refuses me… um, what else? Oh! I did get to spend some time in a hot spring with him, and I’ve gone clothes shopping with him.”

“W-wha—sister! What do you mean you’ve slept with and tried to take a shower with him?!” Ariel shouted. Her face reminded Gabrielle of a red star.

“Showers are more fun when you’re taking them with someone else, and it’s only natural that Alex and I would sleep together. We’re married, or we’re going to be.”

“That’s not the point!” Ariel flailed her arms as though to emphasize her feelings on the matter. “To take a shower with someone of the opposite gender is… it’s…”

“Please excuse Ariel,” Michelle said. “She’s still a child when it comes to adult matters.”

“Who’s a child?!”

“Anyway, I don’t think what you’ve been doing is going to work,” Michelle continued. “Alex appears to have been raised on different values than you have. What you need to do is appeal to him in a way that he can understand.”

Gabrielle didn’t know what her sister was talking about, but that didn’t surprise her. Michelle knew a lot more about relationships than she did. Her sister was really good at playing these games called dating simulations. Gabrielle didn’t know what a dating simulation was, but it sounded romantic, and her younger sister often bragged about how she always got the harem ending—whatever that meant—on her first try.

Anyway, because of that, she knew that Michelle would be able to help her.

“What should I do?”

Michelle’s smile looked kinda weird to Gabrielle. It made her think that her sister was hiding several secrets. That thought vanished when Michelle pulled out a tablet, set it on the mattress between them, and turned it on. Several tiny figures with big eyes and cherubic faces appeared on the screen. A title showed up seconds later.

“Love Love—Make Him Fall for You,” Gabrielle read out loud. “What’s this?”

“One of my games,” Michelle said. “The best way to help you get Alex is to do research on how to make your feelings reach him. This game will show you how to do that. Once you’ve beaten the game, we’ll have you and Alex go on a date, and you’ll put everything you learned in the game to good use.”

The more Gabrielle thought about it, the better Michelle’s idea sounded. It was perfect. She understood now. The reason that her feelings hadn’t reached Alex was because she’d been going about this the wrong way, but if she did as Michelle said, then the chances of making Alex recognize that her feelings were genuine would go up.

“That’s a great idea, Michelle!” Gabrielle hugged her sister. “Thank you!”

Michelle smiled kindly at her as she returned the hug. “You’re welcome.”

As Gabrielle grabbed the console and began playing the dating simulation, Ariel leaned over and whispered into her sister’s ear. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Of course I am,” Michelle responded. “Gabrielle needs some guidance in matters of love, and there’s no doubt in my mind that this will help her.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Ariel muttered harshly. “I meant those games are—”

“Don’t worry,” Michelle interrupted. “I made sure to give her the game that’s been rated for everyone. There are no sex scenes in it.”

Ariel didn’t know if she believed Michelle. Her sister’s games were about as perverted as they came. She remembered going into Michelle’s room once, and her sister had been masturbating to a graphic sex scene.

That had been a terrible experience.

Gabrielle was an innocent soul, someone who didn’t understand the intricacies of things like sex and lewdness. She was sure their oldest sister had received the same lessons. Knowing her, however, Ariel was positive that Gabrielle had ditched those lessons and thus never learned about how babies were made.

“I hope you’re right,” Ariel said. “I don’t think it would be appropriate for Big Sis to learn about that stuff yet.”

“Don’t worry,” Michelle assured her sister. “I don’t want her learning about something that she isn’t ready for either. That’s why I’m having her play the non-sex one.”

“Hey, Michelle,” Gabrielle said suddenly.

“What is it?”

“What are these two doing? It looks like a lot of fun, but I don’t really understand what’s happening.”

Gabrielle pointed at the screen. On it was a very graphic depiction of a man and a woman having sex. The woman was moaning, her breasts bouncing up and down, while the man vigorously thrust into her most private of places. It was graphic. It was lewd. It was everything that neither Ariel or Michelle wanted their sister to see.

“Ah!” Michelle gasped while Ariel did her best impression of a surprised space slug. “T-that’s not something you should be watching, Big Sister!”

“Huh? It isn’t?”

“No! Turn it off, please!”

“But it looks like they’re having a lot of fun. They’re both smiling.”

“Turn it off!”

Michelle and Ariel, in an effort to maintain their sister’s purity, pounced. What followed was an epic struggle between three sisters.

“Ah! Wait! I want to see more of what happens!”

“Absolutely not!”

“Yeah, Big Sis! There’s no way we can let you see something like this!”

“But why not?”

“W-why not?! Because it’s perverted!”

“It’s not perverted! You’re just too young and innocent to understand the beauty of copulation!”

“Shut up you!”

“I don’t even know what ‘copulation’ means!”

“That’s just another reason we can’t let you watch this, dear sister. It’s too soon for you.”

“But you’re younger than I am!”

“Age is nothing but a number.”

“Yeah! Yeah! Listen to Michelle, Big Sis! I don’t want you turning into a lecher like her!”

“I rather resent that comment.”

What started off as struggle to get the tablet away from Gabrielle before she could become corrupted eventually turned into a tickle fight. It happened when Gabrielle accidentally rubbed Ariel’s wings. The girl squealed, which surprised Michelle and allowed Gabrielle to pounce on them. Of course, the two recovered quickly and retaliated, but tides turned again when Michelle teamed up with Gabrielle and pinned Ariel to the mattress.

“Ha! Take that!”

“N-no! Ha-ha-ha—stop! No more!”

“I am sorry, Ariel, but there is no way I can stop now.”

“Tickle time!”

After nearly ten minutes of tickling torture, all three girls lost their energy. They lay on the massive bed, with Gabrielle in the middle and her two sisters lying on either side of her. All of them gulped in oxygen like their lives depended on it.

“I’m really happy you two are here,” Gabrielle said after regaining her breath.

Michelle lifted her head off of her sister’s left breast and smiled down at her. On Gabrielle’s other side, Ariel lay curled up against the eldest of them, nuzzling Gabrielle’s right boob like an affectionate cat.

“Yeah,” Michelle said softly. “I’m happy we’re here, too.”
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Selene was washing the dishes after eating dinner with her family. Her parents were likely in the shop, preparing everything they would need for the next day. Meanwhile, her older sister, who had actually moved out a while ago, was sitting in the living room watching a holovid. From the sound of explosions, it was probably an action vid.

A sharp pain stung the back of her neck, causing Selene to wince and instinctively bring her hand up to feel her skin and check for wounds. Because her hands were wet, her neck ended up getting water all over it. She grimaced as the soapy water traveled down her back. It wasn’t a pleasant feeling.

The pain left, and Selene finished washing the dishes.

While many families used sonic washers, and they even had their own washer, her parents had been adamant on teaching her the proper “dishwashing etiquette.” They believed it was important to teach her and her sister not to rely on convenient technology all the time, lest they become overly reliant on it.

“We like doing things the proper way,” was what her mom always said.

She entered the living room and glanced at the couch. Her sister Melanie was lounging on the couch like an indulgent cat. Even her expression reminded Selene of those lackadaisical cats she’d seen lazing about in the pet stores she walked past on her way to the shuttle stop.

“I’m going to take a shower,” Selene said.

Melanie perked up. “Would you like me to join you?”

“No, it’s fine. I can shower myself.”

“Bleh, that’s no fun.” Her sister stuck her tongue out. “You’ve never wanted to take a shower with me. Even when you were younger, the only people you’d shower with was Alex and Alice.”

“T-that’s just because I was a kid and didn’t know any better,” Selene said.

Melanie waved her hand through the air as though warding off a bug. “If you say so.”

In an effort to change the subject, Selene asked, “Anyway, what are you doing back home? I thought you had left for the North Star Dome.”

North Star Dome was the dome located on the northern polar ice cap. It was a mining dome. Miners excavated ice, turned it into water, purified it, and then shipped it out to the other domes. Her sister worked there as a shift manager.

“Yeah. I quit that job a few days ago,” Melanie admitted. “All of the guys there were complete pigs. They thought they could tame me. Ha! As if I’d ever become a docile little lamb who only existed to inflate their already bloated egos. I couldn’t deal with their constant attempts at getting into my bed, so I left.”

“Ha…”

Her sister had always been popular with the boys. In primary school, she’d been known for having a new boyfriend each week. That reputation had gone with her to university. Every week she would bring a new boy home. Her father nearly had several conniptions when he’d wake up to discover a half-naked man in their house. Even now, Melanie was known for dating a guy and then dumping him when he no longer amused her.

Despite how often her sister switched boyfriends, she still had stringent standards. Melanie liked men who were athletic, capable of holding an intelligent conversation, and moderately experienced in dating, but not experienced enough that they felt like they could control her. She enjoyed taking the lead, but she needed someone who could keep pace without her babying them—or so she said.

“You should think about getting yourself a boyfriend,” Melanie said suddenly.

“W-what?”

“Yeah.” Sitting up, Melanie grinned at her. “What about that Alex kid? I haven’t seen him in a while, but he was such a cutie back then. I imagine he’s grown into a hottie now.”

Selene tried to pretend she wasn’t blushing. “I-I think we’re done talking about this.”

“Aw, you’re no fun.”

Selene went into the shower room, leaving her pouting sister behind. After taking a shower and getting dressed in her pajamas, she entered her bedroom, which was fairly small, about fifty square meters all told. The carpet was soft underneath her feet. Her walls weren’t adorned with much, but there were a few holopics that featured her, Alex, and Alice when they were younger. She glanced at those holopics for a second, sighed, and then flopped onto her bed.

An aching pulse on her neck made her face contort into a grimace as she slipped into a fitful slumber.


CHAPTER 2

A LESSON IN OBSERVATION

Alex was slow to rise that morning, perhaps due to how exhausting shopping with a bunch of eager girls had been. It had been a trying experience. As he slowly regained alacrity, Alex realized that he wasn’t alone. At first, he thought Gabrielle had climbed into his bed, but after blinking several times, he realized that the person standing over him was not, in fact, Gabrielle.

“Nyx?” Alex blinked several times. Nyx was crouching at the end of his bed, staring at him with blank eyes.

“Good morning,” she spoke in a monotone voice. She was back in her traditional black clothing. The bands around her arms and thighs made her pale skin stand out. She was barefoot, but the rest of her clothing was on.

“What are you doing here?” Alex asked, sitting up to stretch his arms and release a wide yawn. His back cracked several times. He winced, all the while keenly aware of the eyes on him.

“I was watching you.”

“Watching me?”

“Hm.”

Alex paused for a moment to study Nyx. She didn’t move, she didn’t blink, and, if he didn’t know any better, he would have said she wasn’t breathing.

“Okay…” he said slowly. “Can I ask why you were watching me?”

“I thought I sensed killing intent coming from here. When I entered the room, the killing intent vanished, but I decided to stick around in case it came back.”

Alex didn’t know what killing intent was, but he figured he could ask her later. It sounded serious.

“Thank you for watching me,” Alex said, despite feeling a little awkward knowing that someone had watched him while he slept. “But, uh, would you mind leaving now so I can get dressed?”

He couldn’t be sure, but Alex could have sworn Nyx perked up at the mention of him getting dressed. She looked down. He didn’t know why, but the desire to cover his crotch was strong. His hands actually twitched as though moving to protect his groin.

“Okay,” Nyx said after several seconds of staring. She climbed off his bed and exited the room, her feet making nary a sound.

She really is an assassin.

The thought had occurred to him more than once, but it still surprised him. He hadn’t asked Nyx much about what she did. Naturally, he knew that she used to kill people for a living, but that was why he didn’t ask. He didn’t want her remembering that time. He wanted her to start a new life with him and the others.

I want to see her smile.

“Who cares about that? I just want to see her wiggle that fine ass.”

Alex clicked his tongue and slammed his mental shields down, blocking out the voice. He then climbed out of bed and dressed himself in some jogging shorts and a tank top. While he wasn’t a police officer anymore, he still needed to maintain top form, considering his situation with Gabrielle.

A hero always needed to be in shape.

Nyx was waiting for him outside. Smiling, he placed a hand on her head and combed his fingers through her hair. She had very soft hair, like velvet.

“Say, Nyx, how would you feel about sparring with me?” he asked, grinning when she tilted her head.
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The simulation chamber that had been created by Gabrielle was the most incredible technological marvel Alex had ever seen. He only understood the basics. First: It transported people and objects to a separate dimension that had been created by Gabrielle. Second: It simulated various geographical locations based on live data fed through the Operating System. Third: It somehow negated all physical damage by turning it into mental stress.

It was the third aspect that Alex had trouble wrapping his mind around. He simply couldn’t understand how it worked, and when Gabrielle had tried to explain it to him, he’d gotten lost. Apparently, his knowledge of dimensional theory and physical/mental allocation needed to expand. That said, the most important thing to him, right then, was not how it worked. It was what it meant to him personally.

It wasn’t possible to die within the simulator. That meant he and Nyx could fight as hard as they wanted to.

Power coursed through Alex as he used his Aura of Creation. Blue flames flickered around him, ethereal like the fog that sometimes appeared on Mars’ surface after an ion storm. With the Aura of Creation, Alex mentally commanded them to form a whip, which he used to lash out at Nyx.

Of course, he didn’t expect his attack to hit Nyx, who was a professional assassin. She dodged to the side, grabbed two of the bands on her arms, and transmuted them into a pair of swords. The beautiful assassin sped toward him. He moved back. However, Nyx doggedly followed him, liberally attacking with her blades once she had closed the distance. He leapt back, a grunt escaping his mouth when her blades carved a thin furrow through his chest.

“Ooh! That was a close one. You’d better get your ass in the game, boy, or this hot little bitch is gonna fuck. You. Up.”

“I don’t want to agree with this daemon, but you really should move more quickly in battle.”

The voices had returned with a vengeance. Alex guessed it was because he was using his Aura of Creation. He figured it was like a gate, almost. By opening up the gate to allow his power through, he also allowed the voices, which he assumed were somehow associated with his power, to get through as well. This meant he had no choice but to listen as they commented on his battle.

Nyx’s short skirt flapped around as she descended. Her left boot turned into a ball with spikes on it. Alex leapt backward, nearly stumbling as the ground shook when Nyx crashed into it.

“Doesn’t Nyx look sexy in that tight-fitting outfit? Look! You can see her boobs strain against the fabric! She’s not even wearing a bra!”

“You’re corrupt and immoral.”

“You’re just now realizing that?”

Not now, Alex grumbled.

The ball turned back into a boot, and Nyx blasted off the ground, attempting to cut him down with the swords that she gripped fiercely in her hands. Alex moved as fast as he could. Left. Right. Back. Duck. The air whistled as his opponent cut through it with her blades, and he spun around her attacks and tried to slice them apart with his Aura Whip.
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It didn’t work.

Apparently, a whip was not a good choice in weapon when fighting her, even one made entirely of energy. Nyx cut straight through his whip. The energy dissipated, and she came in close, once more trying to slice his chest open.

Not good! I need to make another weapon!

A sword of ethereal blue energy formed in his left hand, which he used to block Nyx’s strike. Clang! His arm reverberated as their blades clashed.

Alex clenched his teeth as Nyx stared at him with dispassionate eyes. His limbs shook from the strain, but she appeared to be perfectly fine. Were the nanomachines that made up her body the cause for her incredible strength?

“You know, she’s kinda tiny, isn’t she?”

Alex grunted as he backpedaled, barely avoiding Nyx’s swings. He could actually feel the tip of her blade graze his nose.

Your point?

“Well, I was just thinking… since she’s so small, would having sex with her make you a lolicon?”

Alex stumbled but righted himself. Nyx swung again. He blocked with his sword, wincing as her attack pushed him back. Gritting his teeth, Alex formed another blade of ethereal blue energy in his left hand, which he swung at Nyx, who merely leaned her head back to dodge.

“Could you please not talk about that?”

“Hmph. Don’t such a prude, Sandalphon.”

“I’m not a prude. You’re just too lewd.”

Be quiet, both of you!

Several strands of hair were cut from his head as another of Nyx’s swings came close to getting him. Alex watched them flutter away on a breeze. That moment’s distraction cost him. The next thing he knew, his chest was flaring with intense pain, and he was lying on his back, staring at the tip of a blade.

“I win,” Nyx said simply.

The aura surrounding Alex vanished. He locked his mind down like a high-security vault, forcing the voices to disappear. Had they not distracted him, this fight would have lasted much longer, of that he was sure.

“So you did,” Alex said, sucking in several deep lungfuls of air. Sweat beaded his forehead, and his chest ached, though he understood that it was actually mental damage being simulated by his mind to make him think his chest was aching.

Nyx took her foot off his chest. Alex sat up, rubbing the place where she’d hit him. She must have transformed her hair into a fist or something and used it to punch his blind spot. Alex still didn’t know much about alchemy, but it was pretty damn useful in terms of combat potential. Nyx’s entire body was basically a weapon.

“Are you… hurt?”

Alex looked up as Nyx stared down at him. Her expression hadn’t changed, but somehow, he thought he could hear worry leaking into her voice.

“I’m fine,” he said, grinning as he stood up. “Just a little bruised up. You’re really strong.”

“I am an assassin,” Nyx said.

“Heh, right. Anyway, I’m gonna take a quick shower. Do you want to take one before me?”

Nyx shook her head. “You can go first.”

“All right. Thanks!”

After leaving the simulation chamber, Alex headed upstairs and into the changing room, which was the room attached to his shower. It wasn’t until he’d closed the door behind him that he realized there was someone else already inside.

Michelle and Alex stood stock still. Their eyes were wide as they gaped at each other. Michelle had already taken off most of her clothes. Her breasts were free, modest mountains that sat on her chest and were capped with pink nipples, and her panties were halfway down her legs, allowing him to see that the carpets matched the drapes.

Alex’s gaze wandered before he could stop it.

“Well, look at that. It seems the angel bitch’s younger sister is just as hot as the older one. Huhuhuhu! Imagine what it would be like to take both of them at the same time.”

Alex didn’t scold Voice Number One as it appeared again—rather, he couldn’t. His mind felt like an overheating engine going critical. Everything that he was, his entire being, could focus on nothing but the vision in front of him. Michelle wasn’t as attractive as her sister, but she was still gorgeous, and Alex was a growing boy in the throes of puberty.

“Hey, Sis,” Ariel said as she opened the door to the shower room. She was already naked. Water dripped down her body in rivulets. While Alex wouldn’t say she was hot or sexy, staring at her nude figure, he definitely could not deny that she was cute. “Are you going to get in or…”

She stopped talking.

Her eyes landed on Alex.

One second passed.

And then…

She screamed.

“KYA! YOU DAMN PERVERTED BEAST!”

The sound of Alex being punched through several walls echoed across the house.
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Alex felt awkward as he cooked up a quick breakfast of bacon, eggs, and toast. The reason he felt so self-conscious was, of course, the eyes that he could feel drilling a hole into his back.

Gabrielle’s two younger sisters were sitting at the dining room table with Nyx. The pretty little assassin had just finished taking a shower, and her hair was still damp. It clung slightly to her face as she watched him with languid eyes. Alex thought it somehow made her look prettier, or maybe more sensual, then she already was.

The one that was glaring, Ariel, seemed to have gained a particular brand of hatred for him—not that he couldn’t understand why. He had walked in on her and Michelle while they were taking a bath. That was bound to make anyone feel animosity. On the other hand…

They really should have locked the door. Honestly. Does no one in their family know how to use a lock?

Breakfast was soon finished, and Alex brought the food over to the table. “Here you three go. Be sure to eat up.”

“Thank you,” Michelle said as he served up her food. Ariel just huffed, while Nyx nodded and silently began eating.

“You’re welcome.” Alex sat down and served himself some food as well. “By the way, I wanted to apologize for walking in on you like that. I had no idea that someone else was taking a bath.”

“A likely story,” Ariel snarked.

Michelle didn’t seem angry like her sister. “It is all right. I should have locked the door. Back home, there was never any need to lock the door since only my sisters and our maids would enter the baths with us. It is a bad habit that we really should get rid of.”

So that’s how it is. I guess that explains things a little.

Her words made Alex feel a lot better. It seemed this young woman was quite kind, much like her older sister. The one glaring at him seemed to be their complete opposite.

“Speaking of sisters, where is Gabby?” Alex asked.

“Gabby?” Michelle appeared puzzled, but then her face cleared up, and she smiled. “Ah, you must mean Gabrielle. She is still asleep. My eldest sister stayed up late last night playing games. She must have exhausted herself.”

There was something odd about the way Michelle said, “playing games,” as if there was some hidden meaning that he couldn’t comprehend. He shrugged the thought off and nodded. That did sound kind of like something that Gabrielle would do. It was like when they were inventing stuff. He and Gabrielle would often stay up late when they were working on an invention, to the point where they’d pass out later on.

“Why do you call Big Sis ‘Gabby?’” Ariel asked suddenly.

“Excuse me?”

“A beast like you doesn’t deserve to give my sister a nickname like that,” Ariel snapped in response to his words. “You’re just a perverted beast!”

“U-ugh…”

Her words were harsh, but in light of what happened this morning, he couldn’t blame her for them. He’d have thought the same thing if their positions had been reversed.

“Please do not take Ariel’s words too seriously, Alexander,” Michelle said, her tone gentle. “Unlike my sister and I, Ariel has not yet reached full maturity.”

“Is this a play on my breasts? You’re totally making fun of me because I’m flat, aren’t you?!” Ariel all but snarled.

It was true that Ariel didn’t have much in the way of a chest. In fact, if he hadn’t been informed that she was Gabrielle’s sister, he would have never realized it by just looking at her. Nothing about them was similar.

Ariel looked young. At a guess, he would have said that she couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen. She was not only short, but her figure lacked the maturity that Gabrielle, and Michelle to a lesser extent, possessed. Her hair was also cut boyishly short, and her eyes were a purple that was several shades lighter than Michelle’s. Even the structure of her face was completely different from that of her two sisters’.

“Are you two fraternal twins?” Alex asked.

“Oh, no,” Michelle said, holding a hand to her mouth as though to hide her smile. “All three of us sisters were born from different mothers. While Ariel and I are the same age, she is older than me by about two months, though I’m sure you’d never guess that from looking at her.”

“Wha—you’re totally calling me flat again!” Ariel accused.

“I said no such thing,” Michelle defended. “I merely said that between the two of us, I am a lot more… mature than you.”

As the sisters bickered, Alex sighed and turned back to his meal. Eating his food, Alex decided that he was going to add a little more cheddar cheese next time.

A hand tugged at his sleeve. He looked over at Nyx, who stared at him with her emotionless red eyes.

“Did you need something?”

Nyx nodded. “Seconds, please.”

“Oh. Here you go.” Alex served her up another plate of bacon and eggs. As he set the spoon back down and Nyx began eating again, he reached up and tenderly stroked her head. “How is it?”

Nyx finished swallowing her food and said, “It’s good.”

Her words made Alex smile. “I’m glad to hear that.”

Gabrielle wandered into the dining room several minutes later, her mien cheerful and bright like rays of sunshine. She greeted him, Nyx, and her two sisters with a smile as she sat down. Alex grabbed her a plate and served some breakfast, which she dug into with gusto.

Alice, who had come home from Jasmine’s earlier that morning, came down, ate some breakfast, and got ready for school. That day, Gabrielle decided not to go with them, and the brother and sister pair left on their own.
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“Are you sure this is a good idea, Michelle?” Gabrielle asked.

She and her sisters were sitting in the living room. Despite not going with Alex, she really had wanted to walk with him and his sister. It wasn’t just because she had done that since they began living together. It was also because she enjoyed spending time with him. Their walks to and from school together were something precious.

“This is definitely the best way to go about learning how Alex feels about you,” Michelle said. “You’ve told me that Alex has been reluctant to believe in your feelings because of our father, so you spending time with him isn’t going to help because he’s going to think you’re only doing it to make everyone think you really love him.”

“Well… I guess…”

“In which case, please allow me this opportunity to talk to him on your behalf,” Michelle continued, standing up. “I’ll bump into him accidentally and ask him to show me around Mars City. During this time, I’ll ask him about his feelings for you.”

“I still don’t know what you see in that guy,” Ariel said. “He just seems like a pervert who peeks on girls when they’re taking a bath.”

“It was our fault for not locking the door, sister,” Michelle said. Ariel crossed her arms and huffed.

“Would you really do that for me, Michelle?” Gabrielle asked.

Michelle directed a kind smile toward Gabrielle. “Of course I would. You are my wonderful older sister, after all.”
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Alex was returning home from dropping his sister off at school. He walked at a slower pace than normal. He had a lot on his mind.

Because of what happened with Michelle and Ariel suddenly showing up, Alex had been unable to speak with Gabrielle about her words after he had rescued Nyx.

“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.”

He knew he should talk to her about what she had told him as he laid there in the hospital. It could change a lot if it was true. At the same time, he wasn’t sure if talking to her was the best idea. Alex didn’t know if he even deserved Gabrielle’s love.

Once again, he felt her nipple stiffen under his touch, hardening as he rubbed it clean.

Alex clenched his teeth as he remembered that time, of the moment when he’d carried Nyx to Ēostre’s hospital, stripped her bare, cooled her body with a cooling agent, and then cleaned her off. Even now, he could still remember the way her body had responded to his touch, and the way he had responded to her body’s response.

I’m so disgusting…

Just thinking about what happened made him sick to his stomach. Remembering how he’d gotten aroused during that time caused his body to rebel, made his stomach threaten to regurgitate all of the contents that he’d eat for breakfast. He was a sick, disgusting, dirty freak.

Ariel is right about me.

She might not have known about what had happened between him and Nyx, but she was right about him being a filthy beast. Someone like him didn't deserve the love of someone as amazing as Gabrielle. He couldn’t return that love. There was no telling what would happen if he did. Gabrielle might get hurt.

“Oh, Alex!” someone called out to him.

He looked up to find Gabrielle’s sister beside him, and Alex realized that he’d been so lost in self-recriminations he’d stopped walking.

“Michelle,” he greeted. “What’s up? Did you need something?”

Michelle shook her head. “I was just wandering around. I’ve never been out of the palace before now, so I wanted to take in the sights. Speaking of which, I was wondering if you’d be willing to show me around?”

Alex didn’t take long to think about it before nodding. “Sure. I don’t mind showing you around.”

“Great.” Michelle took ahold of his right arm. Alex sucked in a breath as her breasts pushed against him. He could feel his arm sinking into her modest chest. “In that case, let’s go into the city.”

With him acting as her guide, he and Michelle hopped onto a shuttle. During their time being ferried to Mars City, Michelle asked him all kinds of questions; about the city itself, about its inhabitants, about its infrastructure and government. Alex couldn’t answer all of her questions. He didn’t know the answers. Despite that, Michelle didn’t seem to mind.

“You remind me a lot of my sister in that regard,” Michelle told him. “She’s never been one for politics either. If it doesn’t have anything to do with her inventions or having fun, Gabrielle won’t bother learning it.”

“I’ve noticed that.” Alex smiled.

Being compared to Gabrielle somehow made him happy, but at the same time, he felt ashamed of himself. He wasn’t like Gabrielle at all. She was pure and untainted. He, on the other hand, was stained with impure desires.

The shuttle eventually stopped in the residential district of Mars City. As a massive city spanning around two hundred kilometers, Mars City had been divided into four separate districts: north, south, east, and west. It was further divided by lower, upper, and middle to denote not only elevation but also status. The wealthy nobles lived in the upper city, while the poor lived in the lower city. Those of the middle class obviously lived in the middle levels.

Alex had decided to take Michelle to Metronome’s Sweet Shop.

“Do you like sweets?” he asked as they walked along the durasteel walkway. Numerous people walked alongside them, some talking on their IDbands, others chatting with friends, and some walking quickly as if they were in a rush. Genetically modified trees meant for purifying pollution stood on either side at evenly spaced intervals on either side of the walkway. There were several buildings connected to the walkways as well.

Michelle was busy studying the cityscape, but she still answered him. “I’ve liked the sweets that we sometimes had at the palace, but I haven’t eaten enough to be able to say with one hundred percent certainty that I have a sweet tooth.”

“In that case, this will be a good opportunity for you.”

It wasn’t Mr. and Mrs. Metronome who greeted them when they entered. It wasn’t Selene either. The woman standing inside of the Metronomes’ Sweet Shop, wearing the standard apron and cleaning the display cases, looked like an older version of Selene. Older and a bustier.

“Welcome to Metronome’s Sweet Shop. What can I—hey, aren’t you Alex?”

“Uhh… that’s right.” Alex wondered who this woman was. It came to him, eventually. “And you’re Selene’s older sister, um, Melanie, right?”

Melanie smiled and nodded. “That’s right. It’s nice to see that you remember me. And who is this?”

When Melanie turned her attention to Michelle, Alex figured that introductions were in order. “This is Michelle. She’s the younger sister to a… a friend of mine. It’s her first time in Mars City, and she asked me to show her around.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Melanie.” Michelle curtsied.

Melanie nodded in greeting. “It’s nice to meet you as well.” She turned back to Alex. “It seems you haven’t changed much from the kind, young boy I knew back then. You’ve always been like this, helping others whenever they ask something of you.”

“I guess so…”

Melanie must have sensed that he was getting uncomfortable because she changed the subject. “Since you two are here, would you like to grab a bite to eat?”

“Michelle?” Alex asked.

“Um, I don’t really know what to get,” Michelle confessed, shrugging as she looked at him. “I’ll let you decide. I trust your judgment.”

Alex didn’t know what to get, but he eventually decided on one of their more expensive pastries—paczki. They were like donuts that melted in one’s mouth. Each one was filled with some kind of jam or custard. Alex bought two, one filled with raspberry jam and another with custard.

They sat down at a booth, and Michelle took her first bite of the paczki. Her eyes widened in surprise.

“This is good.”

“Isn’t it?” Alex bit into his own paczki. “The Metronomes make some of the best pastries around. They’re really popular.”

While the bakery itself didn’t have many customers—the sole exception being older gentlemen and teenagers who wanted to gawk at Selene—they were a busy place. This was because of their special catering service.

Even nobles made use of this service. Alex had learned several years ago that the Metronomes were often asked to create loads of pastries as a catering service for parties. They would usually get orders of several thousand pastries per party, and the nobles they catered for were willing to pay a hefty price.

“Alex,” Michelle began, setting down her paczki and addressing him in a formal tone. “Please forgive me in advance for my pertinence, but I wanted to ask what your feelings were for Gabrielle.”

Alex, who’d just bitten into his food, choked as the paczki went down his air passage. He hacked and coughed and pounded his chest. Michelle rushed over to his side of the booth and rubbed his back, helping him dislodge the food. She then handed him a glass of water that Melanie had delivered upon hearing him choke.

Alex chugged down the water, which helped get rid of the last bit of pastry. He took a deep lungful of air. Afterward, he looked at Michelle, who was still sitting next him, her hand on his back. He could feel the heat from her small hand.

He shuddered.

“You… want to know how I feel about Gabrielle?”

“I do.” Michelle nodded. “I do not know if you realize this yet, but Gabrielle loves you very much. Part of the reason I am here is because she called me for help. She seems to be under the belief that you think the only reason she is staying with you is because she’s using you as a shield.”

“I… I did think that at first,” Alex admitted. “But… a while ago, Gabrielle told me that she loves me, and I… she was so sincere that I didn’t have any choice but to believe her.”

“So you acknowledge that my sister loves you?” Michelle asked, seemingly for clarification.

“… Yes.”

That seemed to satisfy her. She nodded, and then asked, “If that is the case, then why have you not responded to my sister’s earnest feelings? Do you not love her back?”

“I’m… not sure,” Alex confessed. “I know that I like Gabrielle. I know that she’s important. I’ll even admit that I’m… attracted to her, but I…”

“You have some hang ups,” Michelle guessed.

“Yes…”

An unsettling silence descended upon him. Alex was conflicted. Should he tell Michelle about his problems? He wanted to tell someone, but he didn’t know who to speak with. He couldn’t tell Gabrielle. She didn’t understand matters dealing with sex, much less matters that involved puberty. There was no way she could understand his twisted feelings. However, she was the one who deserved to know the most.

“I can see that you are troubled by something,” Michelle said. “In that case, I won’t ask you to discuss this issue any further. Instead, let me ask you this: Is it your current problems that keep you from reciprocating my sister’s feelings, or is it because you simply do not feel the same way?”

Talk about a loaded question. This girl enjoyed getting right to the heart of the matter, it seemed. Still, he couldn’t not answer, so he decided to answer honestly.

“If it weren’t for my current problem, I would have asked Gabrielle to be my girlfriend a long time ago.”

“I see.” Michelle twirled a strand of her long silver hair between her fingers. Then she smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. Thank you for answering me honestly.”

“Sure thing.”

Michelle stood up and grinned at him. “Now, then, I believe I’m finished with my treat, so why don’t you continue showing me around?”

“Yeah, okay.” Alex also stood up, his half-eaten paczki still on the table. “Come on, let’s go.”

After throwing away their food, Alex said goodbye to Melanie and left the Metronomes’ Sweet Shop.
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The back of Selene’s neck had been irritating her all day. She didn’t know what was wrong, but sometimes it felt like there was something wiggling around beneath her skin. It was a disgusting feeling. However, she had felt her neck several times and nothing seemed wrong, making her wonder if all this wasn’t in her head.

“Hey, Selene, you okay?” Ryoko asked. “You’ve been rubbing your neck for a while now.”

“Ah…” Selene slowly peeled her hand off her neck and placed it on her desk. “I’m fine. My neck has just been bothering me for a while.”

“Hmm… maybe you slept with it crooked or something.”

“Maybe…”

It was lunch time. Class had ended a little while ago, and now everyone was sitting or standing around, socializing while they ate. Selene was with Ryoko and Serah. Since seats were tertiary, her two friends were sitting in the row above her.

“Maybe we should take you to the nurse’s office,” Serah suggested.

“You just want to go to the nurse’s office, so you can play doctor with her,” Ryoko teased.

“Hm, true.” Serah didn’t deny it.

“Maybe I should go to the nurse’s office. I’ve been really tired ever since yesterday, and my neck is starting to hurt again.” Selene bit her lower lip as the disgusting feeling of something crawling beneath her skin came back.

“In that case, we’ll take you there,” Ryoko said.

She and Serah helped Selene travel to the nurse’s office. She was feeling dizzy, though she didn’t know why. Everything was spinning.

The nurse, Dr. Gideon Fletcher, wasn’t there when they arrived. Selene was grateful. She didn’t like the lustful look in the doctor’s eyes whenever she came in for a checkup. It felt like he was stripping her with his gaze.

Her friends placed her on the bed, and Selene fell asleep barely a second later.

She never noticed the strange vein-like bulge pulsating on the base of her neck.
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Gabrielle waited for her sister to arrive home. Michelle had gone out with Alex, and she was eager to find out what her sister had uncovered. Ariel was with her. They were playing video games. Nyx was sitting on the couch while they sat on the floor, watching them with an attentive gaze.

The game that she and her sister were playing was a standard fighting game. It used two basic controllers, the characters were rendered in real-time three-dimensional graphics, and the combat system was based on creating combos to attack. It was pretty fun.

Alex didn’t have any video games in his house—mainly because neither he or Alice played games. The system they were using had been brought by Ariel, who, aside from loving sports and animals, also loved to play fighting centric video games.

“Come on, come on, come on!” Ariel shouted as she pressed buttons at light speed, fingers blurring. “You think you can defeat me?! Check out this combo!”

Gabrielle had selected the character that she thought looked the coolest. It was a female wearing really streamlined black and white armor. Her sister had chosen one based on that character’s stats—or so she boasted. Apparently, the female that Ariel was playing as had the highest speed and attack stats in the game.

Her health bar slowly continued to drop as Ariel proved her mettle, until, at last, her sister finished her character off with a powerful sword attack combo.

“Eh-he-he-he, looks like I lost again,” Gabrielle said, rubbing the back of her head.

Ariel crossed her arms and puffed out her chest. “Of course! No one can beat me at this game.”

Her ears twitched when she heard the front door opening. Seconds later, a familiar voice called out. “We’re home!”

Gabrielle leapt to her feet and went into the entrance hall, where Alex and her sister were taking off their shoes.

“Alex, Michelle!” She greeted. “Lookie! I fixed the house!”

Alex paused at her words, and then he looked around. Sure enough, the house had, indeed, been fixed. In fact, it was more than fixed.

Gabrielle stood proudly, her hands on her hips as Alex’s eyes slowly widened. He must have noticed how much larger the house was now. The entrance hall was at least twice the size that it had been previously.

“What happened? Is this more of that dimensional space stuff?”

“Uh-huh!” Gabrielle nodded and launched into an enthusiastic explanation. “I had been repairing the house after you left, but then I thought ‘Why just repair it? Why not make it better?’ So, I used Mr. Dimension to expand the space inside of the house, and then I used Mr. Fix-It to repair the walls and add new rooms.”

Gabrielle was quite proud of her accomplishment. It hadn’t been that hard, but it had taken a decent amount of time to calculate how much space to expand, what size the rooms should be, and how many rooms she should add. After that, she’d needed to make sure that Mr. Fix-It would work properly. She was glad to see that her efforts had paid off.

“That’s really incredible.” Alex shook his head, seemingly impressed by what she was telling him. “You really are amazing.”

She didn’t know why, but any time Alex praised her, heat rushed to her cheeks and her heart began to beat faster. She loved it when he complimented her. Gabrielle thought it was because his praise was genuine. He wasn’t saying these things because he wanted something from her, but because he truly appreciated her inventions. It was one of the reasons she loved him.

“Sister,” Michelle interrupted them. “If you could spare me a moment of your time, I’d like to speak with you about something important.”

Oh! She probably wants to talk about Alex, Gabrielle thought.

“Okay! Let’s go up to my room.”

“Good. Is Ariel coming?”

Gabrielle looked into the living room. Ariel and Nyx were now playing video games. Her sister was still sitting cross-legged on the ground as she jerked the controller around like that would somehow help with her combos. Meanwhile, Nyx silently pressed buttons so quickly her fingers were a blur.

They seemed to be really engrossed in it, so she decided not to bother them.

I’m glad they are getting along.

She turned to her sister. “No, I think it’s going to be just us.”

“It’s probably better this way.” Michelle agreed with a nod.

The upgraded house had six bedrooms. All of them were located upstairs, which could be accessed through either the staircase, or a new elevator that she had installed. Unlike before, where the upstairs featured a hallway with doors, now it looked more like a circular lounge.

A table sat in the center, surrounded by a comfortable sofa that encircled it. There was a wet bar, which had a fridge and drinks. Gabrielle had also set some of her inventions around the room as decorations and useful amenities, such as Mr. Mixer and Mrs. Go-Go Space TV, which was a large three-dimensional television that could be watched from any angle. It floated in the middle of the room. Along the circular wall were doors, each one leading to a different room.

Since the old bedroom that she’d been using had belonged to Alex’s parents, Gabrielle had changed bedrooms. Her new bedroom was right across from Alex’s. She’d done this so it would be easier to sneak into his room during the night. She had briefly considered installing teleportation pads in the bedrooms, but she’d decided against it.

Gabrielle’s bedroom was marked by a pink floor and walls, and a white ceiling. It was large. With a perimeter that was about the same size as a one-story house, her room contained a large bed, a large desk where her computer with its six screens sat, and a sitting area for when she wanted to relax.

She and Michelle sat down on a pair of cushy plush chairs. They didn’t actually resemble chairs, but instead looked like giant pillows that people sank into when they sat down. They were pink, which matched the color scheme of her walls.

“I spoke with Alex and asked him about his feelings for you,” Michelle said.

Gabrielle leaned forward. “And?”

“And it seems that he has acknowledged your feelings.”

“Really?!”

“Yes.”

“That’s good…”

Gabrielle felt a strange tightness leave her chest. She hadn’t even noticed the existence of this tightening which, now that it was gone, made her think of Mr. Rope coiling around her heart. It was truly a relief to know that he knew how she felt about him.

And then she realized something.

“But wait. If he acknowledges that my feelings are genuine, why isn’t he responding to them?”

“Because there’s something that’s keeping him from responding.” Michelle leaned over and placed a hand on hers. “Sister, Alex does have feelings for you. He told me so himself. However, I believe he’s having trouble accepting his own feelings. I don’t know what it is, but it must be something important that’s keeping him from acting on his love for you.”

“Then what should I do?” Gabrielle asked.

“For now, just go about doing what you always do,” Michelle said. “I’ll come up with a surefire plan to make Alex confess his love to you after I’ve observed him for a little while longer.”

It wasn’t the optimal solution, which had been an immediate method of making Alex respond to her feelings, but there was little else she could do. Gabrielle was new to romance. Until meeting Alex, she had never thought about falling in love. All she could do was trust her sister.

She just hoped Michelle would come up with an answer to her problems soon.
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Alex was working on the Angelisian wing system that he and Gabrielle were creating. Normally, he’d have never done this without Gabrielle present, but she was currently talking to Michelle, and the part that they were on was something he could do without her. All he was doing was welding the feathers to the skeleton system.

Using Mr. Welder, a miniature welding tool that generated a welding laser, Alex assimilated the feathers to the wings. It was a slow process. Welding something like this required precision. Once he finished this, Alex would connect the circuits built into the feathers using a Mr. Grid-Net.

A loud gong! went off, echoing down to his and Gabrielle’s lab—the doorbell, Alex realized. Setting the tools aside, Alex went back upstairs.

Shouting reached his ears.

“Azazel! What are you doing here?!” Ariel all but demanded.

A familiar male voice spoke up. “Princess Ariel, I have been asked by King Lucifer to deliver both you and Princess Michelle back to Angelisia. Please come quietly.”

“I refuse! Michelle and I aren’t going back right now!”

“Do not make this difficult on yourself—”

“Kong! I choose you!”

A loud, beast-like roar shook the house.

“—AAAAIIIIEEEEE!”

Alex winced as several crashes echoed down to him. He really hoped that sound wasn’t from one of his walls being demolished by something. Gabrielle had spent a lot of time rebuilding this house, and the last thing he wanted was for it to be destroyed again.

Entering the hallway, Alex was just in time to witness a gigantic monkey with more muscles than he had brain cells punch Azazel, whose unearthly cry resounded throughout the house. The Angelisian commander flew backward. He smashed into a wall, plowed straight through it, and then continued on until he disappeared into the distance.

The giant monkey, which Alex now recognized as a super-sized gorilla, pounded its chest and roared victoriously. Ariel placed her hands on her hips. She nodded once, appearing quite satisfied. Then she swiped a finger through the air, and the enormous beast disappeared in a burst of light particles.

“Good job, Kong. Thanks for the help.”

Gabrielle and Michelle rushed down the stairs just as Kong vanished, while Nyx walked out of the living room.

“What’s going on?” Gabrielle asked.

“Nothing important,” Ariel said. “Sis! It looks like we need to leave for now. We’ve been found out!”

While Gabrielle looked confused, Michelle seemed to understand what Ariel was saying. She nodded. “In that case, let’s head to point alpha and set up a trap. We won’t let them take us without a fight.”

“Heck yeah, we won’t!”

Michelle and Ariel rushed up the stairs, their feet pounding on the floor. Alex and Gabrielle didn’t have to wait long. Seconds later, they both returned carrying knapsacks. What the heck was going on?

“Where are you two going?” Gabrielle asked as Michelle and Ariel rushed passed her.

Michelle turned and smiled at her sister. “Do not worry. We’ll be back once things have settled down.”

“You’d better take care of my big sis while we’re gone,” Ariel demanded of Alex.

“Uh…”

“Please take care of yourselves.” Michelle waved as she and Ariel left through the hole that the gigantic gorilla had made.

Silence descended upon the room. Nyx was absently eating a bag of snacks, which must have come from his pantry. It looked like barbecue flavored potato skins. She looked at the hole. Then she looked at him and Gabrielle.

“Well, that was weird,” Alex said.

“I have no idea what just happened,” Gabrielle confessed.

“I do.” Alex gave her a wry smile. “It seems your sisters take after you quite a bit.”

Gabrielle just tilted her head cutely.
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Ariel and Michelle eventually reached “alpha point,” which was actually just underneath the nearest suspension bridge.

They sat against the thick durasteel wall. The damp grass under their butts caused their clothing to become wet, but neither of them paid it much attention.

“Do you think he managed to follow us?” Ariel asked.

Michelle thought about her answer before shaking her head. “I don’t see how he could have. Kong sent him flying pretty far, right? It’s gonna take him awhile to come back.”

“Yeah, Kong is pretty strong.”

“Right.” Michelle nodded, and then tapped her chin. “Still… for him to have realized that we were here so quickly means Father informed him about our arrival.” She gave Ariel a bland look. “I told you we shouldn’t have blasted the docking bay doors open.”

A large vein throbbed on Ariel’s head. “Like your idea of seducing the guards was any better.”

“My way would have been a lot better,” Michelle replied modestly. “Had we seduced the guards into opening the docking bay doors, we could have left without alerting Father to what was happening. Then Father wouldn’t have known we left until weeks later, and we wouldn’t have been chased halfway across the galaxy. What’s more, Azazel would not have known that we were here until much later.”

“Had we done things your way, Dad would have found out before we even had a chance to leave. The guards would have told him after we debased ourselves to escape.”

Now it was Michelle’s turn to feel annoyed. Was her sister implying that she was dumb enough to let some measly security guards double-cross her? She was, wasn’t she?

“Don’t think I’m going to let this insult go unpunished,” Michelle said, glaring.

Ariel glared right back. “Ha! You think I’m afraid of you? You’re the one who’s going to be—ahn!”

Her sister’s derisive words soon turned into a startled moan as Michelle, moving quicker than Ariel had expected, leaned forward and caressed Ariel’s wings.

Much like humans, Angelisians had numerous sensitive spots on their bodies, erogenous zones that caused incredible amounts of pleasure. Their breasts and clitoris were naturally sensitive, and a few of them even had other places like the toes, stomach, and butt, that were sensitive to touch. That said, the most powerful erogenous zones on an Angelisian were their ears and wings.

It went without saying, but an Angelisian’s wings contained more nerves than any other place on their body. This made them very sensitive. Their ears were also very erogenous, being nothing more than nerves and cartilage.

“W-what are… no—ahn!”

Ariel fell onto her back with a weak moan. Her thighs quivered as glistening sweat appeared on her skin, and Michelle used that weakness to place herself between her sister’s legs. Leaning over, she continued to stroke the inside of Ariel’s wings, where her sister was most sensitive, and then began to nibble on Ariel’s left ear.

“Ah… ahn! Oh!”

Ariel’s mouth opened wide as more sounds came from it. Michelle had to admit, despite being a tomboy, her sister had a lovely voice.

“Do you really think you can punish me, dear sister?” Michelle asked before she licked along the bottom of Ariel’s ear. “Don’t be foolish.”

“Ahn… no… n-not there… don’t… my ear…”

“But you have such cute ears.”

“N-no…”

She and Ariel had played this game numerous times, and her sister never won. As always, when it came to erotic acts, Michelle stood at the top of the food chain. Hours of playing erotic video games had made her the undisputed master of seduction. Her pretentious sister couldn’t possibly understand her greatness.

“D-don’t think I’ll let you…”

Michelle grinned as she bit down on Ariel’s earlobe. The startled gasp her actions produced pleased her, and the way her sister’s crotch became damp gave her a lot of satisfaction.

“You won’t let me what?” she asked, feeling smug.

Ariel gritted her teeth. “I’m not gonna let you win!”

Michelle yelped when, springing like a pouncing kitten, Ariel pushed her onto her back. Now the one being straddled, Michelle couldn’t keep a gasp from escaping her parted lips as Ariel fingered her pinions. Her sister traced the edge of her wings with a single finger, then punched a small section.

“Hyk!”

Her legs spasmed, her thighs quivered, and her breasts jiggled within the confines of her shirt. Ariel mercilessly teased her. The feeling of her sister’s index finger gently gliding up and down her wing, the most sensitive part of her wings in fact, caused jolts of unfathomable pleasure to cloud her mind.

W-when did she…

When had Ariel learned of her weakness? Michelle supposed it didn’t matter. She needed to do something soon, otherwise she was going to lose.

With the last of her flagging strength, she reached up and grabbed Ariel’s wings. Her sister yelped. The finger stopped stroking her, which allowed her to regain her strength and try to push Ariel off of her.

Her sister was physically stronger than she was, but all that strength meant nothing when Michelle was yanking on her wings like this. Even so, Ariel wasn’t going down without a fight. They rolled along the ground, pulling at each other’s hair, biting the other person, and ripping at their clothes.

This was the scene that Abel and Kane arrived to see.

“We finally found you—eh?”

Ariel and Michelle stopped fighting. They sat up and looked at Kane and Abel, who were gawking at them. The two soldiers’ faces were slowly getting redder, and for a moment, they wondered why.

Then they looked down.

Ariel’s shirt was torn, exposing her flat chest. Meanwhile, Michelle’s bra was undone, and her nipples were poking against her shirt.

“Perverts!” they shouted at the same time, swiping their fingers across the space before them.

Space distorted. Two tears, rips within the fabrics holding this dimension together, appeared like swirling vortices, and from within, creatures emerged.

Tall and long, its form towered over Kane and Abel, a goliath among plants as it stood there. Thick, rigid bark covered its trunk. Higher up, tree branches extended in every direction. They were long and seemed to move of their own accord. Unlike a normal tree, this one had a face.

“Grryyyaaaa!” it shrieked.

In the face of such a terrifying creature, Kane and Abel did the only thing they could think of.

They turned and ran away.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t a very good idea since, standing in the direction they turned, was another creature that looked just as vicious.

Thick fur covered its massive yet lithe body. It was dark gray, almost black, but white streaks moved through it like flowing cumulus clouds. Vivid yellows eyes were set on a snarling muzzle filled with a rictus of teeth. It was a massive wolf. Fenrir. One of Ariel’s favorite pets, which her mother had gotten her six months ago for her 15th birthday.

Fenrir roared. The tree behind them stalked over on large leg-like roots, shrieking all the while. Kane and Abel’s screams soon followed.

9

Alice and Jasmine were walking home from school. Jasmine had been complaining about not getting to see Alex as much thanks to her job and Alex being under a technical house arrest—not that being under house arrest stopped him from leaving. He still walked her to school every day. Anyway, she’d invited Jasmine over to spend the night. It was troublesome, but she figured it would be more troublesome to listen to her friend’s complaints.

Jasmine had readily accepted.

“Oh ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine’s smile was quite haughty as they strolled down the sidewalk. “It will be good to see Alexander once more. It has been so long since I’ve been able to truly hold a conversation with him.”

“I’m happy for you,” Alice said, sounding bored.

“Thank you, Alice. I am sure that Alexander has also missed me a great deal. It is only fair that I, the Queen of Benevolence, grace him with my presence and shower him with my l-love. Oh ho ho ho ho!”

Alice would’ve sighed, but that would have been too troublesome. Her friend also would have sounded a lot more convincing if she hadn’t stuttered when she said love. It seemed that, despite the confidence she tried to display, Jasmine was still an innocent girl at heart.

“Alice,” Jasmine’s voice had picked up a strange, hesitant quality.

“Yeah?”

“Is my sight deceiving me, or is there really a giant wolf and tree attacking two individuals down by the canal?”

Alice looked at where Jasmine was pointing. Again, if it hadn’t been troublesome, she would have rubbed her eyes.

Down below the grassy slope that led to the canal were two creatures: A giant wolf and a giant… tree. They were attacking two people with white wings.

What. The. Heck?

Alice did not know what was going on, but she understood one thing. This was too troublesome for her to deal with. She and Jasmine needed to leave right away.

She turned to her friend, prepared to tell Jasmine that they were leaving.

“Kya!” Jasmine shrieked as a long vine-like branch wrapped around her left leg and lifted her off the ground.

“Oh, crap! Jasmine!”

While Alice didn’t like troublesome things, Jasmine was still her friend. She tried to grab the girl’s hand, but it was already too late. Jasmine screamed as the giant tree swung her around like a pair of panties that had been successfully stolen by a panty thief.

“Dang it! Hold on, Jasmine! I’ll—o-oi!”

Several branches latched onto her. She tried to fight them off, but this tree was a lot stronger than she was. One of the branches slid under her shirt. Alice gasped and tried to pull out. She would never get the chance, however, because a second later, she was also lifted off the ground.

“Kyyyyaaaaa!!”

Their screams became mixed with those of Kane and Abel.
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Alex and Nyx arrived on the scene to find Alice and Jasmine being swung around by a giant tree, of all things. For a moment, Alex couldn’t believe his eyes. However, even after rubbing his eyes, pinching himself, and pulling on his cheeks, the scene did not change.

“The heck is that?!” Alex shouted.

“It’s a nephiron,” Nyx answered. “It’s a sentient tree found on the planet Sephirot, which is one of the deadliest jungle planets in the entire world.”

“A sentient tree, huh? Now I’ve seen everything. And what kind of wolf is that?”

Nyx looked at where Kane and Abel were getting their asses handed to them by a massive furred creature with lots of teeth. “That is a dire wolf. They are found on the planes of Asgard.”

Alex nodded and made a decision. “If you don’t mind, could you cut the branches that are grabbing Alice and Jasmine?”

“What about those two?” Nyx pointed at Kane and Abel, who were beginning to look like mincemeat.

“They’ll be fine,” Alex said dismissively.

“Understood.”

Massive black wings like a crow’s sprouted from Nyx’s back as she transmuted her clothing. With a great flap, she launched herself into the air and flew at the nephiron.

Alex called upon his energy, the Aura of Creation engulfing him as he ran toward the nephiron as well, which he directed toward the bottom of his feet. He struggled a bit. However, he eventually began shooting timed bursts of energy to his soles, which propelled him forward far faster than if he had run.

“What’s going on? Is it a battle?”

Unfortunately, with the power flowing through him, the two voices also came back.

“I do not know if this could be called a battle. It looks more like a string of unfortunate situations often found in a comedy.”

Could you two please shut up and let me work?

“No.”

Tch! Figures.

Nyx had reached the nephiron before Alex did. She had already transmuted two armbands into a pair of swords, which she used to slice through the tree branch that had grabbed ahold of Jasmine. The girl fell to the ground with scream. Alex leapt into the air, catching her in his arms and then skidding across the ground after landing.

“Whoo, that was a close one,” he said.

Jasmine’s eyes, which had been closed, suddenly snapped open and locked onto him. “A-Alexander?”

“Hey, you okay?”

“Uh… I think so…”

“Can you stand?”

Alex had been expecting her to say something like, “Oh ho ho ho! Who do you think you’re talking to? I am Jasmine, the Queen of Standing! Oh ho ho ho!” What he did not expect was for Jasmine to wrap her arms around him and bury her face in the crook of his neck.

“I can’t walk. Please carry me, Alexander.”

He wanted to tell Jasmine that he still needed to rescue his sister. However, upon looking up, he found Nyx slicing through the tree branches that held Alice. The pretty assassin caught the screaming Alice in her arms and flew over to him.

“Alex!” Michelle shouted as she ran up to them just as Nyx landed.
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“Michelle? Ariel?” He blinked as a piece of the puzzle suddenly clicked into place. “Is this your doing?”

While Ariel just huffed and turned her head, Michelle had the decency to look embarrassed. “Ah, yes. I’ll explain it on the way back to your house, if you’d like.”

He ran a hand through his hair. “I can already guess as to the majority of what happened, but a thorough explanation would be nice.”

Michelle clapped her hands. “In that case, we should get going,” she said as Nyx set Alice on her feet.

The group moved off, getting back onto the road and traveling back to Alex’s house. They ignored the screams of Kane and Abel coming from behind them. As they walked, Jasmine unburied her face from his neck and stared at the two newcomers.

“Alexander, who are these two girls?”

Alex sighed. He just knew there was going to be a lot of explaining going on within the next few hours.
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Gabrielle was waiting for everyone when they got back. The wall had also been repaired, which was a pleasant surprise.

A flabbergasted Jasmine and Alice had stared in shock at the enhancements made to the house. Alice was especially surprised since when she left, the house had been in shambles.

Alex had been forced to explain what Gabrielle had done to expand the house. Gabrielle, bless her soul, had chipped in and tried to explain the intricacies of dimensional theory and its applications in space expansion.

Neither Alice nor Jasmine had understood a word of it.

Everyone sat in the living room, though Alex didn’t know if living room was an apt description anymore. Like the rest of the house, the living room had been expanded. It was now three times its original size. Soft carpet covered the floor. The sofas had been replaced with a leather couch that possessed an organic appearance and curved around in the shape of a U. Replacing the holovid was a small floating orb called Mr. TV. Apparently, it not only picked up channels found in this solar system, it also picked up alien channels from the rest of the galaxy.

Alex could do nothing but shake his head.

Several explanations had taken place. Alex had introduced Ariel and Michelle to Jasmine, who seemed put out by their presence.

Jasmine, her drill-shaped blonde curls framing her aristocratic face, frowned at the two newcomers as if they had personally insulted her. She had crossed her arms. Despite being shorter, only coming up to about his chest, her breasts were large. When she crossed her arms, the action caused her breasts to squish together.

Michelle had also explained hers and her sister’s circumstances. Alex had already assumed that they had run away from home—they were Gabrielle’s sisters, after all. However, their circumstances did not seem as dire as Gabrielle’s.

“We got tired of doing nothing but studying, so we decided to visit Big Sis,” was what Ariel said.

Alex was sure there was more to it than that, but he let it go for now. After everything had been thoroughly explained, he decided what to do.

“I don’t mind allowing you two to stay here,” he said. Michelle looked joyful, and even Ariel seemed like she might cheer at any moment. However, none were happier than Gabrielle.

“Alex!” She lunged at him, hugging him like he was a stuffed animal as she rubbed their cheeks together. “Thank you for doing this! I love you so much!”

He flinched when she said that she loved him, but because he didn’t want her to worry, he didn’t pull away from her. Alex had already hurt Gabrielle enough.

“That said, since you’re both going to be living here, I’m gonna sign you two up for school,” he added.

It was like someone had dropped a particle bomb on them. Michelle and Ariel froze, their expressions beyond appalled.

“You can’t do that!” Ariel exploded.

Alex crossed his arms, which was actually hard to do with Gabrielle hugging him. “I can, and I will. Like I said, I don’t mind if you stay with us, but education is important. Besides, if you’re going to be living on Mars, then going to school is the best way to learn more about our culture. Also, if you go to school, you can make friends.”

While Ariel still stewed in anger, Michelle appeared to be contemplating what he told them. She eventually nodded. “That’s fine. I don’t mind going to school.”

“Sis?!” a dismayed Ariel shouted.

“What?” Michelle shrugged. “It’s a fair tradeoff for allowing us to live with him. Besides, I’ve never been to school before.”

Alex clapped his hands. “It’s settled then. Tomorrow, I’ll talk to Mrs. Caridna Tepes to see about getting you two enrolled in Atreyu Academy.”

Michelle seemed satisfied with this, though Ariel was definitely put out. On the other hand, Gabrielle had become silent and seemingly thoughtful. However, there was one among them who shook with rage, and she exploded as if unable to contain her thoughts for even another second.

“I will not allow it!” Jasmine shouted, leaping to her feet and pointing a quivering finger at Ariel and Michelle. “I shall not allow these two to live here! Absolutely not!”

“Jasmine?” Alex said questioningly.

“I knew this would happen.” Alice sighed. “So troublesome.”

Nyx didn’t even seem to be paying attention, though Alex was sure that she was aware of what was happening. She sat on the couch, once again munching on a bag of snacks, feet kicking back and forth. He noticed that she had bands around even her feet.

“I will not allow this! Alexander has already taken in one trollop into his home! There is no way he can take in two more!”

Gabrielle leaned over and whispered in his ear. “Alex, I forgot to ask, but what’s a trollop?”

“Uh, I’ll tell you later,” Alex assured.

“Mm… okay.”

“And you!” Jasmine pointed at Gabrielle next. “Why are you clinging to him like that?! Get off him this instant!”

“Eh? Why should I do that?” Gabrielle asked, sounding genuinely confused. “Is hugging him wrong?”

“Of course it is!” Jasmine snapped. “You can’t just hug Alexander like that without reason! Only people who are madly in l-love with each other can do stuff like that!”

“Then it’s no problem!” Gabrielle exclaimed, hugging Alex even more tightly. She never noticed his face turning blue from lack of oxygen. “Alex has already acknowledged my feelings for him and admitted that he likes me.”

There was a moment of silence. Alex would have sent Michelle an accusing glare, but he was currently suffocating. His vision was beginning to get fuzzy. Why were there spots appearing in his eyes?

“W-what?” Jasmine stumbled backwards. “It… cannot be. Surely, Alexander has not declared his undying love to you. He and I… we were supposed to…”

Alice palmed her face. “Here it comes.”

“Oh ho… oh ho ho ho… oh ho ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine’s laughter, while still containing that rich girl quality, somehow seemed more insane than usual. Tears had also sprung to her eyes. “I see how this is. You are trying to deceive me! Yes, yes. You think that you can trick me just because Alexander is letting you live with him. Well, it won’t work! I am on to you, Gabrielle, and know this, I’ll not let this insult on my pride stand! Oh ho ho ho ho!”

Jasmine ran out of the room, leaving an eerie silence behind. Nyx finally looked like she was paying more attention. It was likely because of Jasmine’s insane laughter.

Fortunately for Alex, Jasmine’s sudden bout of insanity had caused Gabrielle to slacken her grip on his neck. He could breathe again.

“Well,” Alex started, “that just—”

“Oh ho ho ho ho ho!” Jasmine’s head poked back in through the door. She laughed, and then retracted her head one more time. Everyone heard her footsteps recede down the hall.

Ariel turned to Alice. “Is that girl always like that?”

“Pretty much,” Alice said, burying her face in her hands.
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It took nearly an hour to return after having been launched several dozen kilometers away by Kong’s punch. Azazel had been surprised by Ariel’s spontaneous maneuver. That was why he hadn’t been able to counter Kong’s mighty fist. However, that was all in the past, and he was back—back and ready to drag those two home.

Standing in front of the front door, Azazel knocked several times, and then waited. Running feet reached his ears. Then the door opened, revealing Alex to be the one on the other side.

“Groom-to-be,” Azazel said, exhausted. “I apologize for the abrupt appearance, but there is a matter of grave importance that I must discuss with you.”

Alex stood in the doorway, saying nothing for several seconds before…

“I assume you’re referring to Michelle and Ariel, right?”

“If you know about them already, then that will make this much easier,” Azazel said, too tired to be surprised. “May I come in?”

“… Yes. Come inside.”

There was a strange sort of hesitance in Alex’s voice, but nevertheless, he stepped aside and allowed Azazel to enter.

Azazel walked into the hallway. He was about to step further in—when Alex coughed several times. Turning his head, he looked at the young man who pointed down.

“Your boots are muddy. If you’re going to come in, take them off first.”

He could have smacked himself. How could he forget something so fundamental? It was common courtesy not to track mud through another person’s home.

“Ah. Yes, of course.”

After taking off his boots, he followed Alex into the living room. Only Alice and Nyx were there. It looked like they were watching some show about a girl with a lot of physical strength, who liked to bash her enemies’ faces in.

“Titan Girl Crusher!”

“GYAA!!!”

Ignoring the sight of a guy getting beaten to death by a girl two times smaller than him, Azazel stepped into the living room. He frowned when a thud echoed behind him. Turning, he frowned again when he noticed the door swinging open and closed.

“Azazel, you said you wanted to talk.”

“That is correct.”

Azazel turned back around and sat down on the couch. He frowned for a moment as something odd struck him.

“Is this couch new?”

“It is,” Alex confirmed.

“I see. And this house… is it just me, or does it seem bigger somehow?”

“I’m sure it’s just your imagination.”

Azazel frowned some more, but he decided to ignore the strangeness of the house. There were more important things to discuss.

“Since you already know the situation, let me explain why I’m here.” Azazel coughed into his hand. “Princess Ariel and Princess Michelle have run away from home. King Lucifer has asked that I bring them back. I would like your cooperation on this matter.”

“No.”

“Thank you,” Azazel continued. “I appreciate your coop—wait. No?”

“That’s right. No, I won’t help you bring them back. I’ve decided to let them stay with me.”

Azazel felt like someone had decked him in the face. “B-but Groom-to-be, surely you understand why they must go back! King Lucifer has—”

“After what that man has done to Gabrielle, I couldn’t give two shits about what King Lucifer wants,” Alex cut in.

“But—”

“Nope.”

“But—”

“Not happening.”

“That’s—”

“No way in hell.”

“Groom-to-be!”

“If you’re trying to get me to do as you say, then calling me ‘Groom-to-be’ is the wrong way to go about it,” Alex stated bluntly. “That being said, there’s nothing you can say or do that will convince me to let those girls go back to Angelisia. They don’t want to live there anymore, and quite frankly, I don’t blame them.”

Azazel felt like his world was spiraling out of control. It was like the entire galaxy had just been pulled out from underneath him.

Two options were presented to him: He could use force to take the girls from Alex, or he could try to convince King Lucifer to let the girls stay there. If he used force, Azazel was sure that Princess Gabrielle—and Alex—would hate him. He didn’t want that. What’s more, he respected Alex for taking such a firm stand for the sake of Ariel and Michelle. At the same time, if he tried to convince King Lucifer to let Princesses Ariel and Michelle stay, there was a chance that his king would destroy a solar system—maybe even this solar system.

Needless to say, such a thing was to be avoided at all costs.

“I already know what you’re thinking, Azazel,” Alex interrupted his musings. “That is why I’m going to give you this.”

Alex held out a small device, which was no larger than his palm. It looked like a tiny square with blinking lights. Azazel studied the device uncertainly.

“What is this?”

“When your king informed me of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates, he did so through a message.” Alex grinned. It was very unpleasant. “I am merely returning the favor.”
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Alex watched Azazel leave. However, even then, he still waited until he heard the entrance door open and close before addressing the three people who’d snuck into the living room.

“You can come out now.”

Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle popped up from behind the couch. While Gabrielle rubbed the back of her head, appearing somehow sheepish, Michelle moved around the couch and sat down. Ariel followed her example, but with a huff, as if she was trying to pretend like nothing was wrong, like she hadn’t been spying on his conversation with Azazel.

“I’m guessing you three already know what’s going on?” Alex asked.

“Yes, we do.” Michelle bowed her head. “Thank you very much for all you’ve done for us. I truly appreciate it.”

“It’s fine.” Alex waved off her thanks.

“Hmph. Maybe you aren’t just a filthy beast,” Ariel said.

“Gee, thanks.”

“School…”

“Something wrong, Gabby?”

Gabrielle, who’d been unusually silent, shook her head. “Oh, no. I was just thinking about something.”

“What were you thinking about?” Alex inquired.

“I was just thinking about how going to school sounds like a lot of fun,” Gabrielle admitted.

“Do you want to go to school?” Alex asked. “I can ask Mrs. Caridna if she can enroll you as well.”

“Will you do that for me?” Gabrielle clasped her hands in front of her face, eyes sparkling as if they were diamonds reflecting sunlight.

“If you want.”

Alex wasn’t sure he wanted Gabrielle to attend school. It wasn’t for any altruistic reason. He’d simply grown so used to her presence that it would be lonely without her. However, seeing the way her face lit up was enough to make him cave.

Besides, if it makes her happy, how can I deny her something like that?

“Thank you, Alex!” Gabrielle said, and then she paused, her eyes lighting up as she seemingly thought of something brilliant. “I know! Why don’t you also go to school? That way, we can go to school together!”

So that was it. She wanted him to attend school with her. He could understand why, but there was a problem that made him attending school impossible.

“Unfortunately, I’ve already graduated, so I can’t go back to school,” Alex said.

“What?” Gabrielle’s expression reminded him of those puppies he’d seen in the pet shop. “That’s no fun. I wanted to go to school with you.”

“Sorry about that, but it’s impossible for someone who already graduated to attend school again.”

Gabrielle’s shoulders slumped. “But I wanted to attend school with you…”

“Do you still want to go to school?” Alex asked. “Let me know if you do, and I’ll talk to Mrs. Caridna on your behalf as well.”

“I’ll think about it,” Gabrielle said, though she didn’t seem quite as enthusiastic as she had before.

“O-owch!”

At the sound of Alice’s yelp, everyone turned to the girl, who was holding a hand to the back of her neck for some reason.

“Something wrong, Alice?”

“No…” Alice muttered, rubbing her neck. “It just felt like something bit me for a second.”

Something bit her? That was odd. Mars City did have a few genetically modified insects to help pollinate plants, but there weren’t any that bit people.

“Anyway, Big Bro, can you make dinner now?” Alice’s stomach rumbled. “I’m hungry.”

Alex sighed. His sister really was a handful.
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Jasmine exited the shuttle and walked to the nearest warp point that would take her home.

Because her mansion was located in the upper district, which many had taken to calling the noble district, she could only access her home via a specific warp point inside of the Nobles Obligé Registration Building. While it had been given a super long and fancy name, it wasn’t anything special. It was an ostentatious building with a lot of useless decorations.

The inside acted as a sort of information database. Information on every noble family on Mars was stored there. Of course, it wasn’t like there was anything important in there. It was just the basic information and family registry. Certainly, there was nothing incriminating that could be used against one of the noble houses.

Jasmine sighed as she slowly strolled through the residential district walkways, lost in thought and self-recriminations.

She’d done it again. It was something of a bad habit, but ever since Gabrielle had shown up, Jasmine had been losing control of her emotions.

The reason wasn’t through any fault of her own, though. It was all that Gabrielle’s doing. If that trollop hadn’t shown up and started living with Alexander, she would not have begun to feel so flustered.

If things continue as they are, all of my carefully laid out plans will be shattered.

Ever since Alexander had rescued her, Jasmine had been focused on making him slowly fall in love with her. She didn’t want to rush things. Falling in love naturally was important. Jasmine wanted Alexander to notice her as a woman and make the first move. That was why she spent so much time trying to show him her good qualities.

Then Gabrielle had arrived. Ever since that trollop had started living with Alexander, Jasmine had done nothing but show off her bad side. All of the bad things that had happened could be laid at that girl’s feet!

“Owch!”

Jasmine winced as a sudden pain in her neck forced her to stop walking. She reached up and rubbed the back of her neck, and the pain eventually went away.

What was that? she wondered to herself.


CHAPTER 3

DITCHING SCHOOL

The next morning, Alex walked Alice to school, not just because it was what he always did, but because he needed to meet with Mrs. Caridna Tepes, the principal of the school and a former police officer who served under his father.

Technically speaking, Alex was under house arrest and shouldn’t be leaving. However, no one actually said anything to him. Karen Kanzaki was probably being cautious because he had pulled the “King Lucifer card” during the incident with Nyx.

Alex’s former commanding officer had not spoken to him ever since he brought news that Nyx was under Angelisian protection to her. It was almost like she was doing her best to avoid him. That did sadden him, as Karen had been someone he considered family, but he couldn’t let her harm Nyx, who deserved to know what it meant to have a life outside of being a killer.

He’d called in ahead of time, scheduling an appointment to discuss the matter of Ariel and Michelle’s enrollment there. Gabrielle had also spoken with him last night, and she had decided that she did, in fact, want to attend school. Alex would be lonely without her around during the day, but her happiness was more important to him.

It was currently just him and Alice that morning. Since none of the Angelisian sisters would be able to attend until they were enrolled, he’d told them to stay home for now. He thought it would be easier this way.

Jasmine was standing beside the school gate when he and Alice arrived, just like she did every morning. She smiled upon seeing them. Alex thought there was something slightly off about her smile. It must have been the bags under her eyes.

“Oh ho. Alexander and Alice. Good morning.”

“Jasmine,” Alice greeted in a bored tone.

“Morning, Jasmine. Are you feeling well? You look tired.”

Smiling at his concern, Jasmine replied, “Yes, I am fine. I merely had some issues sleeping last night.”

“Insomnia?”

“I do not believe so.” Jasmine shook her head. “I went to sleep just fine. The problem is that I believe I slept wrong. My neck feels stiff and sore for reasons I cannot fathom. Oh ho.”

She raised a hand to her neck, rubbing it as if that would help. Alex hoped that was all it was. He would have offered to give her a massage, but school was starting soon, and he also had an appointment.

Bidding farewell to his sister and Jasmine, Alex took several warp points inside the school until he reached Mrs. Caridna’s office.

“It’s open,” a voice called as he knocked on the door.

Alex walked into the principal’s office. It was a large space with two couches and a coffee table in the middle, and a fancy desk was located next to a window near the back. Mrs. Caridna was sitting on a chair behind the desk.

Despite being a full-fledged adult, Mrs. Caridna didn’t look a day over fourteen. Her blonde hair was tied into pigtails, and her blue eyes were large and bright, giving her a truly youthful appearance. Likewise, she was quite short. While he couldn’t see her because there was a desk in the way, he knew that her feet were dangling several dozen centimeters off the ground.

“Ah, Alex.” Mrs. Caridna bade him to enter with a gesture of her hand. “Come on in. I’m glad you made it to our clandestine meeting.”

“Please don’t call our appointment clandestine,” Alex said. “There’s nothing secret about this meeting.”

Mrs. Caridna’s amused smile made Alex turn his head. “You’d make a good straight man in a comedy duo.”

“I’m not sure if that was a compliment or an insult.”

Laughing, Mrs. Caridna placed her elbows on the desk and laced her fingers together. “So, why don’t we get down to business? I’m assuming you’ve called for this meeting because you wish to enroll the two princesses, Ariel and Michelle, into Atreyu Academy.”

Alex didn’t know where this woman had acquired her information, but he didn’t question her either. He’d come to expect this from her.

“I’d also like you to enroll Gabrielle in school. Can you do it?”

“Who do you think you’re talking to, brat? Of course I can do it.”

Alex’s shoulders visibly slumped as relief washed over him. While he hadn’t necessarily been worried, as he’d been sure she could help, he would admit that getting this out of the way lifted a huge weight from his chest.

They spoke for a bit longer. There were still issues that needed to be sorted out, such as having all of the girls’ paperwork filled out. Since Ariel, Michelle, and Gabrielle were alien princesses and had no ID on Mars, they needed to fill out fake identification forms. Copies would be made, one of which would be filed in the police registry and the other would go to the COIED, Coalition of Interstellar Education Department Then they would be given an IDband.

“Once you get their IDbands, I can process their applications,” Mrs. Caridna said.

“Thank you. I’ll head over to the police station to get these put on file now.”

“Speaking of the police, I feel like I should warn you that Karen has been on the warpath lately. Since you are technically under house arrest, I believe it would be in your best interest to avoid her at all costs.”

It sounded like Karen was still angry about what had happened with Nyx. Alex didn’t blame her, though he’d hoped he would understand why he wouldn’t let harm come to his friend. Nyx might have been an assassin, but she was still a good person.

“I’ll do that. Thanks for the warning,” he said as he stood up. Mrs. Caridna waved him off.

He left the academy after his meeting with Mrs. Caridna—only to discover Nyx standing by the academy entrance. She had her arms crossed as she leaned against the wall. When he appeared, she walked up to him.

“What’s up, Nyx?” he asked. “Did you also want to attend school?”

Thinking on it, having Nyx go to school might be a good idea. It would help give her a sense of normality. Alex wanted Nyx to learn how to enjoy life as a regular person. He wanted her to experience the joys of being able to just live.

Nyx shook her head. “I’m not interested in school.”

“Oh… then what are you doing here?”

“I am following you,” she replied.

“Uh-huh…” Alex paused, mostly because he couldn’t think of an appropriate response. It actually took him several seconds. “And why are you following me?”

“Because if I follow you, I might run into the person who hired me to kill you.”

Oh, well, that made sense, he supposed. Nyx had begun living with him because he’d told her that she didn’t need to go after her former employer, that her employer would come to her. Naturally, she would want to stick with him like two hydrogen atoms on oxygen.

He could live with that.

“In that case, I’m heading over to the police office to register Gabby, Ariel, and Michelle. Would you like to come with me?”

“Yes.”

“All right. Then let’s go.”

Alex held out his hand to Nyx, who stared at it like it was a foreign object she’d never seen before. After awkwardly holding his hand out for several seconds longer, Alex silently dropped it and turned his head to hide the blush spreading across his cheeks.

How embarrassing.
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The police office was mostly vacant when he and Nyx arrived. Most of the police were probably already on patrol. The only person manning the front desk, which was located in the main entrance where people hoping to file a complaint waited, was a bored-looking man sitting on a swivel chair.

Alex walked past the seats inside of the front entrance, where several people were already waiting to be admitted. There was an old man with a grumpy expression, a young woman who was trying to put on some makeup, and a mother with two kids. The mother looked quite harried as she tried to convince her children to settle down.

He wondered what these people were here for.

“Excuse me,” Alex said as he walked up to the secretary.

“Can I help you?” the man asked, looking up from what appeared to be a tablet game. He first looked at Alex, and then he shifted his gaze to Nyx. Alex did not appreciate the sudden glint in the man’s eyes.

“You can start by not looking at Nyx like that,” Alex demanded, stepping in front of his friend.

“Tch. What are you, her boyfriend?”

“I’m her friend, and in any case, I’m doing you a favor.”

Nyx didn’t like perverts. She’d injured a number of people because of her dislike of perversion. Since he didn’t want her getting into trouble—her relationship with the police was already tenuous—Alex went out of his way to keep lechers away from her.

“Whatever. What do you want?”

“I’m here because I need these filed in the GDF’s registry and IDbands created. The files should have been sent to you ahead of time.”

When a person wanted to be registered as a citizen of Mars, they were required by law to file paperwork through the police office. Everything was done paperlessly. Alex had already sent the files over when he was with Mrs. Tepes, but he still needed to make an appearance to verify that the paperwork was correct.

The secretary aide tapped a few keys on his holopad. Several screens popped up, all of them detailing the information for Ariel, Gabrielle, and Michelle. The man went through the files, tapped a few more keys, and then a holographic screen appeared in front of Alex. It was just a small red square about the size of his palm.

“I’ll need your thumbprint to verify that the files for Ariel, Michelle, and Gabrielle Angelise are all correct,” the man said, leaning his head on his left hand.

Alex place his thumb against the holographic screen. Since it was just a holographic image, his thumb went through it. A soft ding echoed from a speaker somewhere on the aid’s desk.

“Your print has been scanned and everything checks out,” the aide said. “We’ll send the wristbands to you within this week.”

“Thank you.”

Alex turned around and was about to leave with Nyx—when the comm unit on the aide’s desk went off.

“Send Alexander S. Ryker up to Commander Karen’s office immediately. She would like to speak with him,” a voice said.

“Ryker?” The man blinked, and then looked at Alex in suspicion. He must have heard about Alex’s reputation.

“And have him bring the assassin with him.”

“Assassin?!” Now the man just looked alarmed.

Alex sighed. He’d been hoping to avoid a confrontation with Karen, but it looked like that wasn’t going to be possible. He didn’t think she would do anything. Still, that didn’t mean he wasn’t worried.

“We’ll go up,” Alex said to the secretary. “I already know the way. Nyx?”

“I’ll follow you,” Nyx said dispassionately.

Commander Karen’s office was located on the top floor. He supposed that’s what it meant to be the commander of the entire Mars Police Force.

Nyx trailed after him as he wandered down the hall, ignoring the people who stared at him in shock. It seemed that even now, he was well-known among the police forces. Maybe he was even more infamous now than he had been before.

“That’s him, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, that’s the one who disrupted our operation last week!”

“Isn’t that person with him the assassin?!”

“What is she doing walking around freely like that?!”

“You mean you didn’t hear? That boy strong-armed the commander into letting her go free.”

“You’re kidding?!”

“I’m not.”

Alex did his best to feign ignorance, to pretend he couldn’t hear the scalding vitriol in their tone. It wasn’t easy. He clenched his teeth behind his lips as he walked forward. Beside him, Nyx turned her head and glanced at him.

“They don’t like you.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed.”

“It’s because you rescued me, isn’t it?”

Alex hesitated before speaking. “Don’t think that all this is your fault. I wasn’t well-liked among my fellow cadets or the police even before I disrupted their operation to kill you.”

“But they dislike you more because of what happened with me,” Nyx rebutted. She turned her head again and looked forward. “I am sorry.”

It was odd how such a simple apology could make him feel so content. Alex reached out and grabbed Nyx’s hand.

“Don’t worry about it, Nyx. You didn’t—gya!”

Alex screamed as his feet were lifted off the ground. The world spun, everything blurred, and then stars exploded in his vision as all of the oxygen was painfully expelled from his lungs.

Alex blinked. When he blinked again, Alex found himself staring at Nyx, who was looking down at him with surprisingly wide eyes. It was then that he realized that he was lying on his back. Nyx was crouching over him.

“Wha-what…?”

“I apologize,” Nyx said, and for the first time in a while, her voice contained emotion. Shock. “When you touched me, my body responded on its own. I did not mean to throw you like that.”

She had thrown him? And with so little effort? Just how strong was this girl?

“I-it’s okay,” Alex muttered.

His back disagreed.

They reached Karen’s office without further incident. It was a fairly spartan room. Sitting against the wall to his left, a bookshelf was filled with numerous old-fashioned discs. Beside it, safely locked within a glass case, an ancient record of something called The Beatles hung like a prized possession. Meanwhile, on the other side, hanging from frames and sitting on displays were the various awards that Karen had won.

Sitting behind a desk was Karen herself—a beautiful woman with blonde hair, icy blue eyes, and a professional demeanor that all but demanded respect. Her very essence was almost oppressive. It made the people standing before her want to confess all of their darkest secrets.

“I was surprised when you showed up at the police office despite being placed under house arrest, but I probably shouldn’t have been, given your reckless nature,” Karen said as she looked up from her work. “Alexander, you’re looking well.”

“Um, you too, Comm—I mean, Karen.”

“Hn.”

Karen’s unreadable expression made Alex uncomfortable, but he tried not to let her know that. It was important that he present a strong front. He needed to, for Nyx, if no one else.

“And you must be the assassin I’ve heard so much about,” Karen said, her eyes landing on Nyx. An intense hostility filled the woman’s gaze.

Unlike Alex, who felt like he was touching a livewire just standing there, Nyx stared at Karen with emotionless eyes. “My name is Nyx.”

“So I’ve heard.” Karen’s eyes were like a pair of X-ray lasers, dissecting Nyx with a sharpness that couldn’t be perceived through a human’s sense of sight. After a moment, she snorted. “You’re an assassin all right. You’ve got the same look in your eyes that every other assassin I’ve seen has.”

“I do not know what you mean,” Nyx said.

“Of course you don’t.” Karen turned her attention away from Nyx. “Tell me something, why did you decide to protect this girl? Is it because she’s so pretty? Did her cute appearance cause your male ego to risk your life for hers?”

“I risked my life to save Nyx because she’s my friend, and because she’s innocent.”

“Assassins aren’t innocent, Alexander.”

“Nyx only takes assassination jobs that deal with criminals,” Alex defended. “Her employer lied to her about me.”

“And that makes her innocent?”

“It does in my book.”

While having no desire to admit it, Alex felt jittery as Karen stared at him as though he was an enemy. Her glares were impressive. Yet he couldn’t back down, not with this. Even though his legs shook slightly, he did his best to meet her glare head on.

Karen looked away. “It seems you haven’t changed one bit since you were a child. You’re the same now as you always have been.”

“I consider that a good thing,” Alex said.

“Considering how naive you are, the fact that you haven’t changed can only be a bad thing.”

Alex was beginning to get annoyed with this conversation. “Did you call me up so you could insult me and demean Nyx?”

“No.” Karen sighed. “I actually have a reason for calling you here. We’ve recently learned that someone without an IDband has arrived on the planet. Unfortunately, we don’t know who they are. We had been doing our best to track them, but they seem to have disappeared.”

It didn’t take long for Alex to figure out why she was telling him this. There could have only been one reason.

“You think he might be a marriage candidate?”

“It’s the only explanation we’ve got,” Karen said, shrugging. “Of course, there is no proof that he’s a marriage candidate, and there are people living in our solar system who don’t have an IDband. Even so, these people are usually criminals anyway, so you should be careful even if they aren’t one of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates.”

“I understand. Thank you for telling me this.”

“I’m not doing this for you,” Karen said. “Our solar system’s survival depends on you and Gabrielle marrying, in case you haven’t forgotten. If I had my way, you would have already been thrown in jail for disrupting police activity. Now get out of my sight.”

Nodding, Alex left Karen’s office with Nyx. The last thing he saw before the door closed was of Karen rubbing her neck.

Alex and Nyx left the police station and hopped onto a shuttle, their destination the Outer District.

He and Nyx sat close together. If Alex hadn’t known any better, he would have said that Nyx was sitting closer to him than usual.

“You defended me,” Nyx said into the heavy silence that had been cast over them.

“Of course I did. I told you, didn’t I? You’re my friend. I’m not about to let someone hurt you.”

“I see.”

Silence settled over them again. Alex was replaying the conversation with Karen over in his head. He felt bad about the distance between them and wanted to see if he could somehow make things right.

At one point in time, Karen had not only been someone that he admired, but someone who’d been an important part of his life. Without her, Alex would have never been able to live on his own.

It had been back when he and Alice first started living on their own. Karen would come by after getting off work and look after them. She taught him how to cook, how to do laundry, and how to protect himself and his sister. He was grateful to her. While the reason he’d tried to become a police officer was because he wanted to be a hero like his dad, another reason was because he wanted to pay Karen back for all that she had done for him. It was unfortunate that all of his attempts to repay her had ended up doing more harm than good.

Life sure has a strange way of kicking you in the balls, he mused.

The sounds of the shuttle’s fuselage engine echoed through the silent interior.
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Gabrielle, Ariel, and Michelle had been excited when Alex had informed them that it would only be a few more days before they could attend school. Of course, between the three, Gabrielle had been the most excited. The girl had been overflowing with happiness.

The next day, after his morning workout, which now consisted of an intense spar with Nyx—which always ended with him getting his ass kicked—Alex decided to wander around Mars City.

He had invited Gabrielle and her sisters to come with him. While Gabrielle had looked like she wanted to go, Michelle had pulled her back and politely begged them off. She had said something about them having a previous engagement.

Nyx had also tried to come along, but again, Michelle had pulled the girl back and whispered something into her ear. Alex didn’t know what had been said. Whatever it was, Nyx had ultimately decided not to go with him.

That meant he was wandering the city alone.

Mars City was a large place. With over millions of people inhabiting it, a network of towering buildings and maze-like walkways, and built inside of a several hundred-kilometer crater, it was the largest city on Mars. For the unaware and the uninformed, it was easy to get lost in.

As Alex wandered the streets, he wondered what Gabrielle and her sisters were up to.
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Gabrielle, Michelle, Ariel, and Nyx all followed Alex from a distance of exactly fifteen meters. It was what Michelle had judged to be the safe distance. They didn’t want Alex to spot them. To further conceal their personas, all of them were disguised in large overcoats, fedora hats, and sunglasses—except for Nyx, who had transmuted her clothing into a white dress with a lot of frills and even created paddings to make her breasts look bigger.

So that’s alchemy.

Alchemy was the act of changing the composition of one object into something else, for example, turning a vase of flowers into a dress by using the minerals within the flowers to create silk. Alchemy followed the laws of equivalent exchange. This meant an alchemist could only transmute something into something else if both items were of equal value.

Grecians were the best practitioners of alchemy. Rumor had it that some of their most powerful practitioners could even transmute elements like lightning. Michelle wondered if this girl was a Grecian.

“Why are we following Alex again?” Gabrielle asked.

“I know that you wanted to spend time with Alex today, but I don’t think that would be a good idea right now,” Michelle said. “Remember, right now, we need to learn more about Alex in order to come up with a full proof plan that will force him to admit his love for you.”

“Oh!” Gabrielle pounded her right fist into the palm of her left hand. Her face was the kind of “eureka!” look that were often seen on people who’d just experienced an epiphany. “I get it now!”

“Right. So, let’s keep following him.”

“This is so stupid. I don’t see why I have to follow him,” Ariel grumbled as they slowly walked behind Alex.

Michelle shrugged. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to. It’s not like I ever invited you anyway.”

“W-whatever!” Ariel said loudly. “I’m only going with you guys because I need to make sure that beast doesn’t do something stupid!”

Michelle stared at her sister for several long seconds, then sighed and turned back to observing Alex.
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Alex felt eyes on him. Of course, there were hundreds of people walking along the walkways with him, so any one of them could have simply been looking at him as they walked by. He didn’t think that was the case. It was hard to explain, but it felt like these eyes were on him specifically, following him, tracking him. The sense of eyes on him made Alex feel exposed.

He stopped walking and looked around. No one revealed themselves to him. Could he have been mistaken?

As he continued on his way, having dismissed the strange feeling as his imagination, Alex caught sight that made him frown.

Are those people wearing overcoats and fedoras?

Indeed, there were four individuals standing several meters away, window shopping, it looked like. Three of them wore large overcoats and fedora hats that covered their entire bodies. Fedoras stopped being popular at the turn of the 21st Century. How old school was that? The other person beside them kind of reminded him of Nyx, but she had blond hair instead of black hair and her breasts were a lot bigger.

Mars sure had a lot of weird people living in it.
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Ryoko was annoyed. She had been wandering around town, hoping to find something entertaining. Sadly, it seemed that a young girl wandering by herself always invited disaster.

“Hey, Baby. How’d you like to hang out with me? I’d love to show you around.”

Instead of entertainment, what she’d found was some idiot who thought she was easy prey.

Honestly, why is it that the only men who ever come up to me are complete sleazeballs?

Sure, her shorts were a little short, and they were tight enough that even her butt crack was showing, and okay, maybe her tube top showed a good deal more skin than most, but that didn’t mean she was an easy mark. Ryoko had standards. This man didn’t even come close to reaching them.

While trying to figure out the best method of ditching this guy, Ryoko caught sight of a familiar face.

She grinned.
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“Darling!” a shout came from behind him.

Out of instinct, a mere desire to see who the heck would call someone darling, Alex turned around. He was then confronted by Ryoko. She was suddenly right next to him, grabbing onto his arm and hugging it to her chest.

Alex froze.

“R-Ryoko?!”

Ryoko was one of Selene’s friends. She was a dark-skinned girl with a flat stomach and modest bust, both of which she enjoyed showing off by wearing skimpy clothes. Her motto was, “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.” While Ryoko certainly “had it”, Alex thought wearing clothing like that invited more trouble than it was worth… not that Ryoko ever cared about that. From what he’d seen, this girl reveled in causing trouble.

“I’m so sorry for being late,” Ryoko continued, smiling at him like he was the center of her universe. “I got lost while trying to get here.”

What the heck is she talking about? And why is she so close?

“R-Ryoko, what are you—”

“Please play along,” Ryoko whispered into his ear. Alex shuddered as her lips brushed against his earlobe.

What’s going on here?

“Oh ho! I like this girl! You should keep her!”

“Do not be ridiculous. This girl is clearly trouble.”

“Troublesome girls are the best kind.”

Would you two shut up!

Alex didn’t want to admit that he was confused, but damn it, he was really confused. He didn’t know what has happening, or even why Ryoko was here. Shouldn’t she be in school? What’s more, she was really close and hugging his arm to her bosoms.

Ryoko had always been rather flirty. She was also very grabby. She had a really bad habit of groping people. He and Selene were often her unfortunate victims, but Alex knew that she’d also fondled Alice and Jasmine at least once, and she groped Gabrielle every time they met. However, what she was doing now was completely different from what she normally did.

She wasn’t feeling him up, after all.

“Tch. Damn. Didn’t realize this chick had a boyfriend,” a guy who was standing behind Ryoko said. That was when it clicked.

This guy is probably bugging her, and she’s pretending that I’m her boyfriend to get rid of him.

It made sense. Ryoko was… well, she was hot. He didn’t want to use the term because it was rude, but if Gabrielle was beautiful and Jasmine was cute, then Ryoko was hot. Everything from her outfit to her messy shoulder-length hair to her alluring eyes screamed, “I’m sexy and I know it.” The fact that she flaunted her appearance helped reinforce this idea.

As the guy walked away, Ryoko laughed and leaned into him. “Thanks for helping me like this. I didn’t think I would ever be able to convince that guy to leave me alone.”

“Um, you’re welcome,” Alex muttered. Ugh, her breasts were pressing into his arm. Did she even realize that?

“To thank you, how about you allow me to pay you back?” Ryoko suggested.

“Uh… I really don’t think…”

“Aw, it’ll be fine! Come on!”

“H-hey, wait! Where are you dragging me?!”

Alone with a girl he hadn’t spoken to much since graduating from primary school, Alex was dragged off by Ryoko, who took him deeper into Mars City.
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“Ah! It’s Ryoko!” Gabrielle exclaimed. “I wonder what she’s doing here. I think she has school, doesn’t she?”

“Who’s Ryoko?” Michelle asked.

“One of my friends.”

“Hm…”

This new development was intriguing. It seemed like Alex was close to this Ryoko woman. Was this dark-skinned beauty also interested in Alex? The thought made her giggle.

Michelle wanted to learn more about her, this Ryoko, and what her relationship was with Alex.

Is she a threat?

If it was just a matter of her being interested in Alex, then that was fine. Ryoko could always become a second or third wife. However, if she wanted Alex for herself, that would be problematic.

With that thought in mind, she, Gabrielle, a grumbling Ariel, and a silent Nyx followed the two as they walked through the city.
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Mars City had a surprising number of cafés. The reason was because most people didn’t care to stick around long while they ate. Perhaps it was a sign of the times, but eating wasn’t something that people did for the sheer enjoyment of it anymore—except for those few avid patrons who enjoyed being tended to by a host of gorgeous maids and handsome butlers.

With a café, meals could be quick or prolonged. Younger people liked to hang out in cafés when they were traversing the city in search of entertainment. Adults, due to the long hours they worked, tended to prefer quick grab and go meals. Cafés catered to both preferences.

What’s more, many cafés had a host of either maids, butlers, or both. People who went to cafés regularly often did so for the maids and butlers. Maid and butler cafés were exceedingly popular among teenagers and older nobles.

Alex and Ryoko sat down at one of the tables inside of a maid café, next to a window, which gave them a view of the pedestrians walking outside.

“Ah… I’m glad we found a Chichi’s so close to us,” Ryoko said, grinning at him.

Chichi’s was a popular chain of maid cafés that had sprouted around Mars City. There were probably thousands of them dotting the city. Alex had read on the holonet that they were currently the most popular café on Mars.

Frowning at the girl, he asked, “shouldn’t you be in school?”

“Yeah, I probably should.” Ryoko leaned over and gave him a no-nonsense look, as if she was about to tell him something important. “But I heard we were having a pop quiz today, so I decided to ditch.”

If Alex hadn’t been expecting that answer, he would have smacked his face against the table. “You’ve always ditched class during tests. You know that’s why your grades are so low, right?”

Ryoko waved him off. “Like I care about my grades. Once I graduate from primary, I’m going to be taking over the family’s workshop.”

It was commonplace for children to take over their parents’ business. Since Mars was a confined city with limited space, there wasn’t any room for entrepreneurs who wanted to start a new business.

The eldest child was most often the one who took over, but sometimes the youngest one did instead such as the case with Selene. Ryoko was an only child. That meant she was all but obligated to take over.

“Do you really want to work in a mechanic shop?” Alex asked. “No offense, but you don’t strike me as much of a grease monkey.”

Ryoko’s parents owned a small shop that repaired vehicles of all kinds, shuttles, hoverboards, hoverbikes, etc. Alex had never used them since he repaired his own equipment, but he knew they had quite a few loyal customers who kept them afloat.

“Not much choice.” Ryoko shrugged. “It isn’t like I can just go off and become a police officer like you. This is my family’s business, and if I don’t take it, then who will?”

There was truth to her words, and he even though he couldn’t understand them from her perspective, he did sympathize with her. There wasn’t much that someone could do against family obligations.

“Still, didn’t you want to become an actress?”

“I’m surprised you remembered that.”

“You’re a pretty memorable person.”

Alex didn’t realize that he’d made a mistake until he saw Ryoko’s grin. She leaned forward, offering him a tantalizing glimpse of her cleavage. Alex leaned back.

“You’ve always been something of a charmer, haven’t you?” Ryoko murmured. “I never noticed it much when we were younger, but you have this habit of saying really flattering compliments as if they were facts.”

“Uh…”

Chuckling, Ryoko patted his cheek in a condescending manner. “Don’t worry about it, Sweetie. I rather like that part about you.”

Alex wasn’t sure if she was complimenting him or insulting him, but he knew that this was just how Ryoko acted. She’d been like this for as long as he could remember. He tried not to let him bother him.

A maid came up and took their order. Alex ordered a ham and cheese sandwich, while Ryoko got a sundae delight. As the woman walked off, he shook his head.

“You and your sweets.”

“Your sister loves sweets more than me,” Ryoko rebutted.

“I can’t deny that.”

His sister had the biggest sweet tooth ever—no questions asked.
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Michelle stood on the opposite side of the walkway as the café, crowding around a tree with Gabrielle, Ariel, and Nyx. She stared into the window. Alex was sitting at a table with Ryoko, and they appeared to be having a pleasant conversation.

“Sister, do you know if Alex and Ryoko are close?” she asked Gabrielle, who tilted her head and adopted the expression of someone who was thinking really hard.

“I don’t know. I know they both went to the same school before Alex graduated, and Ryoko does like to touch him a lot, but she touches everyone, so I thought that’s just how she is.” She wore a thoughtful frown. “Do you think Ryoko likes him, too?”

Michelle bit her thumbnail. “I don’t know…”

Gabrielle’s eyes lit up as if a thought had suddenly occurred to her. “If she did love Alex, it means we’d be able to love Alex together. She and I could get closer and become a family!”

The naivety in her sister’s words made Michelle smile, but it also made her think. There was nothing wrong with Gabrielle’s way of thinking. Provided Ryoko understood her place in the hierarchy, adding her into the relationship could work well. Of course, that depended on whether or not Ryoko even had feelings for Alex to begin with.

Alex and Ryoko continued to talk and eat. They eventually left the café. After exiting through the door, Michelle thought they would go their separate ways, but instead, Ryoko grabbed onto Alex’s arm and said something in his ear. Whatever it was caused a flustered Alex to let her tug him away.

“Let’s follow them,” Michelle suggested.

“Okay!” Gabrielle cheered.

Ariel sighed. “This is more trouble than it’s worth.”

As they walked off, passing by several people, including one really lanky man with mousy brown hair and bad body odor, Michelle realized they were missing someone. She turned around. Nyx was staring at something off in the distance.

“Nyx, are you coming?” she called.

Nyx remained silent for a moment longer. Then she turned to them and trotted over.

“I’m coming.”

Together, they moved off to follow Alex and Ryoko again.
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Alex was walking Ryoko home at her suggestion. He’d heard about this before. It was something that teenagers did after school, where they walked the girl they liked home so they could stay together longer.

When he was younger, Alex had dreamed of doing this with Selene, but after she’d rejected him, his attention had turned toward his studies. He hadn’t thought about walking a girl home since then.

It seemed like he was finally getting his chance. That said, he was somewhat disappointed that he was walking Ryoko home. He’d have liked to walk Gabrielle or Jasmine home. Not only was he closer to them, but Gabrielle and Jasmine were two of the three girls who were featured most prominently in his dreams. Selene was the third.

Of course, he also didn’t want Ryoko getting caught up in something dangerous like getting kidnapped by slavers, so he was going to walk her home without complaint.

Unlike Alex, who lived in the Outer District, Ryoko lived in the Residential District. Her family lived on the 30th floor of a massive skyscraper, room 3,331.

“Well, it looks like we’re here,” Alex said as they stood in a large hallway with a carpeted floor and plasteel walls. “Since I’ve now walked you home, I think I’m going to—”

“Why don’t you come in?” Ryoko suggested. Before Alex could turn her down, Ryoko had pulled him inside. “I’ll give you a tour of my place. You’ve never been here before, right?”

“Uh, no,” Alex admitted. “But I really think I should be going.”

“It’ll be fine if you stay for a while.” Gripping his hand as she walked further inside, Ryoko looked over her shoulder and smiled at him. “My parents don’t get home until really late.”

Alex swallowed in an attempt to quench his dry throat. Perhaps it was her words, or maybe it was the images her words invoked, but he found himself unable to disobey her.

The apartment was… small, though Alex felt bad saying so out loud. It never really occurred to him how fortunate he was to live in a house, but seeing Ryoko’s place, which couldn’t have been more than 200 square meters, really drove that point home.

Despite its size, it still looked like a well-loved home. Pictures hung from the walls. A holovid sat in the corner of the living room/kitchenette. There was a short hallway that led to what he guessed were the bedrooms and the shower room.

Ryoko led him down the hall and into one of the rooms.

Alex knew from the moment he set foot inside that this was a girl’s room. The walls were a light pink, and the carpet seemed somehow softer than his own. Decorations were sparse, but the posters hanging on the wall all featured famous actors and boy bands. A desk, bed, and dresser made up the furniture. There was a window by the bed.

“And this is my room,” Ryoko said, clasping her hands behind her back and leaning forward as she grinned. “What do you think?”

Alex tried not to look at her cleavage.

“Wow! Check out those tits! They’re not as good as the angel bitch’s, but—”

He slammed on his mental shields and shut Voice Number One down before it could say anything else.

“It’s a nice room,” Alex said, glancing around, trying to find something that he could use to distract himself.

“You’ve never been in a girl’s room before, have you?”

“Not since Alice and I stopped living with Selene,” he said, and then paused. “Unless you want to include my sister’s room.”

Ryoko shrugged. “That’s your sister, so we won’t count her.”

Alex coughed into his hand. “A-anyway, thanks for showing me your place, but I really should get going.”

Alex wanted to get out of there quickly. His danger senses were screaming at him, telling him that if he didn’t run now, it would be too late. Though just what it would be too late for was something that he didn’t know.

“Oh, no you don’t!”

“Gya!”

Alex squawked when Ryoko grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him backwards, onto the bed.
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“How bold!” Michelle gasped as she watched what was happening through the window.

She and the others had followed Alex and Ryoko all the way to the girl’s apartment, though they hadn’t been able to enter, for obvious reasons. Fortunately, all of them could fly thanks to their wings. They had flown around the building and eventually found a glassteel window that belonged to Ryoko’s house.

“What the hell is that beast doing?!”

Ariel darted forward. Michelle knew her sister, so she knew that the girl was looking to take a pound of Alex’s flesh. She grabbed her sister by the back of her shirt. She also ignored the gagging sounds Ariel made as the girl choked from the action.

“Let’s not be hasty, Sis,” Michelle said. “Anyone watching can clearly see that what happened was Ryoko’s doing, not Alexander’s.”

“So?” Ariel turned to glare at her. “That doesn’t mean anything. J-just look at what they’re doing!”

Upon seeing how red Ariel’s face was, Michelle understood the real reason that her sister wanted to beat up Alex. She smiled.

“Now, now, just because you’re a prude who’s too immature to understand what goes on between men and women, that doesn’t mean you can take it out on Alexander. That’s not fair to him.”

“W-what—are you saying I’m immature?!”

“Yes.”

“Why you—”

“I don’t really get it,” Gabrielle stated. She, too, was peering inside, though her expression was quizzical. “Are they going to sleep together?”

You are way too pure, sister.

“That’s certainly one way of putting it—and Nyx, don’t transmute your armbands into swords.”

The armband that Nyx was holding in her hand went from a sword, back into an armband. Frowning at the scene inside of the bedroom, Nyx silently huffed and turned her head.
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This situation was getting really out of hand. Alex was on his hands and knees, on Ryoko’s bed, while Ryoko was lying underneath him. Her hands were wrapped around his neck. They kept him from leaving.

“You seem nervous,” Ryoko said. “Just relax.”

“Oh, there’s no way this prudish boy can relax after what you’re doing. Damn, I really like this girl.”

“I do not understand what Ryoko is trying to accomplish.”

The voices returned, and this time, Alex couldn’t stop them. His concentration was shot.

“You know, school has been really boring ever since you graduated,” Ryoko continued, pulling him ever closer. Alex stared into her half-lidded eyes. Had her eyelashes always been that thick? “None of the other boys respond to my teasing like you did, and the only girl who still jumps at me when I molest her is Selene.”

“I think our friend is suffering from some kind of affliction. No one talks about molesting people so easily.”

“You clearly have not been listening to me speak.”

“You’re a daemon. You don’t count.”

“Now that’s just discrimination.”

Why must you two continue to torment me?

“I… I am sorry that I ruined your fun,” Alex managed to choke out.

Ryoko grinned. “Oh, it’s fine. It’s fine. At least you’re here now, right? You know, I’ve always liked you. Back when we were younger, you always looked after Selene and I, protecting us despite being so weak.”

Alex had always had a protective streak. It hadn’t just extended to his friends and family. If someone was in trouble, he’d help them. If someone was being picked on by bullies, he’d defend them. That was how it had been ever since his parents had died.

Selene, and Ryoko in particular, used to get picked on a lot. Selene because she was a girl trying to do “boy stuff,” and Ryoko because she used to wear glasses and had an acne problem. The boys gave her nicknames like Volcano Face and Pepperoni.

Of course, Ryoko was a scrapper. While Selene never fought anyone despite having been really athletic, Ryoko could and would fight. However, it was impossible to win with five to one odds. Ryoko would always end up getting beaten.

That was why, back then, Alex had taken it upon himself to protect her and Selene. Any time he was around and saw Ryoko in a fight, he’d jump in and help. Sometimes they would win and sometimes they would lose, but Alex would always jump in to protect her regardless of the circumstances.

“Did you know that I used to think of you as my hero back then?” Ryoko asked.

Alex’s throat felt dry. “I… I didn’t…”

“Well, I did. I still do, in fact. You’ve always been like mine and Selene’s personal hero, coming to help us when we were in trouble. I never did thank you for those times, but I would like to do that now?”

“Damn, is this girl saying what I think she’s saying?”

“I certainly hope not.”

Alex ignored the voices, which was surprisingly easy, though that may have been because all of his attention was on Ryoko.

He wasn’t stupid. He knew what she was suggesting, and he couldn’t believe that she was suggesting it. Ryoko was a flirt, yes, but they hadn’t hung out together in years. After turning fourteen, she’d blossomed into a gorgeous young woman, and they had gone their separate ways.

This can’t be happening…

“Oh, this is definitely happening. Come on, boy, this is your chance to become a man! Plow your passenger shuttle into her docking bay! Shoot your photon torpedoes down her—”

“Please do not finish that sentence, daemon.”

A loud crash echoed in his mind, followed by a yelp. Silence came after that. Alex would have wondered what was happening inside of his own head, but Ryoko was right in his face.

“So, Alex, how about it?” Ryoko asked. “Are you up for a night of passion with me?”

“I…”

Alex squeezed his eyes shut. He was hard—harder than even that time when he had been cleaning Nyx. It made him feel sick. He wanted to vomit.

“I…”

He needed to move. He needed to move, he needed to move, he needed to move NOW!

“I can’t!”

With what little strength he had left, Alex wrenched himself from her grip. Ryoko let out a startled squeak. Stumbling backwards across the bedroom, Alex slammed back first against the wall. He placed a hand to his mouth. He was so aroused that he felt sick.

“Boo! What the hell was that? Get back in there and—Kya! My tail!”

“I believe that is enough out of you. It is time for you to be silent.”

Alex ignored the sound of struggling that echoed in his mind. The world felt like it was spinning, but he forced the bile back into his throat and struggled to regain his rationality.

“L-look, Ryoko,” Alex said. “You’ve always been my friend, even when we were stopped spending time together, but I… I can’t do this. You’re beautiful, and you’re amazing… but I don’t… I mean I can’t… it’s not—”

“Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

Alex stopped talking as Ryoko threw her head back and laughed. She laughed long and hard, holding a hand to her gut as she fell back onto the bed. Her feet kicked up in the air, tears sprung to her eyes, and her cheeks became bright red as she continued laughing like a madman on redline.

Alex tried to regain his lost dignity. “What’s so funny?”

“I… I’m sorry.” Ryoko snorted. “It’s just… that reaction… it was priceless! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

Wait. Did that mean everything she’d just done had been for this moment? Had she played a prank on him? He scowled at the thought.

“That… was low.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Ryoko sat up and wiped the tears from her eyes. “It’s just been too long since I’ve played with you like that. You’re just too cute for your own good.”

“W-whatever.”

By now, Alex’s heartbeat had slowed down. He still felt queasy. He also felt ashamed of himself. Once again, he’d proven why he couldn’t commit to a relationship with anyone, be that Jasmine, Gabrielle, or Nyx.

Wait. Nyx?

“Anyway, let me walk you out,” Ryoko said.

Alex thought about denying her by saying he could walk himself out, but he didn’t want to be rude. “Yeah. Okay. Thanks.”

As Ryoko got up from the bed, Alex turned away and tried to get his heart rate back under control. It was beating way too fast.
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“Quick!” Michelle shouted as she flew around the building. “Let’s get inside!”

“We can use Mr. Jump,” Gabrielle said, holding up her teleportation wristband. “Everyone, grab onto me.”

Michelle latched onto her sister. Ariel and Nyx did the same. Gabrielle shifted a bit. Ariel had accidentally grabbed her boob, and it kinda hurt.

Pressing a button on Mr. Jump, she and the others instantly teleported to another spot. They were inside of a hallway with gray carpet and beige walls. It was brightly lit with a long string of lights that traveled along the ceiling like pipes. They were right next to the door with the room number 3,331. Gabrielle could hear Alex’s voice from the other side.

“Let’s hide around that corner!” Michelle pointed to a corner not that far off.

Gabrielle and the others hid around the corner. They were just in time to avoid being spotted, as the door opened seconds later, and Alex stepped out.
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“Thanks for spending the day with me, and sorry about my little prank,” Ryoko said as she shut the door behind her.

“I somehow get the feeling that you’re really not sorry at all,” Alex muttered.

“Well… maybe not completely sorry,” Ryoko admitted.

“Right. Well, I’ll see you later, Ryo.”

“Heh, you haven’t called me that since we were twelve.”

“I haven’t really spoken to you since we were twelve.”

“That’s true.” Rocking back on her heels, Ryoko eyed Alex with a speculative gleam. “By the way, do you mind if I ask you a question?”

Alex hesitated. Knowing her, that question could be anything from what color his underwear was to whether or not he was still a virgin. He was understandably wary.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Is the reason you won’t do anything with me because you like someone else?”

Whatever question Alex had been expecting, it wasn’t that. He actually needed a second to think up an answer.

“That… is part of the reason, yes,” he admitted. He couldn’t tell her the other reason. That he became ashamed of himself every time felt aroused, that he didn’t deserve to be with a woman because of how hard it was to control his own urges, that he was a disgusting freak who got off on washing a girl’s body while she was unconscious. That was something he planned on taking to the grave.

“I see.” Ryoko hummed. “Is it Gabrielle?”

He hesitated again, but since no one else was there, he decided to be honest—at least somewhat. There was no way he’d admit that there were several girls he found himself attracted to, but he could at least admit this much.

“Yes, Gabrielle is the girl I like.”

“Ah.” Ryoko smiled. “I should have figured that. It’s hard not to like that girl. Anyway, I’ll talk to you later—and be sure to give me a call. We’re not strangers, you know.”

“You’re right. I’ll be sure to keep in touch. Have a good night.”

Turning away from Ryoko, Alex began walking down the hall. It was later than he’d thought it would be. He needed to get home so he could get started on dinner, but first he needed to clear his head.
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Gabrielle’s heart was pounding in her chest.

They had made it back home before Alex did. Now, sitting on the floor in her room, she, her sisters, and Nyx discussed what they had seen.

“That was perverted,” Nyx declared. “I should punish that girl for being such a pervert.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being perverted. I don’t know why you see something wrong with it. Feeling lust for someone is perfectly natural.” Michelle twirled a strand of hair between her fingers. Nyx frowned at her. “In any case, I think today was very informative. We’ve learned a lot, including the fact that Alex likes Gabrielle.”

“Yeah,” Gabrielle murmured, clutching a hand to her chest. Her heart felt fit to burst. She was so happy that she didn’t know how to contain it. The temptation to jump on Alex and hug him the moment he came home was so strong that it nearly overpowered her. She had never felt like this before.

When Alex had first decided to protect her, she had thought that he would be a good friend. When he continued to protect her even after learning about her circumstances, her chest had beat a little faster whenever they were together. After Alex had confronted Azazel on her behalf and listening to his subsequent speech about how she should be free to make her own decisions, Gabrielle had been positive that she loved him.

What she felt now was hundreds of times stronger than what she’d felt back then. Her heart felt like Mr. Doki-Doki was dancing around inside of it. It was beating so fast. She felt flustered for some reason, but she was also so incredibly happy.

“Michelle… what should I do?”

When Michelle looked at her, it was with a soft smile. “What you should do for now is let me come up with a plan. Don’t worry, Sister. I’ll be sure to come up with a plan that will have Alex confessing to you soon.”

Gabrielle nodded, however, a plan had already begun to form in her mind. She would definitely let Michelle come up with something to help her, but Gabrielle wanted to try something first.
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Ryoko walked back inside of her apartment. Closing the door behind her, she leaned against it for a moment, regaining her composure before walking into her room.

Instead of making for the bed, she wandered up to her desk, where several digital frames sat. Most of them were current pictures. They almost always featured her, Selene, and Serah. There were several where her hands were snaked underneath some unfortunate girl’s shirt, blatantly cupping her breasts, but most of them were normal pictures.

She picked up one picture among the many. It was an older picture, of a time when she had been a fat, acne-faced, and bespectacled child. There were only two people in this picture. One was her, the other Alex.

A smile crossed her face as she stared at the image, which featured her and Alex standing side by side. Alex wore the widest grin on his face. His left arm was around her shoulder, and she was doing her best not to blush.

I had been so innocent back then…

While she had always been an outgoing girl, even when she was younger, Alex had always made her embarrassed. It wasn’t because he was the only boy she had known, but because of how he had treated her.

He had treated her like a friend, like a normal person. Alex hadn’t cared that she was overweight. He hadn’t cared that her face had been covered in zits. He’d thought nothing of her glasses. To him, Ryoko Kusanagi had merely been a good friend.

It was strange, but even after she’d blossomed, transforming from an ugly child into the sex bomb that she was now, he’d never treated her any differently. That was why Ryoko would always consider him to be her hero. He never saw her for her appearance. He saw her for her personality.

Thinking about the past made Ryoko remember how she’d overheard Alex’s confession to Selene.

Selene was Ryoko’s best friend after Serah. However, when Selene had rejected Alex’s feelings, she had felt a moment of hatred for the girl. Her friend had been given what she wanted, Alex’s love handed to her on a silver platter, and Selene had stomped on those feelings.

However, time passed, and life moved on. Ryoko didn’t want to hate Selene because her friend didn’t love Alex, and since Alex had graduated shortly after that, Selene had been one of only two people she could call real friends.

If there was one thing she wished she could have changed, it was not containing her feelings for Alex back then. She had not said anything to him at the time because she didn’t want to be a rebound. Had she known that he would take an accelerated course and graduate early, she wouldn’t have hesitated to confess her feelings.

It was almost funny. When they were younger, Ryoko’s feelings for Alex had been the same, but she hadn’t done anything because of her looks. Alex was nice, yes, but that didn’t mean he would’ve accepted her feelings—or so she’d told herself. Yet by the time she felt confident that her appearance would appeal to him, he’d already fallen for someone else.

And now Gabrielle has her hands on his heart…

She didn’t hate Gabrielle. She couldn’t. That girl was like a ray of sunshine spilling light wherever she walked. She was kinder than anyone Ryoko knew, barring perhaps Alex himself. In fact, looking at those two, they seemed perfect together. The compassionate princess and her equally kind knight.

Setting the picture back down, Ryoko threw herself face first onto the bed. The laughter she released was hollow.

“It looks like I was beaten to the punch once again.”

Ryoko closed her eyes and lamented the actions she hadn’t taken in the past.

She absently rubbed her neck as something stung it.
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Alex arrived home much later that night. He would’ve gotten home sooner, but he’d needed some time to clear his head. This had been done by wandering around Mars City for the past two hours. By the time he arrived back home, it was already time to eat.

Dinner had been surprisingly quiet. Alex wasn’t sure what was going on, but none of the people living with him would speak.

He sort of expected this behavior from Nyx and Alice. Nyx rarely said anything and speaking while eating was too troublesome for Alice, but he had expected Gabrielle to jabber on about one thing or another. Instead, all she’d done was stare at him, and then write down something in a tablet that she’d brought to the dinner table.

Is she taking notes or something?

Ariel had also been silent, but since she had spent her every second glaring at him while she ate, hers was more of a “I’m gonna drill a hole through your head with my eyes” kind of silence. He wondered if he’d done something to offend her.

Later that night, Alex was lying on his bed. He couldn’t get to sleep. His mind kept replaying the incident with Ryoko, kept remember the intoxicating scent of her hair, the alluring quality of her eyes, the feeling of her body against his.

He hated it. He hated feeling this way. Did anyone else have this problem? He knew about puberty and hormones and all of that, but he couldn’t imagine other guys became this aroused from something so simple.

Alex twitched when he heard a door slide open and closed. It could only be Gabrielle. She was the only one he knew who’d come into his room during the night.

Sitting up in bed, Alex opened his mouth to tell her that he wasn’t in the mood to deal with her antics—when he froze.

Gabrielle was wearing something that she’d never worn before. The pink nightgown rode high up on her thighs—high enough to reveal that she was wearing an equally pink G-string. The shoulder straps were frilly, and there was a dip in the front that showed off her creamy cleavage. His eyes automatically zeroed in on her breasts. Large and soft, they jiggled every time she moved. They were enticing in ways he couldn’t describe with words.

Alex tried to speak, but he’d already been rendered breathless.

“Alex,” Gabrielle said as she walked over to him. It might have been his overactive imagination, but he could’ve sworn that her hips held an alluring sway as she slowly drew closer to the bed.

“G-Gabrielle,” Alex suddenly found his voice, “what are you—”

“Alex, I…”

Words left him as Gabrielle crawled onto the bed, moving until she was straddling his waist. The hands that she placed on his chest were like electric nodes sending several thousand volts through his body. Alex struggled against his overwhelming arousal. The fact that her crotch was bumping against his erection made fighting difficult.

“Now this is a scenario I can get behind. Give this prude hell, angel bitch!”

Alex struggled against Voice Number One, fought to lock her out, but it was no use. He couldn’t concentrate.

Gabrielle leaned forward. Her breasts came into contact with his chest. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her nipples rubbed against him through the fabric of her clothes.

“Alex, I…”

She was so close now. Her entire body lay against him, and he could feel everything. Her crotch had come into contact with his legs, her breasts were mashing against his chest, and her alluring face, so sweet and innocent and impossibly beautiful, was only a few centimeters from his own. He could’ve kissed her right then. He wanted to kiss her.

“Alex, I…”

Gabrielle leaned even closer. Was this it? Was she going to actually kiss him? S-should he allow her to? But he couldn’t, not now, not when he was like this, not when he felt so unfaithful. He needed to push her off, but all of his strength was failing him.

And then, just as Alex’s control was about to slip, as he was about to listen to Voice Number One urging him on, as his desires were about to take over, Gabrielle stopped.

A confused look spread across her face.

“What am I supposed to do now?” she asked.

Alex could do nothing but stare as Gabrielle leaned back, pulled a tablet from somewhere, and began reading whatever was on it.

“Eh?” The only sound to escape his lips was one of confusion.
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Nyx was like a rocket as she blasted forward. The ground exploded underneath her feet. Clods of dirt sprayed behind her. Meanwhile, her body had transformed into a blur.

As she slammed into him, Alex tried to meet her attacks head on. He’d formed two energy whips out of his Aura of Creation, which he used to try and parry her attacks, but it was to no avail.

Nyx was like a gale storm. Her swords came in at random angles, attacked at speeds that his eyes couldn’t follow, and cut through his whips like they were made of confetti. Despite that, no wounds appeared on his skin. She didn’t slice into him even once.

Alex backpedaled as he realized his predicament, but Nyx doggedly followed him. He moved left. Her blade sliced through his shirt. He jerked backwards. The powerful swing of her blade cutting the air blasted his hair out of his face. Nyx stabbed her left sword at his chest. He moved left and twisted his torso, avoiding it, but he couldn’t avoid the black fist of hair that suddenly collided with his face.

He was lifted off his feet. The world around him spun, a mixture of blurring colors. Then his vision went white as pain eroded his ability to see. When his sight returned, he was lying on his back, and a shadow was blocking out the sun.

Except it wasn’t really a shadow.

It was Nyx.

She was descending toward him left foot first, except her boot had been transmuted into a large ball with spikes on it.

Adrenaline rushed through Alex as he rolled left, coming to his feet and leaping away seconds before Nyx crashed into the ground. The earth was pulverized. Jagged cracks spread out from the point of impact. Large, broken pillars rose from the ground. It was like watching a canyon form from a seismic quake.

A cloud of dust rose into the air. Alex’s vision was obscured. He could see nothing of Nyx—until she suddenly burst out from the cloud and ran at him with the speed a comet.

Realizing that using two weapons was harder than it looked, Alex changed his mode of fighting. His energy whips disappeared as he swiped his finger through the air. A tear in the space before him appeared. Alex reached in, felt his fingers close around something, and then he pulled the object out. It was the electro-whip, made from a synthetic fiber and enhanced with technology that generated a high voltage shock.

The electro-whip was a weapon of his own creation. He’d made it during the early days after his decision to become a hero. The handle was black and had several nodes that controlled the power output and length of the whip.

As he pressed the handle, the whip crackled to life. Long and flexible, the whip was composed of electron particles that were tethered together in loose cohesion. He cracked it at Nyx, who raised her left blade to block. She blinked when the whip wrapped around her sword.

With a heavy grunt, Alex yanked the whip backwards, which sent Nyx stumbling toward him. His plan was to attack while she was off balance. Sadly, she had a lot of experience with tricky opponents. Instead of falling off balance, she rolled with the move, leapt back up to her feet, and knocked him off his feet with a swift heel to the jaw. As Alex was seeing novas flash before his eyes, Nyx placed her right blade against his throat.

“I win. Again.”

“U-ugh… so you do,” Alex groaned.

The world around them flickered, and then disappeared, changing back into a normal room. This room, which was covered in gray tiles, was Mr. Simulator—an invention of Gabrielle’s. It created a temporary separate dimension based on a number of preset geographical locations. Alex used it to train with Nyx every morning.

“You are really strong,” Alex complimented.

Nyx transmuted her swords back into armbands and attached them to her arms. She looked down at him as he sat on the ground. “My strength comes from experience. I’ve been an assassin for the last decade. Most of my opponents were a lot stronger and more skilled than you.”

She might as well have punched him in the gut. Her words were harsh. Still, he couldn’t deny them.

“I know.” Alex was about to stand up—when a hand appeared in front of him. It was Nyx’s. “Oh, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

He grabbed Nyx’s hand. She didn’t throw him through the air this time, and instead pulled him up, proving that being nearly two heads shorter than him didn’t mean much. Her physical strength was undeniable.

Yet her hands are so soft.

He let go of her hand as if shocked. Taking several deep breaths, he forced himself to calm down. He couldn’t believe he was getting worked up over holding hands.

“Come on,” Alex said to distract himself. “Let’s head back upstairs. I’ll make some breakfast.”

“Okay.”

As Alex walked up stairs, a voice whispered through his mind.

“You two can’t hold me back forever…”

Watch me, Alex replied, slamming down the shield in his mind.

After taking a shower and making breakfast for his increasingly large family, Alex walked his sister to school with Gabrielle, Michelle, Ariel, and Nyx.

It was really strange to walk around while being surrounded by so many girls. Alex had never been the best at dealing with women. It wasn’t that he couldn’t talk to them, but that no girl before Gabrielle seemed to have displayed any interest in him. Even Ryoko, who made it a habit of sticking her hands up his shirt to feel his chest when he was a student, just liked messing with him. She did the same thing to everybody.

As they walked at a leisurely pace, Michelle and Gabrielle asked him a bunch of questions about Atreyu Academy. They wouldn’t be attending until next Monday. It was only natural that they would be curious. Ariel looked like she wanted to ask him questions, too, but she was too stubborn to admit it.

“What kind of curriculum does it have?” asked Michelle.

“That depends on what you’re going into. There’re the primary studies, classes that everyone takes like math, language, history, and science. Those classes are every Tuesday and Thursday. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday are elective classes. They have sports, advanced sciences like biology and quantum physics, art, acting, choir, and several others.”

Elective classes were more important at Atreyu Academy than standard courses. While students were required to have a 3.5 to pass their primary studies, the electives were the specialized courses that helped students when they applied for jobs in the real world.

Each elective taught practical application of a specific subject. People who went into mechanical engineering not only learned the theory behind constructing machines, but they also created machines in class. Athletes learned both about the science of the human body and exercised regularly to turn their bodies into perfect machines.

Everyone who went into Atreyu Academy became an expert in their chosen profession. Some went further and attended university, others would take over their family business, and even more would get jobs at powerful corporations owned by a noble. If a person wanted to make something of themselves, then attending Atreyu Academy was their best option.

“Do you think I’ll be able to make friends here?” Gabrielle asked.

Alex grinned and thumped his chest. “Of course, you will. You already have several friends who go there. Selene, Ryoko, and Serah all go to Atreyu Academy. Kiri-Kiri also attends, and so does Jasmine. Besides, you’re such an amazing person. Who wouldn’t want to be your friend?”

“Ah…” Gabrielle squeaked.

Alex frowned. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No.” Still holding a hand to her chest, Gabrielle sent him a beaming smile complete with pinkened cheeks. “Your words just made me really happy. He-he. I feel good now.”

“Oh.” Blushing, Alex looked away. “I’m glad you feel that way.”

“Ugh, someone gag me,” Alice muttered.

Ariel was much more vocal. “Hey, you filthy beast! Stop making lovey-dovey expressions at my big sister!”

While Alex sputtered, Gabrielle looked confused. “Lovey-whaty?”

Michelle sighed and slowly palmed her face.

As they reached the entrance, Alex noticed something concerning. Nearly a dozen police officers were standing near the entrance. He wasn’t the only one concerned either. Nyx grew tense as she also spotted the police officers.

Has something happened?

Crime rates in Mars City weren’t exactly low, but they rarely ever happened in the Outer District. Alex couldn’t remember a time when a crime had been committed at Atreyu Academy. Why were the police there? Alex found out moments later when, upon spotting him, all of the officers rushed forward.

Alex was slammed into the ground. Pain exploded in his chin as it scraped across the sidewalk. He didn’t put up a fight, but that’s because he didn’t know what was going on.

“Alexander S. Ryker, you are under arrest on charges of obstructing justice.”

What?

“Anything you say can and will be used against you.”

What was going on?

Stun cuffs snapped around Alex’s wrists. He winced as a mild shock ran through him. He was hauled to his feet as several hands grabbed him by the arms and shoulders, dragging him off.

“Alex! Alex! What are you people doing to Alex?!”

Gabrielle was screaming. She was frantically fighting the people taking him away. Several police officers tried to restrain her, but she was a lot stronger than she looked. They were blown backwards as she shoved them away. Several hit the wall, a few bent light posts as they crashed into them, and one even dented a police shuttle.

“Hold her down! You’ve been permitted to use C-grade weapons!”

What?!

Alex looked up just in time to see Gabrielle jabbed with a stun rod—a C-grade riot weapon used to take down unruly people. She wasn’t wearing her crisis suit. She hadn’t worn it since Alex bought her new clothes that day they all went shopping. The stun rod didn’t seem to affect her at first, but as several more officers hit her, even Gabrielle’s fabled strength failed.

Anger filled Alex as Gabrielle’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and she collapsed. Rage cast a red film over his eyes. Gabrielle had never done anything, never committed any crime. How dare these people do this to her!

“That’s right. Feel it. Revel in it. This anger, this hatred. Use it, boy. Use it and become stronger. Show them what you’re made of.”

Alex had made it a habit of not listening to Voice Number One, but this time, he did. He listened. His fury at what these people had done to Gabrielle overwhelmed him. He felt it fuel him, power him, engulf him.

The stun cuffs snapped as red flames erupted from his body. He smacked the nearest officer away, their body sailing through the air before hitting the ground with a dull thud.

Spinning around, Alex headbutted the officer on his other side, feeling only satisfaction as their chin broke against his skull. The officer crumpled like a robot without power.

More officers came and were sent flying. Alex waded through them in an attempt to reach Gabrielle, who was lying unconscious on the sidewalk. He needed to get to her. If he could just get to her, everything would be okay. If he could…

Alex felt a sharp pain in his left side, and then numbness spread through his body. Blinking, he looked down to see something sticking out of his skin. It had pierced the crisis suit he wore under his clothes. Angelisian crisis suits granted enhanced physical abilities and protection from the elements, but they did nothing against piercing damage.

His aura faded. His vision dulled. The last thing he saw were his friends being cuffed and Gabrielle’s limp body being picked up by a lanky man with mousy brown hair.


CHAPTER 4

WHEN THE WORLD TURNS AGAINST YOU

Yumi knew there was something wrong with Commander Karen the moment she arrived at the police station. The commander hadn’t been acting like herself. Her eyes weren’t the same as they usually were. They were blank. Dead. The sharpness that she so admired had disappeared.

And then there had been the commander’s order.

“Commander, with all due respect, what were you thinking when you ordered Alexander’s arrest?” Yumi asked.

She did not approve of Alexander in the least. His actions caused chaos, his very presence wreaked havoc. No matter how good his intentions were, it did not change the facts. Alexander was a menace.

Even so, this order was not only something Commander Karen would never make, but it put their entire solar system at risk.

Commander Karen sat behind her desk. She wasn’t doing anything, not reading reports or typing her own reports. She was just sitting there. It was yet another indication that something was wrong. Commander Karen never just sat there.

“I do not know what you are talking about,” Commander Karen said, her voice monotone. “Alexander S. Ryker has obstructed justice. He aided that assassin and fought against our forces. I had no choice but to arrest him.”

If her words had been true, then she would have arrested Alexander immediately after the incident with the assassin, Nyx. Over a week had passed since that incident. The situation had cooled to the point where she could no longer justify arresting him over that incident. That she hadn’t arrested him immediately after he saved Nyx from them meant that she wouldn’t—except she had now, and there could only be one reason for that.

This person was not Commander Karen.

“I understand. Sorry for bothering you.”

Yumi saluted smartly before leaving the commander’s office. She needed to get to the bottom of this, needed to find out who this imposter was and where she had hidden the real Commander Karen, and in order to do that, she needed to find out where Alexander’s friends were.
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Michelle and Ariel had barely escaped from the chaos that had happened at the academy. Everything had been a blur. The police had come and arrested Alex, Gabrielle had flown into a rage and tried to fight them off, and then she and Alex had both been taken down, and Gabrielle had been taken by some man Michelle had never seen.

Nyx had escaped somewhere, though Michelle didn’t know where. She and Ariel had been rescued by Selene and Ryoko. She didn’t know where Alice was either, but she hoped that the girl was with Nyx, who could protect her.

“Thank you for your help back there,” Michelle said as they stood in the elevator that would take them to Ryoko’s apartment. The last time they had come over this way, they hadn’t used the elevator since they didn’t want to get caught. Strange music was playing in the background.

“You’re welcome, Michelle,” Selene said in a strange voice. It sounded off somehow. Michelle had expected her voice to sound, she didn’t know, kinder and more compassionate or something. Selene sounded kind of emotionless.

She must be in shock.

Michelle was worried about her older sister. Gabrielle had been struck down by a lot of those stun rods, and then some person that she didn’t know had carried her off. However, even if she didn’t know who that person was, she was able to draw up several conclusions.

Whoever they were, that person was most definitely not human; they knew that Gabrielle was the princess of Angelisia, which meant they were most likely one of Gabrielle’s marriage candidates. The problem was that Michelle didn’t know who.

Gabrielle had a lot of potential suitors. Not only was she widely acknowledged as one of the most beautiful girls in the entire galaxy, but she was the first princess of Angelisia, daughter of King Lucifer, who controlled more than three-fourths of the galaxy. Hundreds of billions of people wanted to marry her. Even people who weren’t attracted to humanoid species wanted to marry her, for the throne, if nothing else.

That said, there were only a handful of people who were cunning enough, powerful enough, and cruel enough to conceive a plan like this. Off the top of her head, Michelle knew of at least two dozen possible choices. That was still two dozen people, however, and there were plenty more that she didn’t know about.

Without knowing who was responsible, how they’d convinced the police to go through with this, and, more importantly, where they could find this person, there was nothing she could do. This was the first time she’d ever felt so helpless.

Standing beside her, Ariel remained silent, her shoulders hunched. Her sister hadn’t said a word since they were rescued. Knowing her as she did, Michelle could imagine how horrible Ariel felt. It was likely the same feeling of helplessness as her.

“Here we are,” Ryoko said as they stood in front of her apartment door. “Home sweet home.”

The door slid open. Michelle and Ariel followed Ryoko in, Selene walking behind them. While they had seen her bedroom from the outside, she and her sister hadn’t been able to catch a glimpse of the inside.

It’s kind of cramped.

Michelle didn’t say what she was thinking because that would have been rude, and she didn’t want to say something so cruel to the person who was helping them.

“It’s nice,” she said instead.

“It’s kinda small, isn’t it?” Ariel asked. They were the first words she’d spoken.

“Ariel!” Michelle elbowed her sister in the side.

She knew that her sister often spoke before she thought, but couldn’t she have shown at least a little self-restraint? Ryoko was helping them, after all.

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Ryoko said, waving off Michelle’s concern. “I bet you two are used to living in big palaces and stuff. Anyway, make yourselves at home.”

“Come on,” Selene said a little blandly. “Let’s sit down by the couches.”

With nothing else to do, Michelle decided to do just that.

They sat down on a large couch that took up most of the living room. In front of it was a small table made of plasteel, gleaming in the light, and sitting against the corner was a holovid. There didn’t seem to be much else. A small lamp sat on a shelf, a few scattered tablets lay strewn about, and that was about it.

“Why don’t you tell me what happened?” Selene suggested. “I’m still confused about what’s going on.”

Michelle nodded. It wasn’t like she had anything better to do, and maybe if she told someone, they would be able to give her another perspective.

“I’m not really sure what happened myself. I mean, I know that Alexander was arrested, and Gabrielle was kidnapped, but I don’t understand why. Alexander hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“Hmm… well, Alex has always been causing trouble for the police,” Selene admitted. “Maybe they finally decided to arrest him.”

It was odd how calm this girl was acting about Alexander’s arrest. Wasn’t she supposed to be his friend? Gabrielle had told her about Selene. This was the girl who Alexander had confessed to and was rejected by, yet even so, they were still good friends. Gabrielle even thought that Selene did love Alexander and was pretending she didn’t out of guilt.

She looked at Ariel, who didn’t appear to be paying attention. Her sister was more than likely thinking about Gabrielle. Ariel had always looked up to their older sister.

“I don’t think that’s the case,” Michelle said, turning back to Selene. “If what you say is true, then they would have arrested Alex a long time ago. Why are they doing it now? It doesn’t make sense.”

Selene shrugged. “Maybe they gave him a reason to. I hear he fought against the police to defend an assassin last week.”

“Then they would have arrested him last week,” Michelle shot back.

“Perhaps they couldn’t for some reason.”

Why was Selene trying to defend the police? Michelle didn’t know Selene. They hadn’t spent any time together. However, Gabrielle had nothing but good things to say about her. Could this person, who so readily denounced her friend and defended the people who’d arrested him, really be the amazing person that Gabrielle spoke of?

“There’s something really weird going on here, Sis,” Ariel whispered to her.

“I agree,” Michelle said.

This whole time, she had been feeling like something was off. Ryoko and Selene were acting odd. While she didn’t know how Selene normally acted beyond Gabrielle’s “She’s really amazing and nice!” comments, she knew that Ryoko, at least, was supposed to be a flirt. The girl apparently liked grabbing other girl’s breasts, but she hadn’t tried to touch her or Ariel even once. Granted, Ariel wasn’t worth fondling, but Michelle was quite proud of her bust.

“What are you girls whispering about?” Ryoko asked as she set down several cups. The steaming liquid inside was a dark brown color. Michelle didn’t recognize the liquid, though the aroma gave off a bitter scent.

Michelle calmed her racing heart and tried to pretend she wasn’t startled. She must have been so caught up in her own thoughts that she hadn’t noticed Ryoko’s approach. As a princess who’d had several attempts on her life, that was kind of embarrassing.

“We’re not talking about anything important,” Michelle assured Ryoko.

“We’re talking about how weird you two are acting,” Ariel said.

Michelle almost facepalmed. Honestly, Sister, would it kill you to act with a little more prudence?

“How are we acting weird?” asked Ryoko.

“How are you not acting weird?” Ariel shot back. “You two have had the same expressions on your faces since you helped us out of that situation back at school. It’s like you’re a couple of robots. If that isn’t weird, then I don’t know what is.”

Selene and Ryoko looked at each other. Michelle did not like it. Their expression hadn’t changed, but for some reason, the hair on her arms were prickling.

“I guess I wasn’t very convincing,” Selene admitted.

“To be fair, it’s hard to control several people at once,” Ryoko added.

Michelle didn’t get it. She didn’t have time to ponder their words, though, as the two pulled out a syringe and jabbed them into her and Ariel’s thighs.

Stinging pain caused her to gasp, but it soon left, replaced by a strange numbness that had spread throughout her body. Her vision became blurry. She tried to focus, but her body had already slumped against the couch. Beside her, Ariel swayed before falling face first onto Michelle’s lap.

“Sweet dreams, Princesses,” Ryoko said, and for the first time, her expression changed.

The last thing Michelle saw was a deranged smile.
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Yumi had decided that her first step was heading to the school.

It had been a long time since she walked through Atreyu Academy, but like many other people, she had been a student there. Looking at it from the outside, she could see that it hadn’t changed. It was still the same large building, with the same design.

Atreyu Academy was built with the idea that it needed to house thousands of students. It was a single building shaped like rectangle at a single glance. However, when observed from a bird’s eye view, one would realize that there were holes inside of the academy.

To help maintain some sense of aesthetics, courtyards had been built inside of the academy. These courtyards allowed people to sit around tables and chat while eating lunch, or enjoy their time studying in the open air. There were 53 of these courtyards in all.

There were numerous police at the front gate. Yumi didn’t know what they were still doing there, but she didn’t care to question them. Walking up to the nearest officer, she pulled out her badge and presented it to him—not that it was needed.

“Vice Commander Yumi,” she said. “I’m here to speak with former special agent, Caridna Tepes.”

As the second in command, she garnered a lot of respect. While not as feared as Karen, who’d become secretly known as “The She-Devil in Disguise” among her subordinates, Yumi knew from rumors that she had a reputation for having a cold and uncompromising personality. Yumi expected the officer to salute and allow her entrance.

What the officer did instead was signal the other officers and raise his gun at her. “Vice Commander Yumi, you are hereby under arrest for aiding and abetting known criminals!”

“What?!”

Yumi was shocked, but she was not so surprised that she’d lose control of her motor functions. Acting on instinct, she grabbed the gun by its barrel and yanked on it, pulling the unfortunate officer into her waiting fist.

Her jab, which struck his throat, made the officer choke. As he stumbled back, she spun around and heel kicked him in the chin. The officer dropped like he was a block of durasteel plating.

The other officers had taken out their guns. They didn’t shoot, though. Yumi thought she sensed reluctance from them. If that was the case, then it meant they were just following that fake Commander Karen’s orders.

She used their hesitation to her advantage, tossing a gas bomb that would paralyze them into their midst. She leapt away before it exploded. As coughs echoed from inside the cloud of exploding fumes, Yumi took a deep breath, held it in, and raced through.

Her eyes stung as she burst from the other side. Her plan was to rush into the school and lose any pursuers along the way.

Unfortunately, the officers that she had gassed weren’t the only ones present. There were four more guarding the entrance. They trained their rifles on her.

“Freeze, Vice Commander! We’ve been authorized by Commander Karen to shoot should you try anything!”

I guess that fake Commander Karen suspected me from the start.

Yumi didn’t hesitate to act. Her pistols were out, and she fired them before any of the other police had time to pull their triggers. She kept her attacks purposely wide so as not to hit them, but it was enough to spook them into running for cover.

She dashed through the doors, rushed down the hall, turned a corner, and rushed down another hall. She didn’t think about where she was going. Her goal was to lose any possible pursuers, and if she didn’t know where she was going, the people chasing her wouldn’t know either.

Several people appeared before her from around a corner.

“There she is!”

“After her!”

Damn it! They had guards stationed inside the school, too?!

Yumi fired off several rounds at the people in front of her, forcing them to duck for cover. She then fired behind her, aiming only at the ceiling. She didn’t want to kill anyone, only startle them.

A number of students appeared in windows to see what the commotion was. Yumi ignored them as she raced down the hall. One of the officers in front of her had recovered. They stuck their head out from behind the cover, but she’d already closed the distance.

Yumi winced as she kneed the officer in the face. She hadn’t stopped or even slowed down, so the attack had hurt her, too. The officer crumpled in a heap, their helmet flying off and long hair splaying across the floor.

“She took down Liz!”

“Get her!”

Two officers tried to attack, but she thrust an elbow in one’s face and kicked the other between the legs. They were wearing a cup. She was wearing durasteel-toed boots. There was no contest.

“SQQQUEEEEE!!!!”

More shouts followed her as the two officers crumpled to the ground, one unconscious and the other holding his brutalized nutsack. Bullets whizzed by her head. Yumi realized that she was in serious trouble. If she didn’t lose these people soon, then she’d either be captured or killed.

“Yumi!” another shout captured her attention. It was Caridna! She was standing in front of a hole in the wall, along with Gideon Fletcher, the school nurse, who looked nervous.

Caridna tossed something behind Yumi, which detonated, but instead of an explosion, smoke burst forth—a smoke bomb.

“This way!”

Pushing her legs to the max, Yumi dove through the hole. The wall slid closed behind her. A slight hiss alerted her to locking mechanisms sealing the door shut. Seconds later, a stampede of feet made the floor rumble, and then they passed, the shouts of police officers fading into nothing.

Yumi pressed her back against the wall. She was heaving for breath. With the adrenaline leaving her, she realized how much energy she’d expended.

“That was a close one,” Caridna said with a nonchalant smile. “You’re very lucky that Gideon and I heard the commotion as we were making our own escape.”

“Y-you’re own… escape?” Yumi gasped.

“That’s right.” Caridna’s eyes held an amused gleam, or it could have been a reflection of the lights overhead. “You didn’t think those officers were still stationed here for no reason, did you?”

Thinking about it, there really hadn’t been a reason for those officers to be stationed at the school. Alex was in custody. Their objective had been met. In which case, it could only mean that they weren’t there because of Alex, but because of someone else.

“I see that you understand.” Caridna turned around and gestured for Yumi and Gideon to follow her. “Come on. Let’s get a move on. It won’t be long before the police discover this hidden passage. I want to be long gone by then.”

The hallway they were in was well-lit, wide enough that she and Caridna could walk side by side and had an arched ceiling. It also sloped and curved. Yumi noticed quickly that the passageway was leading them down.

“The police were here to quarantine you two,” Yumi said.

“That’s right. It seems they were under the impression that we would try to rescue Alex from his predicament.”

“And would you?” Yumi asked.

“I wouldn’t,” Gideon said—only to yelp when Caridna spun around, leapt into the air, smacked him in the face with a paper fan, and then continued walking like nothing had happened.

Yumi was impressed.

“I was certainly thinking about it,” Caridna started, “but I don’t have enough information to go on, so I didn’t want to make any hasty moves. However, the current situation has forced my hand.”

So Caridna was actually going to do something? The situation must have been more dire than she’d realized.

“Do you know what’s going on?” Yumi asked.

“No,” Caridna admitted. “That’s why we’re going to meet with someone who might.”

3

Nyx didn’t want to admit that she was worried, but then she would have been lying to herself.

When the police officers had tried to arrest her and Alex, Nyx had fought back as well, but she had been quickly overpowered. One of the people present had used something that screwed up her nanomachines, so she couldn’t use alchemy.

There were several such devices that could be used to jam the electronic signals sent to nanomachines. Generally, these devices were not only costly, but they also couldn’t be found anywhere except on the galactic black market. They also didn’t work on her because her entire body was made of nanomachines.

These ones had worked. That worried her.

That device, whatever it was, must have been made specifically to negate her nanomachines. It meant they knew that she would be there, knew that she was living with Alex. She only knew one person with the money, power, and knowledge to do this.

Sitting on a small chair, Nyx clenched her hands, the fabric of her dress crinkling beneath her fingertips.

“Are you worried about your man? (^_^)” Ēostre asked.

Nyx looked up and frowned at Ēostre, whose long green hair and bunny ears swished and flopped around as she moved to a chair and sat down. The woman wore a white lab coat over a black tube top and skirt. She didn’t know how this woman could add emotes into her words, but she could actually hear the smiley face.

“He isn’t my man.”

“Sure, he isn’t. ;-)”

Nyx wanted to huff, but she also didn’t want to give Ēostre the satisfaction. She looked away.

Thanks to Alex’s explosion of power, the nano disrupting machine had been neutralized. In that time, she’d managed to escape. However, she hadn’t been able to save anyone. Michelle and Ariel had run off with Ryoko and Selene, and Alice had been saved by Jasmine, of all people.

Nyx had tried to rescue Gabrielle, but the person with the machine had been the one carrying her off. By the time she’d realized this and gone back, both Alex and Gabrielle were gone.

She was still cursing herself over that. Perhaps if she had rescued Alex first, things would have been different, but Nyx knew that Gabrielle was important to Alex. If he had been in her shoes, his first priority would have most definitely been the princess.

Understanding that if she remained visible any longer, Nyx had gone to the only place she could think of to hide. Ēostre’s underground medical facility was located deep within the Lower City. It was, essentially, a facility where illegal aliens went to when they needed medical aid, or help adjusting to Mars.

It looked exactly as she remembered. The brightly lit office looked very much like a standard medical facility. It had a soft bed with white sheets, numerous advanced monitors that couldn’t be found in a human facility, cabinets filled with herbs from other quadrants of the galaxy, and it even had a fraxinus healing tank. Nyx still remembered the time she had woken up in that very tank. It was after Alex had rescued her.

“What are you planning to do, Nyx (+_+)?” Ēostre crossed her left leg over her right and sent her a pointed, if amused, look.

Nyx didn’t know what she should do. It was clear to her that the one behind all of this was her former employer, in which case, the most logical course of action was to locate and dispose of him. Had this happened before meeting Alex, that was exactly what she would have done.

“You can stay with me for as long as you want.”

“I knew you couldn’t be evil. Karen kept saying 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.”

“Then from now on, my home is your home… Nyx.”

Nyx closed her eyes. Alex had given her a home. It wasn’t just a place to stay, a temporary base until she moved on, but an actual home. It was a place that she could return to time and time again.

She rubbed her chest, which felt constricted, as if something was compressing her torso. Thinking of Alex and everything he’d done for her warmed her heart. Thinking of Alex and what he must be experiencing as she sat in this medical facility caused ice to spread through her body.

“I’m going to rescue Alex,” Nyx said, opening her eyes.

Ēostre’s wide smile made Nyx want to frown again. She never liked it when this woman smiled at her, probably because those smiles always made her think that Ēostre knew something she didn’t. It annoyed her.

“If you want to rescue him, then you’re going to need help,” she said.

“Who would help me?”

As if answering her question, the hiss of sliding doors echoed from the hallway. Footsteps soon followed, and then, voices echoed down to them.

“Where are we?” someone asked. The voice was female. Nyx thought it was vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place it.

“This is an underground hospital built for aliens who can’t get medical help at human hospitals,” another voice, male, said.

“A black-market medical lab? I’ve never heard of something like that before.”

“Well, the doctor who works here isn’t part of the black market, though she’s definitely an eccentric character,” a different voice said. This one was also female. Nyx didn’t know her.

Three people entered the room—two women and one man. The male was not human. Nyx could tell from his posture, though the skin that he was hiding his identity with was very well made. One of the women wore a charcoal business suit that looked out of place given her young appearance and stature. If it wasn’t for the look in her eyes, the maturity found there, Nyx would have suspected her to be a girl no older than 14.

The other woman was wearing the outfit of a police officer.

Nyx stood to her feet, whipping a band off her arm and transmuting it into a sword as she leapt at the woman, ready to decapitate her.

Ēostre interposed herself between them.

“Settle down, Nyx. This woman isn’t working with the police officers who took Alex. (-_-)”

Nyx twitched. She switched her gaze from Ēostre to the woman, who took a step back before straightening her shoulders and glaring. She then looked back at Ēostre, silently contemplating her chances of making it past this woman.

She backed down. There was no sense in pushing her luck. Nyx didn’t want to test herself against the Asgardian Witch of Angelisia.

She transmuted the sword back into an armband and placed it on her arm again.

Ēostre turned to the new trio. “Well, now, here is a face that I’ve not seen in a while. Gideon, I hear you’ve been doing quite well as a school nurse. Are you still hitting on teenage girls? X3”

“Only on occasion,” Gideon said with a straight face. Nyx twitched. She so wanted to hit him for that comment.

“And you must be Caridna Tepes.” Ēostre paused. “You look really young. :-)”

“Why, thank you!” Caridna said with a grin that threatened to split her face in half. Ēostre returned the grin.

Nyx saw something in that moment, an indistinct image that had appeared behind the two as they stared at each other. It was of two animals; one was serpentine and covered in scales, and the other was covered in white fur and had glowing yellow eyes. The animals were not real, merely a delusion of her own imagination, but they were superimposed over the women for whatever reason.

How odd.

“Um, excuse me,” the woman dressed in the police uniform said.

The two turned to her.

“Yes? :-)”

“May I help you?”

The woman maintained her ground, but she looked like she wanted to take several steps away from Caridna and Ēostre. “I don’t want to interrupt… whatever is going on here, but maybe we should get down to business?”

The two seemed to consider her suggest, and then slowly nodded.

“Yes, I believe that’s a good idea. (^_^)”

“Indeed,” Caridna added. “In which case, let us start with introductions. I’m Caridna Tepes, the principal of Atreyu Academy and former member of the elite special unit of the Mars Police Force. The idiot standing next to me is Gideon.”

“Do you really have to be so harsh?” Gideon asked, though from his uncaring tone, Nyx imagined he wasn’t bothered by the insult.

“Of course. A perverted idiot like you who flirts with teenage girls deserves nothing but my contempt.”

“Che. As Mrs. Brat here said, I’m Gideon Fletcher. I’m a nurse at Atreyu Academy, and I work part-time for the police when they need a medical expert who can deal with extraterrestrials.”

“You’re a rhynchocephalian,” Nyx said. The others looked at her.

“You can tell that just from looking at me?” Gideon gave her an appreciative stare. She didn’t appreciate the way he looked her up and down like she was a piece of meat. “That’s quite the talent you have there. Perhaps you’d like to come back to my place? I can help you further develop that ability of yours with some hands on—oof!”

Everyone blinked when Nyx transmuted a strand of her hair into a fist and slammed it into Gideon’s chin. The school nurse fell back, hitting the ground, where he continued to lay, his body twitching.

“So that’s the transmutation ability I’ve heard so much about,” Caridna said, interested. “What an interesting power.”

The police officer coughed into her hand. “I’ll introduce myself now. My name is Yumi, and I’m the vice commander of the police forces stationed here on Mars.”

“If you’re a police officer, then why are you here?” Nyx asked, twitching with anticipation. If this person turned out to be an enemy…

“Because the person giving commands right now isn’t Commander Karen,” Yumi said. “I don’t know who the person sitting in the commander’s office is, but she must be an imposter.”

“I don’t think she’s an imposter,” Gideon said, sitting up and rubbing his jaw.

“What do you mean?” Yumi demanded. “Are you saying Commander Karen would issue orders like this? Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

“That’s not what he’s saying at all. (-_-)” Ēostre crossed her arms and adopted an expression that would have been serious—if Nyx couldn’t still hear the emote in her voice. “What my former apprentice is saying is that your ‘Commander Karen’ is very likely under the control of someone else.”

“There’s no way that’s possible,” Yumi interjected. “Commander Karen isn’t the type of person who’d let someone extort her into doing—”

“My dear girl, did I ever say that she was being extorted?” Ēostre cut her off. “I said she was being controlled, as in, literally controlled.”

Yumi stumbled. “I… I don’t understand.”

“That much is obvious. X(”

“There are a lot of ways to control someone,” Gideon added. “There are technologies that can be used to physically control a person’s body, semi-intelligent parasitic worms that are inserted into a person’s cortex to intercept transmissions to the brain and replace them with an order from an outside source. There’s all kinds of ways for someone to control the actions of another person.”

Yumi seemed shocked by this. “A-and you think that someone is controlling Commander Karen this way?”

“They are undoubtedly controlling Karen,” Caridna said. “There’s no way my sister-in-law would do something stupid like arresting Alex when she knows what’s at stake. Someone is definitely controlling her… and Nyx knows who, don’t you?”

Everyone focused on Nyx, who stared at them with an impassive gaze. She wasn’t surprised that Caridna had figured it out. If one looked at it from a logical perspective, then it all made sense.

Nyx was an assassin, so someone had to have hired her to kill Alex. However, she didn’t kill her target, which meant that whoever hired her now had to do the job himself.

She was also very costly. Not many people could hire assassins, and even fewer people could hire her. Before a job, Nyx received half her payment upfront before getting the last half after her mission was complete. Even though she only received half the initial amount owed, that half still amounted to more than what anyone except the ruler of a planet or a large governmental body could afford.

Finally, there was how whoever was doing this had managed to get their hands on technology to control people. That sort of technology was not only illegal, it also cost a lot of money. The person behind this must have had deep pockets indeed to hire her and buy black market tech.

“The one who is behind this is most likely my former employer,” Nyx said. “When I was hired, my employer told me that Alexander S. Ryker was a tyrannical and despotic man who wanted to enslave Princess Gabrielle for his own purposes. I accepted the job under that assumption.”

“And what is this person’s name?” asked Yumi.

“His name is…”

4

Alex woke up with a start. Gasping like a man who’d experienced the freezing vacuum of space, he hugged himself and tried to contain his jittering. His body shook as phantom pains stung him. Only after several seconds did the pain leave and allow Alex to glance at his surroundings.

He was in a windowless room of dull gray, with nothing but a hard bed and a toilet attached to the wall. Steel bars blocked off his only path to freedom. It hit him like a speeding shuttle. He was in a prison, and there was only one prison on Mars.

The Mars Penitentiary.

Currently the most secure facility on Mars, the Mars Penitentiary was where criminals were sent. The upper floors were where people who committed minor infractions spent the night. Down below, near the bottom floors, Mars’ most hardened criminals remained incarcerated.

Alex didn’t know which level he was on. He’d never been to the Mars Penitentiary.

Standing up, Alex groaned as he nearly collapsed. His legs felt weak, jittery, as if he’d been high on an adrenaline rush and suddenly, all of the energy had been sucked out of him. That was when he realized that his crisis suit was gone. He also had a collar of some kind wrapped tightly around his neck.

“How do you like it?” a voice asked. “That collar, I mean. It’s called a dampener. It’s specifically designed to negate an Angelisian’s powers. I bought it on the black market for the purpose of keeping Gabrielle from using her powers, but then I discovered you also had the Aura of Creation and decided to get one for you as well.”

Alex looked up. A man stood before him. Mousy brown hair framed a plane-looking face, the kind that people easily forgot. He was lanky. His arms and legs looked twiggish, as if he’d never exercised a day in his life. His outfit, which reminded Alex of an old spacer’s crash suit, hung off his frame.

Something was off about this man, though Alex didn’t know what. Alex felt he was seeing but not really seeing the person before him. A realistic hologram? No. They had a presence. He could see the shadows this person cast on the ground.

Why does this person feel so odd? What is it?

The man cupped his chin and studied him in return. “Hm, so you’re the one who Princess Gabrielle has chosen to marry. I don’t know what she sees in you. After hearing all the hype about your power and abilities, I have to say I’m pretty disappointed. You were captured so easily. Where’s the fun in that?”

“Who are you?” Alex asked.

The man tilted his head before, abruptly, his face split into an amused smile. “Ah, that’s right. That’s right. I forgot to introduce myself. I am King MacArt of the planet Crioch Fuinidh.”

A king? This man was a king? He didn’t look very kingly to Alex.

“Anyway, I just came here to see the person who tried to marry my Gabrielle,” MacArt continued.

My Gabrielle?

Alex’s eyes went wide. Somehow, he found the strength move, surging forward and slamming into the steel bars. MacArt stumbled back a step.

“What the hell have you done with Gabrielle?!” Alex snarled. “Where is she?! If you’ve done anything to hurt her, I swear I’ll—”

“Empty threats from a foolish child mean nothing to me,” MacArt interrupted, regaining his balance. He dusted off his clothes. “You’ve officially lost the rights to Gabrielle anyway. Soon, she’ll be mine—once I properly train her into an obedient pet.”

A sound that was not human gurgled from the back of his throat. Alex rammed into the bars, causing them to shake. He tried to reach for MacArt, but he couldn’t, so he summoned his powers. His body became engulfed in the Aura of Creation. He was going to wipe that smug smile off this stupid man’s—

“AAAAAAHHHH!!”

Alex’s world exploded as agony blazed through his body like a rampant fire, like his atoms were being torn apart. It hurt! What the hell was this?! Why did it hurt so much?!

The pain faded to a dull ache. Alex stared up at the ceiling. Drool and blood leaked down his mouth and onto the floor, creating a small puddle underneath him and clinging to his hair. His throat was sore, as if he’d been screaming his head off, yet he hadn’t heard any screams.

Somewhere out of his line of sight, a voice spoke up. It was MacArt, his tone mocking. “Did you really think I would allow you to call upon those powers of yours? Were you not listening to my explanation, foolish boy. That dampener you’re wearing was built to suppress an Angelisian’s Aura of Creation. Your pathetic abilities are no match for it.”

Alex wanted to retort, but he was so tired.

The last thing he heard before darkness claimed him was MacArt speaking to someone.

“Don’t let that boy out of this cage. He is to remain here at all times. Also, keep him alive. I’d like him to witness it when I break Princess Gabrielle in front of him.”

“Yes… Your Majesty,” replied a familiar voice. Alex struggled to place it, but he was so tired. He couldn’t think straight.

Darkness descended.
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The first step toward defeating your enemy was knowing your enemy. That was why Nyx told everyone present everything she knew about King MacArt.

“He is the king of a solar system within the fourth spiral arm of this galaxy,” Nyx said. “It’s a small solar system consisting of only two planets and one star—a red dwarf. I do not know anything about the solar system’s infrastructure, and I don’t know anything about MacArt as a person. When we met, he acted polite and kind, and he professed his worry about what Alex was going to do to Princess Gabrielle. He said that he wanted to save her.”

Nyx had never spoken this much in her entire life. She just wasn’t the type to talk. However, Alex and Princess Gabrielle’s lives were on the line. She couldn’t afford to remain silent.

“King MacArt is a very cunning individual,” Ēostre stated with certainty. “I have never met him in person, but Amaterasu has spoken with him on a number of occasions and said that he’s a most unpleasant man. :-(”

“Who is Amaterasu?” asked Yumi.

“Ah, my apologies, I forgot that you wouldn’t know who that is.” Ēostre’s long ears twitched. “Amaterasu is… well, I suppose you could call her my sister.” She paused, and then nodded. “Yes, sister is the most accurate way to describe our relationship. :-)”

Yumi looked at the woman’s long, rabbit-like ears, which twitched several times as the cool air hit them. “You aren’t human. What are you?”

“Hehehe! (^_^) So you finally noticed, did you?” Ēostre placed her hands on her hips. “I am an Asgardian! We’re a mixed race of humanoids that are often called Beastkin by other races of the galaxy.”

Yumi stared at her blankly. “And… what is an Asgardian doing here on Mars?”

“That’s a good question. (-_-) What am I doing indeed…”

The blank expression on Yumi’s face somehow became even more deadpan. “You’re not going to answer me, are you?”

“Nope! (^_^)”

Ēostre Angelise. Everyone who was a member of the galactic community knew that name. However, few people knew exactly who she was or what she did. Nyx knew, but she wasn’t going to tell anyone who didn’t know. There was a certain irony to knowing that this woman was on this particular planet. She wondered what Ariel would say if she knew who was living in the same city as her.

“Aren’t we getting off topic?” Gideon said. “We were discussing MacArt, not what species Ēostre is.”

“King MacArt is a humanoid species called an Athraigh,” Nyx said. “His species has a unique ability that allows them to change their appearance. In other words, he’s a shapeshifter.”

“The ability is called Glamour,” Ēostre added.

She tapped a button on her tablet, and a holographic image suddenly appeared overhead. It was of a humanoid figure. In fact, if one didn’t know any better, they would have automatically assumed that the image was of a human. As the imagine rotated, a strange liquid substance covered the humanoid’s body like a layer of mucous.

“By secreting a chemical unique to them, Athraighs can change their appearance at will.” As Ēostre spoke, the humanoid suddenly shifted, going from a man to a woman. “Of course, they don’t actually change appearance. This is all an illusion. The chemical they secrete bends light around their bodies to give the illusion that they’ve changed shape.”

“So… this King MacArt can change their appearance to anyone?” Yumi asked.

“Not necessarily anyone,” Ēostre said. “The illusion is difficult to maintain, and what appearances they can take depends on a number of factors; weight, mass, size, how well they can focus on a specific image. King MacArt is the only Athraigh that has mastered his transformation ability to the point where he can look like someone many times smaller than himself or even many times larger.”

“His Glamour isn’t the problem,” Nyx said. “Now that he’s made his move, he has no need to rely on it. The problem is his strength.”

“Right.” Ēostre nodded. “Athraighs are really strong. Their appearance, while bipedal and similar to a human’s, is several times larger than a human. Likewise, they’re a lot stronger. MacArt is the strongest Athraigh currently, which is why he’s the reigning monarch of his solar system.”

Athraighs were a warlike race who believed in the “might makes right” philosophy. While that was not unusual, as most species believed this way, they took that concept to the next level. Bloody wars had been waged amongst their kind for several millennia. It wasn’t until King Lucifer conquered most of the galaxy that the wars had stopped—mostly because King Lucifer had threatened to destroy their solar system if they didn’t stop fighting.

“Now that we know all this, what should we do about MacArt?” asked Yumi.

“The first thing we need to do is rescue Alex,” Ēostre said. “(-_-) Since Alex is the one Lucchi entrusted Gabrielle to, the person who rescues her has to be him. If he finds out that someone else did it, he may decide that Alex is unfit for the throne and destroy your solar system.”

That sounded like something King Lucifer would do. Nyx had heard the stories about how he destroyed planets that didn’t listen to him, laid waste to solar systems that refused to bow to him, and massacred entire populations because they had argued with him. King Lucifer ruled the galaxy with an iron fist. The humans of this solar system were lucky that they were too underdeveloped to have caught his notice—until now, at least.

“Alex is currently being held prisoner in the Mars Penitentiary,” Yumi said. “Commander Karen has sent him to the deepest levels of the penitentiary, where all of the deadliest criminals are located.”

“Then we should rescue him quickly,” Caridna said. “Alex is a scrappy kid, but he’ll be broken if one of those criminals gets their hands on him.”

Nyx’s chest ached as an image of Alex having his mind broken from torture entered her mind. The thought of him being hurt caused her a near physical pain, and she placed a hand against her chest as if to suppress it. A strong urge to rescue him made her fingers twitch as though an electric pulse was shooting through her limbs.

She brushed the feeling off. Something must have been wrong with her.
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When Alex woke up, it was to the unpleasant sensation of his head feeling like it had been split apart like a machine that had been cut open with a precision laser. His head ached. His body ached. His throat was dry. There wasn’t a single part of his body that didn’t hurt.

The ceiling above his head was a dull gray. Alex stared at it, trying to remember when he’d repainted his ceiling. It took him a second to realize the truth. This was not his ceiling. He was in the Mars Penitentiary.

Gabrielle had been taken prisoner by one of her marriage candidates.

D-damn it…

Alex sat up, holding a hand to his head, which felt like sonar signals were going off in his skull. The world spun. He clenched his teeth and closed his eyes.

Damn it.

He needed to get out of here. He couldn’t stay in this place. However, his physical condition wasn’t going to let him do much for the time being.

Dragging himself over to the bed, Alex, unable to pull himself up, was forced to lay his head on the hard surface. He’d do what he could to recover his strength. While he rested, he’d figure out a way to escape from this place.

The sound of the inmates making noise echoed around him as he rested. Alex could make out some of their conversation.

“Hey, didja see the little punk who was brought down here a few hours back?”

“Yeah. Heh, he was cute. I bet he’d make a nice bitch.”

“I think I’ll have a go of him during lunch.”

“You shithead, they don’t let us out for lunch!”

Alex grimaced as laughter echoed all around him. The conversation disgusted him, but the laughter made his head ring. Couldn’t these people shut up?

I’m in the Mars Penitentiary, the most secure prison on the planet. Judging from the conversation, I’m in the lower levels where only the most notorious criminals are kept. There’s something on my neck, which is keeping me from calling upon my Aura of Creation. On top of that, I’m injured, exhausted, and have no way of removing it.

“You could always use my power,” Voice Number One whispered seductively.

You! How are you still talking? I thought you and the other voice had been suppressed!

Voice Number One giggled. “That sad device can’t suppress me. It was only meant to suppress Angelisians, and I am not an Angelisian.”

Then… what are you?

“Now that would be telling. Perhaps if you use my powers…”

No thanks.

Alex did his best to ignore the voice. First, he needed to get this device off his neck. He couldn’t use his Aura of Creation, which meant he couldn’t create a weapon. Shoot. If only his crisis suit hadn’t been removed, then he could… have…

His thoughts trailed off. His eyes slowly widened. Raising a hand to his face, Alex studied his fingers. Something was covering his fingers like a thin film. He swiped his index finger in the air and a tear appeared before him, miniscule, tiny, a small rip within the fabrics of this dimension.

They didn’t remove my D-glove…

The D-glove was an invention of Gabrielle’s. Similar to her D-space, the D-glove was modified to be transparent and barely noticeable—a more discreet version of the D-space. Alex hadn’t used it much because he was still getting into the habit of using it, but he had stored some of his inventions inside. His electro-whip was also in there.

A plan began to form in Alex’s mind. He would escape from this place, rescue Gabrielle, and then…

Then I’m going to make the jerk who kidnapped her pay.
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Kazekiri didn’t know what was happening. School had been closed for the day, the police were crawling all over it, and no one was telling her a thing. She’d tried asking around, but they’d rebuffed her. According to what one of the officer’s said, Commander Karen had made everything on a need-to-know-basis, and she apparently didn’t need to know.

Is it because I’m only a part-time employee in the filing office?

It was true that she only worked part time, and it was also true that she hadn’t gone through basic training yet or completed any cadet courses, but did that make her ineligible to receive information when something important was happening at her school?

She had thought about asking the other students what they knew. There must have been some kids who knew what was happening, but she’d decided not to. Laws were put in place to protect people. Officers upheld the laws. If she went against the police like that, then it would have made her a criminal.

Alex went against the police…

Kazekiri had heard about how Alex had deliberately obstructed the police’s attempts against an assassin a while ago. She hadn’t been able to ask him about it, but according to the officers who’d been on that case, Alex had fought against them and rescued the assassin.

When she’d been a young child, Kazekiri had learned the value of following the law. Her father was not a good man. He stole from people, abused others, and her brother, mother, and herself had suffered for it. Likewise, her mother had been a terrible person with a Redline addiction. Both of them were now in jail because they hadn’t followed the law.

This was why she believed that following the law was so important. However, seeing Alex’s actions sometimes made her wonder if her way of thinking wasn’t too black and white.

Alex was not a bad person. In fact, he was an insanely good person. He helped people without a second’s thought, he had a strong sense of justice, and his heart was in the right place. She knew this. But he was also destructive, impulsive, and wasn’t afraid to go up against the police when his ideals contradicted theirs. That was what it seemed like to her, at any rate.

Sitting on the couch in her living room, Kazekiri watched the news and contemplated her current dilemma. She’d drawn her knees up to her chest. She was barefoot, and her toes unconsciously grasped at the fabric of the couch as she thought.

“… and in other news, the police still have not issued a response about why Atreyu Academy has been closed down. However, they have said that the school will re-open tomorrow.”

Kazekiri’s frown deepened. She hated knowing that something was happening and not knowing what that something was.

The door to the kitchen opened, and her brother walked out. He was wearing boxer shorts… and that was it.

She felt a vein throb on her forehead. “Why are you walking around the house like that? Put some clothes on!”

“Relax, Sis. Nobody else is around.” Keiichi stretched his arms and yawned.

“I’m around,” she said with a scowl. “And I don’t want to see my brother walking around half-naked, so go put some clothes on already!”

“All right. Sheesh!” Keiichi wrinkled his nose at her. “You know, if you keep acting like you’ve got a stick up your butt, that Alex guy you like so much is never gonna look at you.”

“Alex actually respects my opinion and isn’t a slovenly pig like you!” Kazekiri snapped. She didn’t realize that was the wrong thing to say until she saw the gleam in her brother’s eye.

“So now you’re defending him, huh?” He grinned. “You used to complain about him all the time. Every day, all you ever had to say about him was how destructive he is, or how much trouble he causes. For you to defend him so much… I guess you really do love him.”

“S-s-s-shut up! I do not!”

Shouting at her brother, Kazekiri threw the remote at his head. It missed when her brother ducked. As it smacked the wall, falling to the ground with a clatter, Keiichi ran out of the living room. With her scowl fiercer than ever, Kazekiri went back to the news, her entire mood ruined.

Several minutes passed when the doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it!” Keiichi called out.

“Not unless you’re dressed you won’t!” Kazekiri shouted, standing up.

“Don’t worry! I put some clothes on!”

Kazekiri sat back down and returned to watching the news, which was reporting a shuttle accident in the entertainment district. Someone had gotten drunk and crashed into an arcade. She kept an ear on her brother, listening to his conversation.

“Oh… hello. What can I do for you lovely young ladies tonight?”

The scowl returned. Keiichi had recently gotten a girlfriend, or so he kept saying, yet he was hitting on several women like this? He really was a shameless jerk. She was going to dig around his room, find that Melanie girl’s commlink channel, and let her know that Keiichi was two-timing her with other women.

“Get a load of this loser,” one of the women said. “Does he really think making his voice deeper makes it sound smooth? Ugh, I’d hate to be the girl who goes on a date with this dweeb.”

“D-dweeb?” Keiichi stuttered as if he’d been zapped by lightning.

Kazekiri snickered. Before getting a girlfriend, Keiichi used to pick up a different girl each weak. For someone to call him out on trying to make his voice sound smooth, call him a dweeb, and make fun of him… it must have been a huge blow to his pride.

“Listen,” a familiar voice said. “Stop wasting our time and let us talk to Kazekiri. This is important.”

They want to talk to me?

“What do you want with my sister?”

“That’s none of your business… dweeb. (P_P)”

“Gyaaa! Stop calling me that!”

Kazekiri stood up, deciding to see what these people wanted with her. Also, maybe it had been her imagination, but she could’ve sworn she heard an emote in that last voice. What was up with that?

Four women and one man stood in the doorway. She recognized three of them. Gideon Fletcher, the school’s nurse, Caridna Tepes, Atreyu Academy’s principal, and Yumi, the vice commander of the police. She didn’t know the other women, who had long green hair and…

Are those bunny ears?

“Vice Commander.” Kazekiri saluted. In a situation like this, Yumi took precedence. “What are you doing here?”

“Vice Commander?” Keiichi looked like someone had socked him in the face. “This lady is a vice commander?”

Everyone ignored him.

“We don’t have much time to explain,” Yumi said. “Just get dressed in your uniform and come with us. We’ll debrief you on the way to our destination.”

Kazekiri didn’t question the vice commander. She went upstairs, stripped out of her pajamas, and ruffled through her dresser. It didn’t take long to find a spare uniform, which she quickly donned. Then she rushed back down stairs and saluted again.

“We don’t have time for formalities,” said the woman with long, bunny-like ears and green hair that went all the way down to her ankles. Like Gideon she was wearing a lab coat. Unlike Gideon, she was wearing a dress that revealed obscene amounts of cleavage and her flat belly button.

How shameless!

“You’re right,” Vice Commander Yumi said. “Come on, Kazekiri. Let’s go.”

Kazekiri followed the others out of her house, leaving her confused brother behind.

A vehicle waited for them outside. It wasn’t a police shuttle, just a regular M9-15 space shuttle. It looked like an isosceles triangle with wings.

She entered the back with a dark-haired girl and Dr. Fletcher. Kazekiri recognized Nyx from the time she’d gone shopping with Alex and the others; she noticed that Nyx sat as far from the school nurse as possible. The woman whose name she didn’t know and Vice Commander Yumi sat in the front. The vice commander was flying.

“Where are we going?” Kazekiri asked.

“First, we’re going to the police station,” Vice Commander Yumi said as she turned on the shuttle and pulled on the controls. Vroom! Propulsion jets fired off as the shuttle lifted off the ground. “Then we’re going to rescue Alexander S. Ryker.”

What? Kazekiri thought as the shuttle took off.

It took five minutes for them to explain the situation to her, though she still had trouble wrapping her mind around everything. They told her that Commander Karen was being controlled by someone, that Alex had been unlawfully arrested, and that if they didn’t rescue him, the solar system was doomed. The reason for all this was Gabrielle.

“So, you’re telling me that Gabrielle is the princess of a galaxy spanning empire?”

“Yes,” Vice Commander Yumi said.

“And Alex has to marry her, or the entire solar system is doomed?”

“Yep,” Principal Tepes said.

“However, Alex has currently been arrested on trumped up charges because Commander Karen is being controlled by one of Gabrielle’s potential suitors, who just happens to be an alien from another part of this galaxy?”

“Pretty much! (^_^)” was the green-haired woman’s, Ēostre’s, perky reply.

“Oh. Okay,” Kazekiri said—right before her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she passed out.
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Nyx grunted when Kazekiri’s weight landed on top of her. She would have pushed the girl off, but then she saw the look in Gideon Fletcher’s eyes and thought better of it. Wrapping her hair around the girl, she pulled Kazekiri even closer, causing the doctor to click his tongue in irritation.

“I told you we should have eased her into it,” Vice Commander Yumi muttered as she piloted the shuttle.

“You think so?” Caridna asked. “I think she took that rather well.”

“I concur. X3” Ēostre nodded in agreement.

Nyx could only sigh.

She was beginning to wonder if having these people help her rescue Alex was really such a good idea, after all.


INTERLUDE

THE MESSAGE

Lucifer was sitting on his throne when Azazel’s communication reached him.

A large screen appeared in front of him, showing the Angelisian commander’s face. Azazel looked like he’d seen better days. Not only was his hair in disarray, but his face was scuffed up and bruised.

“What happened to you?” Lucifer asked. “You looked like you challenged a torren to a fist fight.”

Torrens were primitive life forms found on Angelisia. They were bipedal creatures with long, thick arms and powerful bodies, similar to apes, but they had scales instead fur and their feet were clawed. While a torren wasn’t very intelligent, they were well-known for their incredible strength and hardy constitution. Only a few sentient beings could fight them on even footing.

“I wish that had been the case, your majesty,” Azazel said. “These wounds are actually from when Ariel sicced Kong on me.”

“Ah.” Lucifer nodded. “Does that mean you’ve managed to capture my wayward daughters?”

Azazel winced. “Unfortunately, it seems that they wish to stay here on Mars.”

Raising an eyebrow, Lucifer asked the obvious question. “What makes you think I care about what they want?”

“W-what I mean is: they want to stay on Mars, and Princess Gabrielle’s groom-to-be, Alexander S. Ryker, has decided to take their side.”

“Ho?” Lucifer murmured as he rested his cheek against the knuckles of his left hand. This was an interesting but not unexpected development, though Azazel did not know that. “So, Gabrielle’s top suitor has decided to protect them. Is he planning on building a harem with my daughters?”

“I… do not think that is his intention,” Azazel said hesitantly. “Alexander S. Ryker is too innocent for such thoughts. Also, it seems as if polygamy is not an accepted practice in this solar system.”

Lucifer clicked his tongue. “How boring. Anyway, what did the boy say?”

“Actually, he gave me a message to deliver to you.” Azazel fiddled with something out of Lucifer’s sight. “I’m sending it to you now.”

The dimensional transportation technology that Gabrielle invented had been adopted by Lucifer’s army. They used it for just about everything; this included delivering supplies and munitions, pin-point tactical jumps during combat, and mundane teleportation of people. Of course, there were limitations. People could not be teleported a certain distance, which was why he couldn’t just send a legion of troops to Mars and apprehend his daughters. Objects also tended to get scrambled if the teleportation device was not specifically calibrated for them. Still, it was incredibly useful technology nonetheless.

A small tear appeared in the space before him. Lucifer placed a hand underneath it just as a small box with blinking lights fell onto his palm.

“Now that you’ve delivered this, you may go,” Lucifer ordered his subordinate.

“Your Majesty.” Azazel saluted before the screen disappeared.

Lucifer studied the device sitting on his palm, which didn’t look like much. Despite this, the irony was not lost on him. No doubt Alex remembered how he had delivered a message to him via something just like this.

He pressed the button on top of the box. All of the lights lit up, and then an image appeared over the box. It was a small 1/100th scale holographic replica of a young boy who could only be Alexander S. Ryker.

Hm… he looks a lot like Zephie.

“I’m not one to mince words, so I’ll get right to the point,” the image of Alex said. “Your two daughters, Ariel and Michelle, wish to stay here on Mars, and I’ve decided to grant that wish. Those two will be staying with me until they decide to leave. If you send people after them, I’ll kick their asses and send them back to you. That is all.”

The holograph fizzled out. Lucifer stared at where Alex’s image had been seconds ago, and then he started to laugh. He laughed long and hard. His laughter echoed around the throne room. The two soldiers that stood by the entrance, guarding the door, looked at each other with uncertainty, but he ignored them.

“Ah… that boy… he is just like Zephie… even their attitudes are the same.”

This was a truly interesting development, and he knew of a way to make things even more interesting. Yes, he could use this young man’s hero complex to his amusement and benefit. He’d be killing two birds with one stone, solving a problem that had been digging into his side for some time now, while also amusing himself.

It looks like Alex is going to have more company soon…

Lucifer grinned.


CHAPTER 5

THE OPERATION BEGINS!

Darrick didn’t know what was going on, but for whatever reason, he’d been relegated to standby. Commander Karen had ordered him not to leave the police headquarters. Then she had left to go who knew where.

Perhaps it was because he was still a newly graduated recruit. As an ensign, he was technically the lowest ranked officer there, which meant that he wasn’t always at liberty to know what was happening. The only person whose rank was lower than his own was Kazekiri. She didn’t even have a title because she was a part-time employee and had yet to take any cadet training courses.

Sitting in a small cubicle where officers like himself typed up their reports, Darrick sighed and leaned back in his chair.

He was so bored. Everyone else was out doing something, and here he was, stuck inside, unable to do anything. Man, he wished something exciting would happen.

Just as this thought crossed his mind, something hard pressed into his back.

“D-don’t move,” Kazekiri stuttered.

Darrick straightened in his seat. “What the—? Kazekiri? What are you—”

“Just get up, follow me, and don’t ask any questions, got it?” Kazekiri’s hair tickled his skin as she leaned over. “Alex is in trouble. He needs help.”

“Alex-senpai?” Alex was in danger? “There’s no way that can be true. Alex is the strongest person I know.”

“It’s true. Alex is in trouble and needs help, so hurry up and get moving. We need to reach your shuttle before anyone realizes what’s happening. Vice Commander Yumi and the others are probably already on board.”

Vice Commander Yumi was involved in this as well? If that was so, then perhaps there was some validity to Kazekiri’s words. Whatever the case was, he couldn’t not go now, especially if the vice commander was involved. Besides, Alex might no longer be part of the police forces, but Darrick still considered the younger man to be his senpai.

“All right. I’ll go with you.”

“Good.”

“By the way… what is this thing that’s poking my back?”

There was a delayed pause. If Darrick didn’t know any better, he’d have said what was poking him was the barrel of a gun--except Kazekiri, as a cadet, wasn’t actually allowed to hold a gun, so it couldn’t be that.

...Could it?

The object was suddenly removed. Darrick thought he heard a soft click echo behind him. It must have been his imagination.

“N-Never mind that! Just hurry up and get moving!”

“Okay. Okay. There’s no need to get angry. Ouch! H-hey! Quit tugging on my ear! That hurts!”

“Shut up! We’re moving!”

Darrick could say nothing as he was dragged out of his cubicle. Women could be so pushy, he lamented.
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After Kazekiri left to get Darrick, Yumi led Nyx and Caridna to the docking station, which was located on the other side of the headquarters and only accessible by a member of the police. The station was mostly deserted as they rushed through various halls. Their feet echoed along the tiled floor, a burst of staccato noise and offbeat rhythms.

Nyx followed behind Yumi and Caridna. She kept a wary eye on their surroundings, just in case someone discovered and tried to stop them. However, it appeared that this place really was deserted. There didn’t seem to be a single living soul inside—at least, not on the first floor.

“How much further is it to the docking station?” asked Nyx.

“Not much further,” Yumi assured them.

They turned a corner, but were forced to stop when they realized that someone else was standing in the hallway. Drill-like curls. Ice blue eyes. Fair skin clad in a skintight bodysuit. It was Karen, the commander of the police forces on Mars.

She stood in the middle of the hallway, her expression blank. Sharp eyes like a blade cut into them. When she opened her mouth and spoke, even her voice sounded emotionless. Nyx was oddly disturbed.

“Vice Commander Yumi, what do you think you’re doing?”

Yumi stepped in front of everyone, blocking the path to them as if she was going to protect them. “There’s no use pretending anymore. I already know you’re not really Commander Karen. That might be her body, and that might be her voice, but I know she’s being controlled by you… King MacArt.”

All of a sudden, Karen’s demeanor changed. A deranged grin spread across her face. Her eyes, which had once been dead, gleamed with a ferocity that reminded Nyx of the predators found on the jungle planet Viidako.

“I suppose I should have realized you would know what was going on when I saw Nyx with you,” King MacArt spoke through Karen’s voice. “Since you already know my identity, you know that I will not allow you or anyone else to interfere with my plans.”

Karen, or rather, Karen’s body controlled by King MacArt, pulled out two pistols from her side and fired them off. Nyx and the others dove around the corner. The sounds of plasma bullets hitting the wall echoed down the hallway. Plasteel exploded as plasma slammed into the walls. A loud sizzling sound filled the air as the plasma quickly ate through the plasteel, though the reinforced durasteel underneath held up well to the plasma’s extreme temperature.

Yumi un-holstered her pistol, checked her ammo cartridge, and fired off several shots from around the corner. Nyx couldn’t hear the sound of a body dropping to the floor. She assumed that to mean Karen hadn’t been hit.

“You two should keep moving,” Yumi said to them.

“That’s a good idea,” Caridna agreed. “I’d rather not fight against my sister-in-law. Come on, Nyx. I know of another passage that will take us to the docking station.”

Nyx nodded and followed Caridna as she took off down another hallway, leaving Yumi to fight against the mind-controlled Karen.
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Kazekiri was worried. She did her best not to show it, but she had expected Vice Commander Yumi and the others to have shown up by now. What was taking them so long?

“Um, Kazekiri? How long are we supposed to wait here?”

“Until they show up.”

“And how long is that going to be?”

“How should I know?!”

She and Darrick were sitting inside of his shuttle, which had already been started up and was thrumming with life. While Darrick sat in the driver’s seat, Kazekiri had opted for the back. She rested one leg on top of the other, her foot shaking as if it had a mind of its own.

Anxiety pumped through her like adrenaline. She was worried about the others. What if they’d been caught? What if they’d run into trouble and been arrested? The police station had been mostly deserted, but that didn’t mean it was completely deserted. At the very least, there were still the cadets, though all of them were likely on the upper floors.

Just as Kazekiri was thinking of going back inside to search for them, the doors leading into the police station blew open. She could only stare, slack-jawed, at the warped durasteel door. It hadn’t been that thick, maybe ten centimeters at most, but it was still durasteel—the same material used on the hull of starships.

Two figures burst out and raced onto the docking station. It was Caridna and Nyx, the infamous assassin who Alex had rescued. Kazekiri breathed a sigh of relief, but then she noticed that Vice Commander Yumi was missing and felt her worry return.

Several more figures rushed onto the docking station, people wearing the uniforms of a cadet. They were carrying standard blaster rifles, which fired low-intensity beams meant to stun. Sirens went off. Nyx and Caridna continued to run, even as they fought off their pursuers.

“W-what the hell is that girl doing?! How is she doing that?!” Darrick gawked at Nyx, who placed her hands on the ground. Right before their very eyes, several fists grew out and slammed into the cadets, knocking them aside and sending them flying.

Kazekiri would have answered him, but she didn’t know either. She knew who Nyx was. She knew what Nyx did. However, she hadn’t been told about this strange ability.

While Nyx took her opponent’s down with strange, mystical abilities, Caridna fired off several stun rounds with pinpoint precision. Each shot hit a cadet in the chest. Each cadet crumbled to the ground as the stun bolts scrambled their body’s ability to work. Before long, all of the cadets were taken out, and Nyx and Caridna entered the shuttle.

“Take us out of here,” Caridna ordered as Nyx strapped on her seatbelt.

“R-right!”

Yanking on the controls, Darrick took them into the air without even questioning the order. Kazekiri grunted as the g-forces pushed down on her. It seemed the inertial dampener hadn’t been turned up to accommodate for such a sudden shift in acceleration.

“Damn it, boy! Turn that dampener back up!” Caridna snapped.

“S-sorry!”

Darrick reached out and fiddled with a knob on the dashboard. Kazekiri nearly groaned in relief when gravity stopped trying to compress her chest like a trash compactor.

They flew higher into the air before Darrick leveled them out. Cruising near the upper district, Darrick wove between buildings and traffic with the ease of an experienced pilot. Kazekiri still felt nauseous. She grabbed onto the person closest to her, Nyx, and held on as if afraid she might fall out of the shuttle. Nyx seemed annoyed for her part, but even so, she didn’t resist and let Kazekiri cling to her.

“Well,” Darrick started, “now that we’re in the air, how about you—”

His words were cut off when several police shuttles flew up alongside them, and a loud voice hailed from a speaker system. “Pilot Darrick Caraoughway, you are under arrest for aiding and abetting known criminals! Return to police HQ and turn yourself over! I repeat, return to police HQ and turn yourself over!”

“So now we’re criminals?” Caridna scoffed. “Boy, lose these idiots.”

“Are you sure that’s a good—”

“I said lose them!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Kazekiri screamed as Darrick threw the shuttle into a loop. Her stomach flew into her throat as the world flashed by in dizzying streaks. She felt sick. By Mars. She felt so sick. She wanted to throw up as Darrick juked and jinked, avoiding incoming traffic and buildings as he attempted to lose their pursuers. Instead of barfing, all she did was cling to Nyx like the girl was a lifeline and scream.

“Could you stop shoving my face into your boobs?” Nyx asked, her voice bland.

Kazekiri didn’t respond, busy as she was screaming herself hoarse.
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Yumi grunted as she slammed her back against the wall. The loud chugging of twin pistols echoed to her as plasma projectiles slammed into her protective cover.

Whoever was controlling the commander’s actions was good, really good. They were an excellent shot, had a keen grasp of how those weapons handled, and had impeccable hand to eye coordination. That said, they weren’t Commander Karen. Yumi would have been dead by now if that had been the case.

“Ha-ha-ha! What’s wrong, little girl,” MacArt mocked her in Commander Karen’s voice. “It seems you’re having problems. Are you overwhelmed? Are you unable to fight back because you’re afraid of harming your dear commander? Ha-ha-ha! You humans are all alike no matter which rock you crawled out from under! It’s no wonder your species is considered the most pathetic in the entire galaxy!”

Listening to this sycophant was like having someone impale her ears with a durasteel drill. She knew that he was doing it to rile her up, however. It was a common tactic to enrage an enemy and make them prone to hasty decisions, and thus it was easily ignored.

Yumi listened to the continued chug-chug-chug of twin plasma pistols being fired, waiting until she heard the distinct whine that signified they were out of power and needed to be reloaded.

Now!

Darting out from behind the corner, Yumi fired off several rounds from her own pistol, which fired standard lasers. All of her shots went purposefully wide. She didn’t want to hit Commander Karen, but she did want to spook the one controlling her.

Her tactic didn’t work. It seemed that MacArt knew, or was at least confident that she wouldn’t be able to shoot Commander Karen. He stayed exactly where he was, reloaded, and then took aim again.

“Ha-ha-ha! Let’s see you scurry on back to cover now!”

“Shit!”

Yumi moved faster than she could ever remember, darting left and right as she backed up. Plasma sailed by all around her. The heat from each shot seared her skin, burning through her police unitard and singing the hair on her arms. It wasn’t even that they were necessarily close. They were just that hot.

Plasma was the most abundant form of matter in the universe. It could be created by heating a gas or subjecting it to a strong electromagnetic field. Guns created utilizing plasma were done with gas cartridges. The gas was released into the gun, ionized at extreme temperatures, and then blasted out in the form of a condensed sphere.

Thanks to how hot the plasma was, it could punch a hole right through a human and even melt durasteel. Fortunately, these walls were reinforced with nearly thirty centimeters worth of durasteel, which meant it would take a lot to melt them. If that hadn’t been the case, Yumi would have been perforated with holes by now.

Yumi managed to reach cover, but her arms were covered in burns. This was merely due to the proximity of the projectiles. She hadn’t actually been hit. Even so, they still stung.

“Come on, little girl! What’s the matter? Aren’t you going to help your friend?!”

Plasma blasted the wall that she was hiding behind. The plasteel was already gone, which meant that if this kept up, the durasteel reinforcement would eventually melt and she’d be killed.

This is no good. I need to get in close.

The problem was that she hadn’t had any opportunities to get close. Every time she tried, MacArt shot at her, and this person might not have been Karen, but they were a damn good shot.

What she needed was a distraction.

Something to obscure my enemy’s vision…

Did she have anything like that? Yumi hadn’t been well stocked when she went to Atreyu Academy. She hadn’t believed that she would need a large supply of munitions.

What do I have on me right now?

“Damn it, little bitch! I’ve got better things to do than control this damn broad! Get out here and let me shoot you!”

Yumi kept calm as she dug into her pouch and rummaged around. She felt ammo cartridges graze her fingers. Those would be useless here. There was a small cylindrical device which, judging from the contours was a shrapnel grenade. She definitely wasn’t using that. What she needed… was a… a…

This is…

Something grazed past her fingers, a small device with little notches on it. She grasped it and pulled it out. It was a small sphere that fit perfectly on her palm, with a red gauge in the center and a small button on top—a smoke bomb.

This will work.

Yumi once more waited and listened. The plasma pistols blasted out slug after slug of superheated plasma. She could feel the wall beginning to get warm, which meant it had already broken through the durasteel of one wall and was splattering against the wall that she was pressed against. Great.

Chug-chug-chug-chug-whine!

Now!

She dashed out from behind the corner, pressed the button on the smoke grenade, threw it against the ground near Commander Karen’s feet, and watched as a massive plume of black smoke exploded outward.

It engulfed the entire hallway, this acrid smoke. Yumi already knew where her opponent was, or where they had been. She dashed through the smoke and was not surprised when she ran into Commander Karen. The woman’s blank face was particularly disconcerting, especially since she’d been spewing very un-Karen-like invectives.

Yumi snapped off a high kick that knocked one of the guns out of Commander Karen’s hand. Commander Karen tried to bring the other gun to bear, but Yumi attacked with a palm strike that knocked Commander Karen’s arm high. She then grabbed the limb, twisted her body, and used the commander’s weight against her.

Commander Karen was swung over Yumi’s shoulder, but instead of landing on her back and having the wind knocked out of her, she contorted her body and landed on her feet. She then tried to aim at Yumi again, but Yumi spun around and launched a reverse heel kick that hit her in the wrist. The gun was knocked out of Commander Karen’s hand and clattered to the floor several meters away.

“You damn human bitch!” Commander Karen shrieked.

“Now we’re on my turf,” Yumi said as she launched herself at the commander.

Commander Karen was an amazing shot. She could hit a five-centimeter target from 1,000 meters away with a 95% accuracy rating using a standard issue pistol. That was why she’d won the Mars Best Shooter contest for the past 10 years in a row. But, Commander Karen had one major weakness.

She couldn’t fight barehanded to save her life.

It had nothing to do with physical fitness. Commander Karen kept herself in peak physical condition. It also had nothing to do with flexibility. Few people were more flexible than her.

The problem was her breasts.

Commander Karen’s boobs were quite large, about 97 centimeters in circumference all told. With such an insanely large chest, it meant that not only were her breasts in the way, but they also did a lot of unnecessary jiggling, got in the way her of punches, and caused immense stress to her back. Even the inbuilt bras on their police unitards didn’t help with this.

In short, her body simply wasn’t made for up-close combat.

Yumi was small. At 151 centimeters in height, and with only a 74-centimeter bust, her body was lithe and compact. To top it off, Yumi did 500 pushups, sit ups, pull ups, chin ups, squats, and lunges. Every. Single. Day. Being a martial arts master who had studied and trained for 15 years in traditional combat also helped.

When Commander Karen tried to punch her, Yumi moved her deceptively soft arms, not just blocking the attack, but redirecting it. The fist MacArt used to punch with had been swung wide to account for the commander’s breasts. Redirecting such a wide hook was easy.

Taking a step forward, Yumi placed her left foot directly into the insole of Commander Karen’s right foot. She then grabbed the commander’s outstretched arm, twisted, and then pulled the commander off balance. This time, Commander Karen could not contort her body. Yumi had made sure she wouldn’t be able to.

Commander Karen hit the ground. Hard. All of the oxygen was expelled from her lungs. Yumi didn’t waste any time. She straddled the commander’s stomach and slammed a double-palm strike into the center of the commander’s torso—the solar plexus.

When the solar plexus is struck, air is forcefully expelled from the body. She’d seen young men hit each other there as a practical joke. However, if the air has already been expelled from the body, then when the solar plexus is hit again, the person in question will be unable to regain their breath.

There are three ways to knock someone unconscious: blunt force trauma to the head, a sudden drop in blood pressure, and oxygen deprivation.

Yumi watched as Commander Karen’s eyes rolled up into the back of her head and her body went limp. She felt bad for hurting her commander like that, but there hadn’t been much choice. If Commander Karen was being controlled, then the best way to wrest that control away from the controller was to knock her out.

With a deep sigh, Yumi slumped forward, straddling her commander’s legs as her head fell onto the woman’s abnormally large breasts. She laid there for a moment as the adrenaline left her. After taking several deep breaths, she reached up and closed Commander Karen’s eyes, regained her breath, and then climbed off her superior’s limp body.

“That was an impressive fight,” the voice of Gideon Fletcher came from behind her.

She turned around and glared at him. “Where have you been? You ran off before any of us could say something.”

“I had to prepare the hospital rooms, didn’t I?” Gideon shot back with a shrug. “The thing that’s controlling Karen is likely a machine that blocks the signals a person’s brain sends to their body, and then sends out its own signals instead. I’ll have to remove it manually. It’s a delicate operation, so I needed to make sure I had everything ready.”

Yumi didn’t like this man, but she accepted his reasoning. Extracting whatever machine or parasyte was implanted into Commander Karen was a top priority.

“Now, then, I’ll just carry her to the medical wing and—”

“No,” Yumi interrupted. “I’ll be carrying her. The last thing I want is for you to cop a feel while she’s unconscious.”

Gideon clicked his tongue. “Damn it. This might be my only chance to squeeze those amazing melons, but this flat-chested bitch is ruining it.”

“What was that?!”

“N-nothing!—ouch! Don’t hit me! Ouch! Stop it! OUCH!!!”
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Kazekiri had passed out from the insane aerial maneuvers Darrick was performing.

To keep the girl from being tossed about in her seat as Darrick went through a series of intense stunts that made even her question his sanity, Nyx had transmuted the seat to wrap around the girl like a cocoon. Meanwhile, she kept a firm grip on her seatbelt and made liberal use of her alchemy to keep herself in her seat. This had never proven more useful than when Darrick flew the shuttle upside down.

“Damn it, boy! All the blood is rushing to my head! Turn us right side up!”

“I-I can’t! If I did that—”

Two blaring horns caused the plasteel windows to rattle. A pair of massive passenger barges were headed straight for them. Nyx’s stomach dropped as Darrick, barrel rolling the shuttle, wove through the towers jutting from each barge. Then they were out the other side.

“—we would have crashed into those barges,” Darrick finished.

“Fine,” Caridna growled. “At least warn me when you’re going to do that next time.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“The police aren’t chasing us anymore,” Nyx said, looking out the back window.

Indeed, the police shuttles had apparently decided that caution was the better part of valor. They were making a long sweep around the two barges, each of which looked like they were around 60 meters in circumference. Looking at them from behind, the barges reminded her of cacadian puffer fishes.

“Where to now?” Darrick asked.

“Head to the first Mars barrier exit point,” Caridna ordered.

“Right.”

Nyx settled down as the shuttle sped up. She was pushed back into her seat, but the inertial dampener had been turned up, so she could hardly feel it. Beside her, Kazekiri groaned as her eyes fluttered open.

“W-what happened? Where… am I?”

“You are in a shuttle that’s on its way to one of the six exit points in Mars City.” Caridna looked back and grinned at Kazekiri. “Welcome back to the land of the conscious, Sleeping Beauty.”

Kazekiri blushed bright red. Then her expression scrunched up, as if she was just now noticing something odd. She looked down.

“W-what is this stuff? Why am I wrapped in… this strange material?!”

“This isn’t a strange material. It’s from the seat,” Nyx explained calmly. “You were unconscious. I transmuted your seat to wrap around you, so you wouldn’t get injured.”

“Oh…” Kazekiri paused. “Thank you for that, then, but do you think you could undo whatever you did to me now?”

Nyx said nothing, but she did place a hand on the seat, transmuting it so that the seat unwrapped itself from around Kazekiri and went back to normal.

“Thank you.”

The police must have lost them completely. Nyx couldn’t see anyone chasing after them. Darrick pulled on the controls and the shuttle ascended. Higher and higher it went, taking them further from Mars City and closer to the barrier.

Kazekiri gripped Nyx’s arm.

“Are you afraid of heights?” Nyx asked.

“It’s not heights I’m afraid of,” Kazekiri mumbled, her hands trembling. “In fact, I normally love flying. However, our driver is a maniac whose reckless flying made me pass out. I like to think my nervousness is understandable.”

Nyx considered her words for a moment. “Do you want me to wrap the chair around you again?”

Kazekiri looked like she was seriously considering it. A second passed, and then she shook her head. “No, thank you.”

Nyx shrugged. She didn’t really care one way or the other.

They soon reached the exit point. A large frame of gleaming durasteel shaped like a rectangle surrounded a series of massive slabs situated on the dome that protected Mars City. Blinking lights further indicated what this place was.

Darrick set the ship into hover mode.

“What are we supposed to do now?” he asked.

Caridna smiled. “Now, we wait.”
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Ēostre wore a bright smile as she waltzed through a hailstorm of projectiles. Lasers, plasma, electricity. Nothing could hit as she danced across the hallway, slicing and dicing everything in her path with a pair of precision lasers used for medical surgery. Her precise attacks and ability to avoid or negate all the attacks coming her way caused the officers she was fighting against to panic.

“W-who the hell is this woman?!”

“Monster! She’s a monster!”

“Now that is just too rude. :-(”

More shots were fired, but Ēostre tapped her foot against the ground. A circle with runes appeared beneath her feet, and then several slabs emerged from the floor, taking the projectiles meant to her. She moved between the slabs. More shots were fired. She created more slabs to act as cover.

Giggling to herself as the officers panicked even more, Ēostre created more circles on her gloves, and instead of using the floor as protective cover, she swatted the projectiles away like they were nothing.

“What is this?! How is she doing this?!”

“Magic! It’s like magic!”

Ēostre decided to end things here. She placed her hand on the wall, which lit up with several Asgardian runes. Seconds later, the wall came to life, hands exploding from it and smacking the police officers away. Screams echoed down the hall. Police officers went flying in every direction.

While she did not have Nyx’s unique ability to transmute her own body—She had a regular body composed of flesh and blood, unlike the assassin—her skills at transmuting the world around her were second to none. It helped that she had a very special way of using alchemy. It was actually her skills at alchemy that had earned her the title Asgardian Witch of Angelisia.

She walked up to a door. It was an automatic door, so it should have opened for her automatically. It did not. Someone must have locked it from the other side.

Ēostre frowned.

Her gloved fist glowed as runes appeared on it.

Then she punched the door, which exploded with concussive force. Like a rocket launched into space, the door, twisted and warped, was blown off its hinges and smashed into the wall on the opposite side of the room. Ēostre stepped inside.

“F-freeze!” One of the two guards squeaked, aiming his gun at her. “D-d-don’t move or I’ll shoot!”

Ēostre smiled. It was such a sweet, lovely, saccharine smile, the kind a lover might give to their significant other.

The officers pissed their pants.

“I will give you both five seconds to run. If you’re not out of this room in five seconds, I’ll hurt you. One. Two.”

She didn’t even get to three before both officers bolted, their frightened screams echoing down the hall. Ēostre listened for a moment, cocking her head to the side, and then walked up to the large console in the room.

The command console was a basic device—a simple series of dials and knobs. The knobs opened the entrances and exits to the dome, and the dials shut off key points in the lightwave barrier. There was a commlink attached to the console as well.

Ēostre went to the commlink. “Caridna, dear, can you hear me?”
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“Caridna, dear, can you hear me?”

Nyx blinked when Ēostre’s voice sounded out from the commlink. The infamous witch had neglected to travel with them. She had assumed that the woman intended to not take part in the operation, but it seemed the woman had merely gone after a different target.

Caridna pushed a button on the commlink. “I can hear you. We’re at the first exit point.”

“Oh, goody! In that case, I’ll go ahead and open the gates for you. (^_^)”

The first exit slid open, its four durasteel panels sliding apart, revealing four more panels that slid apart in the opposite direction.

Darrick flew through the exit into a long tunnel. Darkness spaced by a few well-placed lights engulfed them. Blink. Blink. Nyx counted a .2 second period between the moments it was dark and the moments it was light. The tunnel was at least 100 meters long, for it took them nearly sixty seconds of speeding before they reached the end.

“Ēostre, we need gate two opened,” Caridna said.

“I’m already on it. Don’t be so impatient. :p”

“Hmph!”

The gates slid open like the gaping maw of a beast. Nyx and Kazekiri peered past the gate. Multi-colored lights would have blinded her had she not used alchemy to create a thin layer of film over her eyes. Kazekiri looked away. That was the light wave barrier. She remembered seeing it during her arrival on Mars.

As she stared, a small section of the lightwave barrier opened. Like a blossoming flower, it split apart, and Darrick piloted them through it. They had entered Mars’s atmosphere.

“Take us to the Mars Penitentiary, Boy,” Caridna said.

Darrick looked pitifully at the child-like woman. “Do you really have to call me ‘boy?’ I have a name, you know.”

“And I don’t care to know your name. Now get going.”

As the shuttle flew forward, Kazekiri and Nyx found themselves staring out the window. The flaxen-haired girl appeared to have finally calmed down. Caridna continued screwing with Darrick, who tried to drive while being forced to endure the young-looking woman’s teasing.

Nyx glanced out the window on her side. She saw nothing of the landscape, though, for her mind was further away, on a certain boy who’d given her a home.

Hang on, Alex. We’re coming.
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Alex hadn’t spent the past several hours waiting for some miracle to happen. He wasn’t naive enough to assume that there were people coming to rescue him. If he’d learned anything from his time as a cadet, from his time protecting Gabrielle, it was that to make something happen, one had to reach out with their own hands and grasp it.

His D-glove had a lot of his more useful inventions. Most of them were smaller, like his multi-purpose tool, but there were a few larger items that he kept in storage—just in case.

The multi-purpose tool, a cylindrical object with a shifting tool head, was something that he used when doing on the spot repairs to broken equipment. He’d built it based on Gabrielle’s all-purpose tool. While not as “all-purpose” as Gabrielle’s invention, his featured a tool head that could change between several different tools—screwdrivers, hammers, hydrospanners, laser cutters. It had 20 different configurations.

He still couldn’t access his Aura of Creation. Alex had determined that it was due to the thing on his neck. It acted like a dam. Rather than negating his powers or stopping him from using them, it blocked his powers like a dam would block water.

That was actually what had hurt him back when he’d tried to use his Aura of Creation against MacArt. It hadn’t been a built-in defense, but his own powers backfiring on him. Now that he knew this, he could figure out how to break it.

If it was blocking his power, then the most likely case was that it was using a series of power converters or a miniaturized variation of the lightwave barrier. Power converters, if used as a rerouting device, could theoretically bounce Alex’s power back at him. A lightwave barrier would act more like a dam, which would cause his body to break down because his powers couldn’t get out.

“I don’t see why you won’t use my power.”

Because I don’t trust you.

“That’s quite a harsh thing to say to someone who has been with you for your entire life.”

I wouldn’t know anything about that. Why is the other voice not stopping you?

“Hehe, that device on your neck was made specifically for Angelisians. Your other half is currently unable to reach you.”

My other half…

Alex shook his head and ignored the voice as it tried to seduce him into using its powers. He had no reason to trust this voice, and he still remembered how he’d hurt Gabrielle while using that red power the last time. It had caused him to go out of control and attack anything that moved. He would never let that happen again.

Using the multi-purpose tool, Alex drilled a small hole in the device around his neck. He made sure not to accidentally break anything. There was no telling what that would do. Afterward, he changed the multi-purpose tool from a drill into a camera.

A long wire extended from the end. There was a lens attached to the wire. Flipping the multi-purpose tool around, he set the camera lens against the hole, and then pulled out more of the wire to extend its length. There was a small screen at the bottom of the handle, which he used to look at what the camera was seeing inside of the hole.

It’s definitely a type of power converter.

Power converters—at least, human ones—were tiny nodes that connected to a network of circuits which, when activated, would convert one type of energy into power. They were most often used in shuttle engines and computers.

One could invert a power converter’s purpose by reversing its function. This would cause all of the energy to be stored and then sent back to the source. Saboteurs used this method when trying to destroy someone else’s work.

Now that he knew what he was dealing with, it was time to get to work.

The first step was widening the hole, which he did with the drill configuration of his multi-purpose tool. He stopped once he judged the hole to be at least five centimeters wider.

Alex pressed several buttons. The multi-purpose tool changed again. It shifted, the drill peeling away as if it was made of thousands of flexible wires. Then the wires changed shape. Long, slightly curved, and with a nozzle at the end, one might have assumed that it was a blow torch.

He was careful to keep his hand steady as he lowered his decoder, a device that was often used to reprogram machines. This was a miniaturized version. Gabrielle had given him the idea for it. Speaking of, he was really going to have to thank her after this. It was the knowledge she had imparted on Angelisian engineering that allowed him to make this.

After finding a node, Alex carefully placed the nozzle over it. He took a deep breath. Then he activated the decoder.

There was a beep, followed by several slich-slich-slich noises like something was scuttling inside the tube-like body of his multi-purpose tool. The decoder was analyzing the program used to create the power converters. Once it did that, it would invert the converters, causing the whole thing to malfunction.

Or it would kill him.

No pressure.

It took several long, ominous, and nerve-wracking minutes before smoke emitted from the collar. Alex winced as he received an intense jolt. Fortunately, there was no ka-boom. The collar crackled several times, then a click echoed inside of his cell, and the collar clattered to the ground.

Alex was free.

“It is good to finally be capable of speaking again. Excellent job, Alexander. You are truly an exemplary mechanic.”

“Stop flattering the boy. He’s not exemplary at anything. He’s just an idiot.”

“You should not insult your host, daemon.”

“And you should learn to grow a pair.”

No arguing right now please.

“My apologies, Alexander. I did not mean to disturb you. I just wished to express my satisfaction at being free.”

“I hate you both. Damn it. I was this close to seducing that prude brat to my way of thinking.”

“It didn’t look that way to me.”

“That’s because you’re blind, you fucking—”

Alex didn’t let Voice Number One get any further than that. He closed off his mind, blocking out her voice. He hoped it would be indefinite, but he knew better than to have such high hopes. In fact, the voice would likely come back in a few seconds. That thought made him depressed.

He shook his head.

All right. It’s time to get out of here.

Alex called upon his Aura of Creation by thinking of the people he cherished, and his powers answered him. It was like a gentle creek flowing through his body. The energy washed away his exhaustion and engulfed his body in a silvery blue aura. Willing the aura to change, he channeled it into his left hand. The blue aura shifted, elongated, changed shape, and the end result was an ethereal blue sword.

“Don’t block me out like that, you stupid brat!”

Shut up!

“I agree with Alexander. Be quiet.”

“I hate you both!”

Metal squealed as Alex swung the blade at the durasteel bars containing him. Composed of pure energy, the blade tore through the bars with ease. As Alex stepped out of his cell and onto a walkway, he looked around.

The section of the prison he stood in was made up of multiple levels, possibly even hundreds of levels. Up or down, no matter where he looked, all Alex could see was more prison cells just like the one he’d been in. Walkways meandered around a large hole in the grating. A railing kept people from falling into the depths below.

Sirens blared, the sound deafening in the confined space.

Well, Alex thought to himself, that can’t be good.
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Within a small room filled with blinking lights and several holographic monitors, a group of security guards watched as their newest prisoner tore through his jail cell with a glowing energy sword.

“This isn’t good,” one of them said.

“What should we do?” another asked.

“How should I know?”

The door suddenly slid open, revealing a large man with an even larger gut. He walked into the room. His stomach jiggled as he moved.

Like the others, he wore the standard police uniform, a blue unitard with shoulder pads and chest armor. Because of how rotund he was, the armor that he wore was specially designed to fit his frame. His boots clacked against the tiles as he walked up to the hovering holographic monitors.

“What the hell is going on here?!” the warden demanded in a booming voice.

“S-sir!” one of the men shouted. “It’s that new prisoner, sir! He’s escaped!”

“WHAT?!”

The warden stared at the holographic screen that displayed Alex breaking through his prison bars. He turned white as a sheet. Then his entire face, all the way down past his neck, turned bright red.

Growling, he flipped several switches on one of the consoles. On the monitors, every jail cell opened up.

“W-what are you doing, Warden?!” one of the officers squawked in surprise.

“Give me that intercom,” he demanded, nabbing the device from the hands of one of the other guards. He put it to his mouth and began shouting. “Listen up, degenerates! We’re going to be playing a new game. Anyone who can dispose of the boy called Alexander will win a free trip out of this place!”

As the head warden shouted into the commlink, claiming that whoever killed Alex would be allowed to go free, the security guards whispered to each other behind the warden’s back.

“He does realize that there’s no way he can make good on his promise, doesn’t he?”

The others all shrugged.

“Didn’t think so…”
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“Listen up, degenerates! We’re going to be playing a new game. Anyone who can dispose of the boy called Alexander will win a free trip out of this place!”

Alex knew he was in trouble when all of the jail cells opened, and figures emerged from within. The loud shout that rang out over the speakers merely reinforced that fact. Each prisoner that exited a jail cell was covered in muscles. They towered over him. Like Alex, they were wearing a prisoner’s uniform. Unlike Alex, there was a deranged gleam in their eyes, as if their minds had broken a long time ago.

“Dis is the kid, right?” one of the men asked. He was massive, at least two times larger than Alex. He was bald, and his head was shaped like an olive. It was also a lot smaller than the rest of his body.

“I think so,” another said, his prisoner clothes hanging off his lanky frame like an old person’s skin.

“Then what are we waiting for?! Let’s kill this little shit!”

“Yeah!”

“And here I was hoping he’d become my bitch. Oh, well.”

Four men charged at him, but Alex stood his ground and summoned his aura. He channeled all of the power into his fist. Then he drew his fist back, threw a punch, and released all of the pent-up energy that he’d stored.

A massive wave of condensed silvery-blue energy was launched forward. The energy wave took on the form of a fist, which plowed into the men charging at him. They didn’t stand a chance. The wave hit them like a shuttle breaking the sound barrier. While two of them crashed into a jail cell, denting the metal bars, the other two were thrown off the side.

Alex rushed up to the side as the two fell, grasping the railing and looking down. The two had already disappeared within the depths of the prison.

Did they survive the fall? Can anyone survive a fall like that?

Alex didn’t know. He also knew that now wasn’t the time to feel concerned for criminals. Gabrielle was still in the clutches of MacArt, and if he didn’t do something to rescue her, then she would be taken away, her mind and body broken. He didn’t want that to happen.

There was also the small matter of Mars being destroyed if he let Gabrielle get kidnapped, but he tried not to think about that.

Several more prisoners came out of the woodworks. Alex looked ahead and behind him. They were on either side, pincering him in. Each one was large and bulky, and more than a few made him think of space sumo wrestlers he’d seen on TV.

“Hey, dat’s da one, ain’t he?”

“He is!”

“Let’s kill the bastard!”

“I want my freedoooommmm!!!”

Like the rolling particle clouds of an ion storm, they surged forward. Alex knew he wouldn’t be able to defeat them all. He still didn’t have a handle on his powers, and he was still tired.

He looked around. Time seemed to slow. The rust covered railing separated him from a long drop. Above and below were more walkways. Several meters off was a staircase, but there was no way he’d be able to reach it, not when there were so many people blocking his path.

There’s no time to think!

Before the prisoners could reach him, Alex leapt onto the rail, channeled his aura to his feet, and then released the energy as he jumped. The air stung his eyes as he was catapulted into the air like a projectile fired from a gun. He didn’t know how high his jump took him, but he reached out his hand, grabbed onto the railing, and pulled himself up.

Another prisoner was waiting for him. He was muscular like the others, with bulging triceps and pecs that were larger than Alex’s head. Long black hair and a five o’clock shadow lent him a bedraggled appearance. Bloodshot eyes carried a hint of insanity as they stared down at Alex like he was a helpless animal.

“You thought you could escape by coming up here. However, little did you know that I, the greatest criminal to have ever existed, was waiting for you. Now lament, for you are going to be killed so that I can win my—GYYYAAAA!”

A loud, piercing wail bounced along the walls as Alex, unable to listen to this man anymore, kicked him in the nutsack. As the man grabbed his balls, Alex grabbed his prisoner’s jumpsuit. He hauled the man off his feet and tossed him into the prisoners who’d been trying to run up the stairs.

Several loud crunches!, crashes!, and bangs! reverberated all around him as everyone fell back down. Alex didn’t look back to see what had happened. He needed to keep moving.

Mars Penitentiary was a high-security prison built deep underground. It had two levels. The low security prison and the high security prison.

The low security prison was where people who committed minor infractions went. A drunken brawl, a shuttle crash, minor cases of theft and petty vandalism. Most people only stayed there for a night before being taken back to Mars City via shuttle.

The high security prison was below the low security prison, and it was the place where hardened criminals who’d committed atrocious crimes went; grand theft autos, murder, rape, drug smuggling, and slave trading. Because the prisoners there were so violent, the high security prison had been cordoned off by a series of checkpoints that could only be opened from the other side.

Alex would have to break through those checkpoints if he wanted to be free.

As he leapt from railing to railing, Alex realized that he must have been near the bottom—that, or this place simply had more levels than he’d suspected.

It seemed like the higher Alex went, the less prisoners there were. Shouts reached him from down below. A glance down revealed that the other prisoners were trying to follow him.

Because he was glancing down, Alex almost missed the figure looming above him. If it hadn’t been for the shadow they cast, he probably would have.

He looked up. There was a tall man holding a metal bar, which he was clearly going to use to bash Alex’s head in.

Reacting on instinct, Alex grabbed the guard rail and used it to swing underneath the man, flying between the prisoner’s legs. The metal bar smacked the rail, a loud gong! blasting in his ears, making him wince.

He gritted his teeth and ignored the ringing of his eardrums. The other man was worse off anyway. His body shook from the reverberations that the missed attack had caused. His arms must have gone numb. Alex was going to use that to his advantage.

Scrambling to his feet, Alex created a tightly packed ball of condensed Aura of Creation between his hands. The sphere crackled. Wisps of silvery blue energy wafted from it like gaseous fumes from a star. His opponent didn’t even have time to turn around before Alex shoved the sphere into his back.

What happened after was… unexpected.

Alex wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting to happen, but it wasn’t the man being blasted off his feet, sent sailing to the other side of the prison, and slamming into the bars of a jail cell. The bars dented from the force they were hit with. The man, clearly unconscious, fell to the floor in a heap of limbs.

“Well,” Alex started, “that wasn’t my intention, but this works fine, too.”

10

Inside of the security room, the warden and his officers were staring at the screens, flabbergasted.

“W-what the hell is this kid?!”

“There’s no way he can be human!”

The warden gawked at the screen with the others. That Alex kid was leaping—no, flying from rail to rail, and he was beating the crap out of every other prisoner who came near him. How was this possible? These people were nearly five times bigger than him! And then there was that strange blue energy that he was using. What the hell was that?!

“He’s almost reached the first checkpoint!”

“What do we do?!”

“I want my mommy!!!”

The warden realized something right then. It was up to him to fix this situation. He needed to take charge, lead his men, and deal with this threat.

“Alert all of the officers stationed here that they’re to make for the checkpoint! They must guard it with their lives! The use of lethal firearms is permitted!”

Even if this brat was using some strange power, there was no way he could defeat an entire force of armed guards…

Right?
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The first checkpoint was a large set of durasteel doors—blast doors. These types of doors were often used in spaceships. Their purpose wasn’t necessarily to be a door, but rather, to seal off damaged sections of the ship. This kept the rest of the ship from being subjected to the vacuum of space. Since blast doors were made with the idea of sealing off spaces in mind, they were built to withstand harsh punishment.

In other words, breaking through it was impossible with anything less than a high-powered beam weapon or a particle cannon.

Alex didn’t think he had the power necessary to break through it with his Aura of Creation, and he still refused to use his other power, the red one that was tied to Voice Number One. Still, it wasn’t like everything needed to be solved with violence. He was a genius inventor, after all.

The blast door was sectioned off by a walkway that separated it from the rest of the high-security prison. Alex spun around, formed another giant energy sword in his hand, and slashed apart the walkway. A loud scree! erupted as metal was shredded like Mr. Grater ripping Gabrielle’s clothes asunder. The walkway warped, wobbled, and then fell, its position unable to be maintained now that it didn’t have the benefit of being connected to both sides.

That should keep any prisoners that make it this far from coming further. Now to deal with that blast door.

There was an access panel next to the blast door. Often used by droids when emergency access to the door’s security control was necessary, they were a built-in safety on the off-chance that the door was malfunctioning.

Alex used his multi-purpose tool to unscrew the access panel. He set the durasteel grating against the wall, and then went to work.

Built with a series of circuits, nodes, and wires, the security panel’s operating system was made with a numerical sequence-based code. To access the blast door, one needed to enter the correct code.
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Droids normally plugged themselves into the panel and hacked it. Alex was not a droid, so he needed to use his multi-purpose tool’s decoder to hack into the panel and access the blast doors.

He could have simply busted the door by crossing wires, but he wanted to close it once he finished. He didn’t think anyone could follow him since the walkway had been destroyed. Still, it was better to be prudent than to let a bunch of murderous criminals escape.

Ping! The door slid open. Alex stood up and walked through the doorway—

“There he is, men! Fire!”

—where he was met with a hail of blaster fire.

Alex shut his eyes and raised his hands, as if doing so would somehow shield him from the incoming storm of deadly projectiles. He waited for the feeling of his flesh being burnt, waited for holes to be blasted through his body, waited and waited and waited.

Nothing happened.

Opening his eyes, Alex wondered if he was seeing things. There was a large blue barrier in front of him. Oval in shape and slightly opaque, it blocked the blaster fire with ease. Blaster bolts hit it and fizzled out as if contact with the barrier negated them.

I see, so the Aura of Creation can also be used to make shields.

Alex wasn’t expecting an answer, but he received one anyway.

“Indeed it is. You didn’t think an Angelisian’s power simply allowed one to make weapons, did you? An Angelisian’s power is that of creation. Weapons, shields… honestly, the application of this power is nearly limitless. I myself feel like we’ve only scratched the surface of what you can do with this power.”

Huh… that’s really useful.

“Yes, it is.”

“Che,” Voice Number One scoffed. “Creating shit’s nowhere near as useful as my power.”

“It is far more useful than your power.”

“Is not.”

“Is too.”

“Is not.”

“Is too.”

“Is—”

Stop that right now!

After verbally berating the voice, Alex returned his attention to the larger problem at hand—the people who were shooting at him.

“Keep firing, men! Keep firing!”

The storm of blaster bolts seemed to increase. Alex winced. He could actually feel the drain on his energy. It was like all of his strength was slowly being sucked out of him by a vacuum. His knees trembled, his arms shook, and his mind became sluggish. If this kept up…

I’ll be done for.

The blaster fire dwindled, and then ceased. The officers had run out of ammo. Alex knew that this was his chance.

Before they could recover, Alex opened his D-space and pulled out a smoke grenade—at least, he thought it was a smoke grenade. It produced smoke when he threw it on the ground, but then everyone started choking before they fell unconscious. Eyes rolled into the back of heads, bodies crumpled like broken robots, and several of them spasmed before going still.

“Hmm…” Alex pondered this. “I must have used the wrong chemicals to create smoke. I wonder why it didn’t affect me?” He pondered this some more, and then decided that he didn’t care. “Oh, well. Time to head out.”
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“Warden! He’s breached the first checkpoint!” one of the security officers shouted.

The warden growled and lifted a large, hairy arm, which he pointed accusingly at the figure on the holographic monitor. “Activate the war droids! Let’s see how he handles our most powerful weapons!”
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After passing the first checkpoint, Alex entered an elevator at the end of the hall. Soft music played all around him. It was surprisingly calming. He didn’t think this style of music would be playing inside of a prison.

“Maybe they play this kind of music to help the officers relax?” suggested Voice Number Two.

“Che. If they wanted to relax, they should just screw each other’s brains out,” said Voice Number Two.

“Must you always be so crass?”

“Must you always be such a prude?”

If you two keep arguing, I’m going to block you.

“My apologies.”

“Whatever.”

The voices fell silent, and Alex sighed. He really was beginning to wonder about his mental stability. Did anyone else hear voices inside their head like this? Did anyone else talk to those voices? He didn’t think so.

The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. Alex would have stepped out, but standing right in front the door were several droids. They were bipedal, human in shape, with bullet-shaped heads and glowing red eyes. Their bodies were painted in the same colors as a police uniform.

Each of them was carrying a plasma rifle.

“Well, shit,” Alex cursed.

The droids opened fire. Alex raised his hands and a silvery blue barrier sprang up. The plasma struck the barrier, splattering against it like ooze, then ate into the shield, forcing him to reinforce it with more energy. He grimaced as his energy shields wavered. It seemed plasma was harder to shield against than blasters.

When the droids stopped firing, Alex willed the energy to expand. The blue shield flew forward. It slammed against the droids, sending them crashing to the ground. He then recalled the barrier and created a sword.

He felt like a character in a hack and slash game as he charged forward.
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“He’s destroying all of our war droids, Warden!” an officer screeched.

“That boy is a monster! He’s going to kill us all!”

“Run for it!”

“SAVE ME, EEERRREEENNNNN!!!”

Chaos descended upon the room. All of the officers were running around in circles. The warden stood in the center of this chaos, shaking, though whether that was from rage or fear, not even he knew.

“Silence, all of you!” he shouted, trying to calm his subordinates. It didn’t work. They continued to run around, no matter how loud he shouted.

Then, as if karma was coming to bite him in the ass, a loud explosion rocked the entire prison.

“What the hell was that?!” he demanded to know.

One of his subordinates, the same one who’d been commenting on the boy’s progress as he demolished their security, looked at another monitor. “Sir, it looks like our hangar bay gates have just been destroyed!”

“WHAT?!”

Like a bird of prey, it descended, a blue and white police shuttle. A holoscreen appeared in the air, revealing the shuttle up close. It also allowed them a view of the people inside. He didn’t recognize three of them, the two girls with blond hair and the other girl with dark hair, but he knew at least one of those people. It was Darrick, who often piloted Commander Karen to this prison.

“Warden, the shuttle is hailing us!”

Before he could tell them not to respond, a crisp voice spoke up from a speaker system. “This is Caridna Tepes. I’ve come to rescue a young man named Alexander S. Ryker. If you don’t want to have your asses kicked, then don’t try to stop us. That is all.”

The communication ended.

“What do we do, Warden?” asked an officer.

“What do you mean ‘what do we do?’ We do the only thing that we can do. Our objective is clear. We cannot let these people take that boy. Everyone, prepare for combat! We’ll show these people not to mess with us!”

Even though he said that, none of his officers were listening. In fact, most of them looked like they were already preparing to surrender.

The warden groaned. Could this day get any worse?
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Alex wondered why he hadn’t run into anymore war droids or officers. Walking down the hall, keeping his eyes out for anything trying to kill him, he was expecting at least someone to attack him. Yet he was getting closer to the entrance and no one had come up to stop him.

The entrance was marked by a massive durasteel-plated door… which was currently wide open.

Walking up to the entrance, Alex pressed his back against the wall and peered out, wary of any traps.

What he found shocked him.

“Alex-senpai!”

Alex ducked as Darrick sailed over his head. The young man crashed into the ground several meters away. As Darrick wiggled his butt, which was sticking up in the air, Alex turned back to the other people who’d come to help him.

“Wha… what are you all doing here?” he asked.

“Isn’t that obvious?” Mrs. Tepes answered his question with another question. “We’re here to rescue you.” She paused. “Though it looks like you didn’t actually need any rescuing.”

Alex blushed a bit at the appraising look she gave him. During that time, Nyx and Kazekiri walked up to him. Kazekiri’s worry was obvious. Her entire body seemed to radiate with concern, and her eyes checked him out as if searching for injuries. Nyx was a lot subtler. In fact, he couldn’t tell if she was worried or not. Her eyes remained as impassive as always.

“Alex… ander, are you okay?” Kazekiri asked.

“I’m okay,” Alex said, tilting his head. “You were worried about me?”

“W-w-wha—no!” Kazekiri crossed her arms and turned her head. “Of course I wasn’t worried about you… I mean, maybe a little…” The longer she spoke, the redder her face became. In what appeared to be a last-ditch effort, she huffed and pinned him with a glare. “I was only worried because of everything that’s happened. Also, you have a lot of explaining to do.”

Explaining? What is she… oh, right.

If Kazekiri was here, rescuing him, then it meant she knew about what was happening. At the very least, she must have had a general idea. Alex couldn’t see Mrs. Tepes letting this girl come with them without knowing at least a little of what was going on.

“You’re right,” Alex said. “I promise that I’ll explain everything to you when this is over.”

“Good.” Kazekiri nodded.

“Maybe we can go out to that café again, and I can tell you there,” Alex suggested.

“That’s fine. You and I can… can…”

“Kazekiri?”

“I-i-i-it’s nothing!” Kazekiri shook her hands back and forth, then coughed and continued. “A-anyway, I… I’ll be waiting for you to explain all this.”

“Right.” Alex nodded. That sounded like a reasonable request.

A tug on his sleeve made Alex look down. Nyx, who only reached up to his chest, was staring at him with her emotionless red eyes.

“Is something wrong?”

“No.” Nyx shook her head, though she did step closer to him. She also didn’t release his sleeve.

Huh, weird girl.

Alex was surprised when neither of the voices inside of his head chose to comment. At the very least, he expected Voice Number Two to have some kind of gratuitously raunchy comment regarding Nyx and her actions.

“Well,” Mrs. Tepes clapped her hands together, “I believe it’s time we all left. We still have a princess to rescue, after all.”

“Right,” Alex said.

“What about Darrick?” asked Kazekiri.

Everyone looked back at Darrick, who was still lying on the ground, his butt sticking up in the air.

“Leave him,” Mrs. Tepes said. “I’m sure he’ll be fine on his own.”


CHAPTER 6

PRINCESS RESCUE

Karen regained consciousness, though she almost wished she hadn’t. Her skull was pounding like someone was beating on it from the inside.

Opening her eyes didn’t help. The light seemed to pierce it like white hot needles. She groaned and closed her eyes again.

“Commander Karen?” a familiar voice said. “Hey, doctor! I think she’s waking up.”

“No, I’m not,” Commander Karen replied.

“That was a surprisingly childish thing to say,” another voice said. This one was male.

“Commander Karen, how are you feeling?” asked the more soothing female voice.

Karen groaned. “Like someone’s been tinkering around in my head.”

“That would make sense,” the male voice said. “Considering someone has been tinkering around inside of your head.”

Karen forced her eyes open. Light stung her retina, but she squinted until they adjusted.

There was a face hovering above her, familiar and comforting. Yumi, her vice commander. The young woman’s eyes simmered with worry.

“I’m glad you’re awake, Commander.”

“Yeah, well, you’re the only one.” Karen knew that she was being childish, but she had a terrible headache. She wished she could go back to sleep. “What happened?”

“You don’t remember?” Yumi asked. “Someone implanted a device to control you. They made you arrest Alex and fight against me.”

As Yumi spoke, Karen finally recalled what had happened. She remembered waking up one morning, unable to control her body. She’d tried to regain control, but it had been no use; her body had moved on its own, and her lips had spoken words that she never intended to say.

She remembered issuing the order to have her officers wait at school and arrest Alex. The charge had been aiding Nyx and not heeding his house arrest. She remembered Caridna trying to stop her and issued a warrant for her arrest, too. She even remembered the fight with Yumi.

“You beat me up,” she accused.

Yumi looked flustered. “I-I am terribly sorry for that, Commander.”

“It’s fine. I didn’t leave you much of a choice. Help me sit up.”

With Yumi’s help, Karen sat up. This allowed her to look around at the white walls, white floor, and white ceiling of the hospital room. Someone had dressed her in a patient's smock, and she really hoped that someone was Yumi and not the man standing off to the side.

“Gideon Fletcher.”

“Karen.”

She’d never liked Gideon. He was a lecherous bastard who spent more time chasing after teenage girls than he did working as a school nurse. There had been numerous complaints about him, but since he was careful not to actually harass the students, they couldn’t do anything—and he was too good at what he did to be fired. He was so good, in fact, that Karen overlooked his lecherous attitude to hire him part-time when the police needed someone who understood alien biology.

“You said that I was being controlled,” she prompted.

“By this.” Gideon held up a strange device. It looked like a metallic bug with long, wiggly tendrils. That said, it was quite small, being only about the size of her palm. “It’s called a Parasyte. It’s an illegal device that can be bought on the galactic black market. See these tendrils? What happens is this thing burrows inside of your neck, attaches itself to your spinal cord and extends these tendrils throughout your body. They block the signals sent from your brain, and someone can program their own commands for you to follow or control you remotely.”

“I see.”

Karen didn’t really see, but she understood enough. Someone had used her by using that device. The very thought that someone could have done such a thing made her furious.

She turned to the woman. “Vice Commander Yumi, I need you to update me on everything that’s happened so far.”

“Ma’am!” Yumi said, saluting.
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Despite what Mrs. Tepes had said, they ended up taking Darrick with them. They needed someone to pilot, after all.

Before re-entering Mars City, they received a call from Karen. She apparently had some kind of machine implanted into her, which had been controlling her actions, just as they had suspected. The machine had been taken out. Everything was good now, and they had been asked to return to the police station.

An escort had been waiting for them.

Sitting in Karen’s office, Alex looked at all of the others. Karen sat behind her desk, Mrs. Tepes lounged on one of the couches in the center of the room, while Yumi stood beside her commander. Gideon was leaning against the wall near the door. Alex was sitting between Nyx and Kazekiri on the other couch.

Ēostre, who Alex had been told also helped them out, was conspicuously absent.

“We have a problem,” Karen didn’t hesitate to say. Alex wanted to say “duh” in response, but he held himself back. “Gabrielle Angelis has been kidnapped, which means that our solar system is under threat of being annihilated.”

Clenching his fists, Alex thought about the man who’d taken Gabrielle. The very thought made him angry. A red film was cast over his eyes. He wanted to find that MacArt, grab him by his scrawny neck, and—

“Don’t worry,” Nyx said, placing her hand on top of his. “We’ll get Princess Gabrielle back.”

The red film disappeared. Alex relaxed his grip and sent her a smile. “You’re right. Thank you.”

“Hm.” Nyx nodded.

“Ah…” Kazekiri mumbled.

“Something wrong, Kiri-Kiri?”

“N-no.” Kazekiri placed her hand on her lap and shook her head. “Nothing’s wrong.”

His friend was acting awfully strange, but that wasn’t new. She’d been like this for a while now. He put her behavior out of his mind. There were more important things to worry about.

“The first thing we need to do is find out where Gabrielle has been taken,” Mrs. Tepes said. “We’ve got everyone scouring the city, and the intelligence division is checking all of our security cameras. It shouldn’t be long before we find something.”

“What if he’s already left?” asked Kazekiri.

“I doubt he has,” Mrs. Tepes rebutted. “But even if he has left, there would still be a trail for us to follow.”

“MacArt has not left,” a voice said from the doorway.

Alex blinked. While it hadn’t been that long since he’d heard that voice, it felt like ages had passed.

“Azazel?” he said, staring at the man in question. His wings were retracted into his back. They flapped as he strode forward, his polished to a shine armor clinking together with every step. His dirty snow hair appeared as if just combed, and his purple eyes stared at everyone with a solemnity that surprised Alex.

“I apologize for not coming to you sooner, Groom-to-be,” Azazel said. “Had I known what was happening, I would have arrived much earlier.”

“Are you gonna keep calling me that?”

“Until you marry Princess Gabrielle,” Azazel said, and then continued. “We had not realized that MacArt was the one who had snuck into Mars City.”

“Explain yourself, Azazel,” Karen demanded.

Azazel nodded, a certain grimness about him, and said, “All of Princess Gabrielle’s suitors go through an advanced screening process. Before the groom-to-be came along, King Lucifer only let people who were respectable attend marriage arrangement meetings with the princess.”

Alex was surprised. He didn’t know that King Lucifer had actually screened people. Considering that all but one of Gabrielle’s suitors so far had been complete douchebags, he’d assumed the king had simply let anyone and everyone meet with Gabrielle. It seemed he’d been wrong.

“Now that Princess Gabrielle is no longer under King Lucifer’s watchful eye, many of the people who’d been unable to attend a marriage meeting with her have been coming to Mars. Since the screening process is no longer in progress, anyone who wants to marry her has become eligible. The only thing they need to do is take her from the groom-to-be.”

“Seriously, stop calling me that.”

Everyone looked at him. Kazekiri was staring at him with a mixed expression, a sort of vindictive sympathy that created a strong juxtaposition in her demeanor, and Nyx also looked his way, her eyes impassive. Even Mrs. Tepes gazed at him with eyes that seeped amusement.

Alex ignored them and tried not to let his guilt overwhelm him. While he still didn’t regret protecting Gabrielle, this entire situation was his fault. He’d have never expected Gabrielle’s father to screen marriage candidates. Now that the screening process was gone, all of the people who’d been denied, the ones who would abuse Gabrielle, who would try to break her and turn her into their plaything, were entering the solar system and harming innocent people.

Karen steepled her fingers. “If you’re coming here to tell us this, can I take that to mean that you are going to tell us where we can find MacArt?”

Azazel straightened. “That is correct. King MacArt left Mars just a few minutes ago. His passenger shuttle is currently on its way to his main vessel. My men are keeping an eye on it.”

“Then we need to come up with a plan to get Gabrielle back,” Kazekiri said.

“That is why I am here,” Azazel said. “Groom-to-be, you, Nyx, and one other person may come aboard my vessel, the Dauntless, and I will personally help you intercept King MacArt and reclaim Princess Gabrielle.”
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Having never actually flown on a space shuttle before, Alex believed that he was understandably nervous. Anyone else would have been nervous if they were in his position. Yes, there was nothing be ashamed of—or so he told himself.

“Are you okay, Alexander?” Kazekiri asked.

His friend sat on his left, dressed in one of Gabrielle’s crisis suits. Alex had calibrated it specifically for Kazekiri’s use, so it would work for a human, even if it wasn’t as effective as if an Angelisian had been wearing it.

Dark blue with black lines running through it like a circuit board, the suit conformed to Kazekiri who, Alex noticed, had a gorgeous figure. Her breasts were large and round. They sat proudly on her chest. She had a thin waist and a flat stomach, which flared into beautiful hips and a firm butt. Her body proportions were almost the same to Gabrielle’s.

“Wouldn’t you just love to shove your throbbing, hot—”

Alex didn’t let the demonic female voice inside of his head finish that sentence.

“N-not really,” Alex said.

Kazekiri smiled. “You’ve never gone into space before, have you?”

“Is it… that obvious?”

“A little,” Kazekiri admitted. “I remember the first time I went into space. I was so nervous starting out that I held onto my brother like he was a lifeline. Thinking back on it, I kinda regret that. My brother isn’t very reliable.”

“I didn’t know that you’ve been into space before.”

Kazekiri’s smile was somehow mysterious. “I’m not originally from Mars. My brother and I came here from Earth.”

Earth was the home planet of humanity—well, their humanity, if Gabrielle’s words about there being other humans in the galaxy were to be believed. Alex had never been to Earth, but he’d learned about it in school. Clear blue skies, grassy plains, jungles, deserts, and an ocean. It was a world that didn’t need domes for people to live.

“Really?”

“Yes.” Kazekiri’s eyes became lost, as if she was looking at something far away. Alex wondered if she was thinking about the past. Her smile seemed sad for some reason. “I used to live in a country called Japan. However, due to various reasons, my brother and I had to leave Earth.”

“What was it?” Alex asked before he could stop himself. “I mean, you don’t have to tell me if it makes you uncomfortable.”

“It’s fine,” Kazekiri murmured. “I don’t mind telling you.” She paused as if gathering her thoughts, or maybe it was her courage. “My mother and father were… not very good people. My mother neglected us in favor of sleeping around with men, and my father was always breaking the law and coming home drunk. He and mother would fight a lot, and then my brother and I would end up being abused as one of them took their frustrations out on us. Keiichi took me and ran away. That’s how we ended up coming to Mars.”

Alex wondered if this was where Kazekiri’s “lawbreakers corrupt the moral backbone of our society” belief came from. He’d always been curious about it. While there were plenty of people who believed in upholding the law, Kazekiri took that belief to the extreme. Even though she wasn’t a full-time officer, the number of times he’d seen her try to pull the “I’m with the police” card were numerous.

Years back, when he was still going to school, Kazekiri had been the same way. She’d joined the disciplinary committee in their seventh year of primary. From then on, she’d hounded rule breakers, gave anyone who broke the rules demerits, even ones who only broke simple rules like “no kissing on school grounds.” After the first few months, she’d even gained a nickname: Rule Book.

Sitting on Alex’s other side, Nyx frowned almost imperceptibly at him. It was almost like she was silently reprimanding him for leaving her out of the conversation.

“Groom-to-be!” Azazel’s voice boomed throughout the small boarding shuttle. A holographic image of him appeared in front of them.

“Would you stop calling me that?!”

“We are prepared to head into space. I’d like to ask that you and the others strap in and prepare yourselves.”

Alex sighed. He really hated how this guy ignored him, and was it really too much that Azazel call him by his name?

“Right. Fine. We’re strapping in now.”

“Good, because the shuttle will be launching in three, two—”

“Wait! It’s launching so soon?!”

“—one! Launch!”

As the shuttle was met with a sudden acceleration that pushed everyone into their seats, Alex’s terrified wail echoed inside of the boarding shuttle.

“BUT I’M NOT MENTALLY PREPARED YETTTTTT!!!!”
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Gabrielle woke up with a start.

Sitting up, she looked around. This place was unfamiliar. She didn’t recognize the fine white carpet, the white walls decorated with golden motifs, or the crimson sheets of the bed that she was resting on.

Where am I? How… how did I get here?

She stood up. The room was drafty. Looking down, Gabrielle realized that she was wearing something she’d never seen before. It was a translucent nightgown. She wasn’t wearing anything else.

What’s going on? Where is Alex?

Gabrielle remembered what had happened, how the police had tried to arrest Alex, how she had tried to help him, and then how everything had gone black. She couldn’t remember what happened after that. She must have been unconscious.

A set of steel gray doors slid open just then.

“I see you’re finally awake, Gabrielle,” a voice said.

Gabrielle turned around as a man walked in. He looked human, though his skin had a gray pallor to it. Dark black hair was swept back. A single lock fell down his face. He was tall, not quite at Azazel’s height, but at least several heads taller than Alex. Expensive white silk pants, a long-sleeved shirt with ruffles, and a blue shoulder cape adorned him. There was a coat of arms on his cape. She didn’t recognize it.

“I’m glad to see you up and about,” he continued.

She saw that he was looking at her boobs and covered them with her hands. Gabrielle didn’t know why, but she didn’t like it when this man stared at her. It felt different from when Alex looked at her. This man’s stare made her feel dirty.

“Who are you?” she asked.

The man twitched. A vein throbbed on his forehead. One second passed. Then he smiled.

Gabrielle didn’t like his smile.

“My apologies. I forgot to introduce myself.” The man bowed. “I am King MacArt of Crioch Fuinidh. It is a pleasure to finally meet you, my queen.”

“Queen?” Gabrielle made a face. “I’m not a queen.”

MacArt smiled. “Not yet, but you will be, once you and I have gotten married.”

Married? To him? She didn’t know why he thought she was going to marry him, but Gabrielle figured it was best to tell him off right now.

“I’m not going to marry you. I’m already marrying Alex.”

“Alex? You mean that stupid boy who got arrested?” MacArt smiled. “I’m afraid that he is currently imprisoned for obstructing the justice of his measly city. Besides, you’re not on Mars anymore.”

“W-what?”

It wasn’t until MacArt said it, but now that he had, Gabrielle realized that they were in space. There was a viewport several meters away. Outside, the vast expanse of space filled her vision.

She turned back to MacArt and glared. “What do you think you’re doing? Take me back to Alex now!”

“I think not. You are mine.”

“I’ll never be yours!” Gabrielle pulled down her eyelid and blew him a raspberry. “Alex is the only person I’m going to marry.”

MacArt twitched as if someone had shocked him. “We’ll see how you long can keep that defiance up. I’m going to enjoy breaking you.”

Gabrielle didn’t know what he meant by that, but she wasn’t about to let herself be bullied. If she wasn’t on Mars, then she didn’t need to worry about accidentally destroying the planet with her power. She called about her Aura of Creation. She would show him what—

“AAAHHHH!!!”

Pain like nothing she’d ever felt hit her. She couldn’t even describe it. Her world went white. Her veins were on fire. Everything hurt!

M-my power is backfiring!

Gabrielle stopped using her power and the pain left, though she still felt it like a phantom caress. She dropped to her knees. Her body shook involuntarily, as if she was still receiving the shock from having her powers backfire.

“Did you really think I would let you use your powers?” MacArt asked, laughing. “I’m aware of how strong you Angelisians are. I’m not so foolish as to kidnap you without having some method of keeping you from trying something.”

Gabrielle glared at him. She’d never hated someone before, but in that moment, she really didn’t like MacArt. If this jerk thought he could kidnap her, block her powers, and try to force her into a marriage without any consequence, then he had another thing coming.

Before another word could be said by either of them, the room was shaken hard enough to send MacArt to the ground. Gabrielle was already on the floor. Even so, the intense vibrations as something exploded against the hull of the ship made her scream in surprise.

“What was that?!” MacArt asked into his commlink.

“My Lord, we’re being attacked by an Angelisian warship!” a voice said over the comm unit.

“An Angelisian warship?! What is that doing here?! Why is it interfering?!”

Gabrielle heard the words and felt a jolt of surprise course through her. Could it be Azazel who was attacking the ship? What about Alex?

Rushing over to the window, Gabrielle peered outside, searching for the Dauntless among the speckled sea of stars. She couldn’t find it. Whether this was due to how far away it was, or because it was on the other side, there was no sign of the Dauntless anywhere.

Another explosion shook the ship. Gabrielle grabbed onto the viewport to keep herself from falling. King MacArt wasn’t so lucky, and he remained on the floor in a heap as explosions peppered the hull.

MacArt scowled as he yelled into his commlink. “Send out the remote fighters! Destroy that vessel!”

“B-but, my lord!—”

“Just do it!”

Clambering to his feet, MacArt reached into a pocket within his cape and pulled something out. It looked like a remote control with a series of buttons. Gabrielle, being well-versed in all kinds of technology, knew what it was.

That’s the command control for Parasyte. Papa made those illegal! What is he doing with that thing?

MacArt pressed a button on the controller. The doors slid open again, and two people walked in. Gabrielle recognized them immediately.

“Selene! Ryoko!”

The two girls were dressed in maid uniforms. White frilly dresses with a black bodice and skirt. They both wore black heels and white garters. Their outfits were skimpy, with a large dip in the fronts to reveal their cleavage, and an even larger dip in the back to showcase their slender shoulder blades. The expression on their faces, the blank look in their eyes, disturbed Gabrielle greatly.

Though she might not act like it, Gabrielle was still a genius, so it didn’t take her long to realize what their presence meant, especially in light of what MacArt was holding.

She turned to the man and gnashed her teeth together. “Let go of my friends this instant! They have nothing to do with this!”

“I don’t think so,” MacArt said. “I was in the market for two maids, and these girls are perfect. They’ll make excellent slaves. Now then, you be a good girl and stay here. I’ll take great pleasure breaking you after I’ve destroyed the ship attacking me.”

MacArt left, and Selene and Ryoko took up positions on either side of the door, which sealed shut with a hiss. Gabrielle glared at the now locked door.

Before doing anything else, Gabrielle checked to see if she still had her D-space. Sadly, it seemed MacArt was aware of her invention. It looked like the chip she had implanted in her finger had been removed. That meant her D-space was gone.

Since it looked like grabbing one of her inventions was out of the question, she went over to the other side of her bed, crouched down, and pressed her hand against the wall. Just as she suspected, this wall was not made from durasteel or some other alloy. It gave too easily. It must have been made from something similar to stucco. She could easily rip this wall apart.

Even though her powers were sealed, that didn’t mean that Gabrielle was without her options. Her powers might have been sealed, true, but an Angelisian had more than just power. They were also strong.

Digging her fingers into the wall, Gabrielle ripped it open, careful not to make too much noise. She didn’t know if making noise would alert Selene and Ryoko. She wasn’t sure of what they’d been programmed to respond to. That said, she’d rather be cautious. There was no sense in poking a sleeping draconite.

It was just as she’d suspected. This ship, like many other ships, had wires and pipes running along the inside of the walls. There was a good chance that the gaudily decorated wall presented was actually a fake wall designed to make this room more aesthetically pleasing.

Past the wall was another wall, one made from an alloy similar to durasteel. This wall had a series of pipes and wires running through it. Having taken apart Angelisian battle cruisers for fun when she was younger, Gabrielle knew a lot about ships—even ones that she’d never touched or seen before.

Reaching in, Gabrielle began to work. She would show that MacArt. If he thought he could kidnap her without consequences, then he was going to be in for a big surprise.
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Alex squeezed his eyes shut as his stomach dropped into his feet. While the inertial dampener had been turned up, he could still feel the intense maneuvers that their ship was undergoing. There were no windows, so he couldn’t see anything happening outside, but he imagined they were doing all kinds of insane stunts. The very thought made him queasy.

“You really don’t do well with space travel, do you?” Kazekiri said.

“How can I do well when we’re being put through all of these insane stunts?” Alex covered his mouth with a hand. With his voice muffled, he asked, “Aren’t you nervous, too?”

“I would be lying if I said this wasn’t scary,” Kazekiri admitted. “But, well, after being forced into a shuttle with your friend, this is nothing.”

“My friend?”

“Never mind that,” Kazekiri said quickly. “Anyway, I’m also thinking about our goal. Focusing on our goal helps me ignore the discomfort from all this shaking.”

“Our goal?”

“Right. We’re rescuing Gabrielle, aren’t we?”

Alex was impressed by her answer. He hadn’t thought of it like that. Yes, it was true they were going to rescue Gabrielle, but all he’d been thinking about was how sick he felt. Kazekiri’s words humbled him.

He calmed down.

“See?” Kazekiri said. “You’re doing it.”

“Thank you.”

He sent her a grateful smile, though his expression soon turned into a frown when Kazekiri looked away. Opening his mouth, Alex was prepared to ask her what was wrong—when Nyx grabbed onto the sleeve of his crisis suit.

“Is something wrong, Nyx?”

Nyx shook her head but didn’t let go of his suit. It seemed that both Kazekiri and Nyx were acting odd today.

“Groom-to-be, we’re preparing to launch the boarding shuttle. Please make sure you are strapped in properly.”

Alex took a calming breath. “I think we’re good.”

“In that case, we’re launching you in ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. Launch!”

Alex bit the inside of his cheeks to keep from screaming. He, Nyx, and Kazekiri were pressed into their seats. He didn’t need to see what was happening outside to know that they had been launched from the Dauntless.

He tried his best to remain calm, but it was difficult. He was jittery and nervous. What if they were shot down before they even reached MacArt’s ship? What if MacArt had more forces than they had realized? Would they really be able to rescue Gabrielle? What if—

A hand touched his. It was small, soft, and warm—Nyx’s hand. He looked at the girl on his left. Nyx wasn’t looking his way, though he thought he saw her glance at him out of her peripheral vision. Was this her way of trying to help him? He smiled and gripped her hand.

And then the boarding ship slammed into something, and he, Kazekiri, and Nyx were thrown against their crash webbing. He and Kazekiri both screamed, though Nyx remained stoically silent. Then the shaking stopped.

There was a moment of silence. Then…

“We’re inside of MacArt’s ship,” Nyx said.

“Are we really?” asked Alex.

Nyx nodded. “Yes.”

“Then let’s go,” Kazekiri said, unhooking her crash webbing and standing up.

Alex followed suit, standing up after he unhooked his crash webbing and heading for the boarding ramp. Nyx was already there. She was pressing buttons on the control panel, which caused the boarding ramp to lower.

They descended the boarding ramp and stepped onto MacArt’s ship. Their footsteps echoed ominously against what appeared to be black marble.

The room they were in looked nothing like a spaceship, but rather, it held the appearance of an old-fashioned mansion. They were in what looked like an entrance hall. Columns lined the room. A giant branching staircase leading to a second floor was marked by an ornamental balustrade made of gold. On the staircase, just as it split, a portrait hung on the wall.

“This looks nothing like a spaceship,” Alex murmured.

“Yeah,” Kazekiri agreed.

“You two haven’t been on many spaceships,” Nyx said. “Most royalty prefer to have spaceships that are extravagant like this—humanoid races especially.”

“Is that so?” he asked.

“Hm.”

“So, where do you think we’ll find Gabby?”

Nyx opened her mouth to respond, but she didn’t get the chance before a holographic screen popped up and a man’s face appeared. Alex recognized him. He might have changed his face, but that smug, arrogant smirk was the same as last time.

“MacArt,” he growled.

“Nyx.” MacArt ignored him. “I see that you have decided to betray me.”

Alex was surprised when Nyx’s eyes hardened. She rarely displayed emotion, so seeing her like this was somewhat shocking.

“You betrayed me first when you lied to me about my target,” she retorted. “You knew that I didn’t accept assassination targets for people who aren’t evil, and so you deceived me to make me agree. For that, I will kill you.”

MacArt sneered. “You might be an infamous assassin, but not even you can defeat my army.”

Several doors slid open and a horde of figures emerged. Decked out in black armor that glistened as if they’d been covered in gloss, the figures rushed forward and surrounded them. Rifles of an unknown design were trained on them. Their helmets, streamlined and elongated, with a sharp tip at the end, glowed red from the v-shaped visor that covered their eyes. They were human, or at least humanoid. With their bodies almost fully covered in armor, the only parts that were visible was their chin.

“Try not to be too loud when you die,” MacArt said. “I don’t want your screams of anguish to reach Princess Gabrielle.”

The holograph disappeared.

“I hate that guy,” Alex said.

“Me too,” Kazekiri agreed, though she seemed more worried about the people surrounding them. “Any ideas on how to get out of this?”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got an idea. I want you two to close ranks with me.”

Nyx and Kazekiri moved closer to Alex, until all three of them were standing back to back. Taking a deep breath, Alex raised his hands and called upon his Aura of Creation.

Silvery blue energy shaped like a dome surrounded them. It was just in time, too. The soldiers all fired off their weapons, over a hundred brilliant bolts of streaking light that pounded into the shield. Alex winced as each projectile drained his energy. He held strong, though, waiting until the soldiers stopped firing to drop the shield.

“Now!” he shouted.

Nyx was among the enemy before Alex could even blink. She had transformed not only her armbands, but also her hair into razor-sharp swords. She was like a whirlwind. Each swing of her hands cut something—a sword, someone’s armor, their limbs. Meanwhile, her hair struck the people further away, turning into long tendrils with sharp blades at the end, attacking multiple enemies at the same time. It was an amazing sight.

Alex summoned his electro-whip with his D-glove. He wanted to conserve his energy. He used the whip to strike people that tried to get too close. He’d coil it around his enemies, shocking them with several thousand volts, and then tossing them into their comrades by yanking on the whip.

“Alex!” Kazekiri called out. Unlike him and Nyx, who were getting up close and personal, she was taking potshots at enemies with a blaster that Karen had lent her. “You need to hurry up and get out of here!”

“How can you expect me to get out of here when we’re surrounded?” Alex asked, ducking under a rifle jab. He came back up and slammed an uppercut into his opponent’s jaw, knocking them off their feet.

Several more people tried to jump on him, but Alex swung his whip several times in quick succession, smacking everyone and sending jolts of electricity through their bodies. That armor of theirs seemed to work well against regular attacks, but not at dealing with electricity. It was actually working as a conductor.

As the smoking bodies of his enemies hit the ground, Alex prepared his weapon to strike at several more people—but then one of Nyx’s strands of hair turned into a giant hand, scooped him up, and tossed him over the massive group of opponents.

“WAAAAA!!!!”

Alex soared through the air, his stomach in his throat, over the heads of everyone else. He hit the ground seconds later. His feet stung like someone had smacked them with electric cuffs. He bent his knees to try and mitigate the damage, then rolled across the floor before skipping back up.

He looked back to see Nyx and Kazekiri still fighting. Kazekiri had discarded her pistol and was now fighting bare-fisted. She was sloppy, but he saw that she also had a lot of talent and untapped potential. Weaving through attacks, her straight punches and spinning heel kicks slammed into people with enough force to toss them aside like they were in zero gravity. While he knew that her strength came from the suit, her prowess as a fighter was no less impressive.

She’s been training.

Several people turned on him and took aim with their rifles, likely because they had realized that they couldn’t aim at Kazekiri and Nyx without risking friendly fire. Alex lashed out. His whip sliced their weapons apart like a precision laser cutting through toilet paper. He then split their armor open the same way.

“Alex!” Kazekiri shouted as she launched someone into the air with a swift uppercut. “You need to hurry up and rescue Gabrielle!”

Nyx leapt into the air. Her hair turned into massive fists, which pounded several of their enemies into the ground. She landed in front of Alex and turned her head.

“Go on. We’ll keep these people from following you.”

Alex hesitated for a moment, but then he nodded. Even if he didn’t want to leave them to face so many people, they had come here for a reason, and Alex also wanted to have faith in their strength—no, he did have faith in them.

“All right. I’m going. Don’t be reckless.”

“I think we’re the ones who should be telling you that,” Nyx said, and this time, Alex was sure of it. There was the hint of a smile on her lips.

“Right. I’m going then,” Alex said, turning around and rushing up the stars.

He didn’t know where Gabrielle was being kept, but he was determined to find her.
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The lights in the room went out as Gabrielle crossed several circuits together. She yelped when a pulse of electricity went through her body. Blood welled up in her mouth as she bit her tongue. Then the pain ended, and she looked at the smoke rising from the collar wrapped around her neck. The device was broken.

Energy rushed through her like a power node set to full power.

Footsteps echoed behind her, dull thuds that made her think of robots. It was probably Selene and Ryoko coming to see what was wrong.

Gabrielle waited until two silhouettes entered her vision, and then she leapt to her feet and pressed a hand to their foreheads. She opened the gateway to her powers. It was just a crack, barely more than a sliver, but even that was enough to almost overwhelm her control. Sweat poured down her brow as she sent a small microbe of energy into the two girls. Her goal was to use a small jolt of her energy to scramble the signals being sent to the Parasytes inside of them.

She didn’t expect her energy to send them flying backwards as if they were corinthos missiles.

“Oh, no!”

Gabrielle raced across the carpet and interposed herself between the two flying girls and the wall. They smacked into her, and she skidded across the floor before stopping centimeters from the wall. She remained that way, trying to calm her heart, which hammered in her chest like Mr. Bong Bongo.
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Sighing, she set the two down. She placed her fingers against their neck, checking their pulse. Both of them appeared to be fine. Their breathing was even, and they had a steady pulse. She wished her D-space hadn’t been taken away. There was an invention in there, Mr. Monitor, which she could’ve used to check their internal body and make sure nothing was injured.

“There’s nothing to it, I guess.”

Walking over to the door, she waited to see if it would open, but of course, it was locked tight. She grimaced. Placing her hand on the door, she once more called upon her power. A loud screech made her wince as her powers crashed through the door, tearing it wide open and continuing on. She shut the flow of power off, but the silver energy she had unleashed kept going, slamming into the wall beyond, then blowing through that wall, and then several more walls. Her energy didn’t run out until the sixteenth wall had been breached.

Ignoring the destruction that using a sliver of her power had caused, Gabrielle picked her friends up again and carried them under her arms. They were pretty light, so carrying them was easy. Gabrielle ran into the hallway, her bare feet padding along the metal floor. She had to find a way out of here. Also…

I wonder what happened to my clothes?
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Michelle was annoyed. She’d woken up several hours ago to the grunts, groans, and curses of her sister, Ariel. She and Ariel were suspended in midair with long metal tentacles imprisoning them. Neither of them were wearing any clothes. She could feel the cold metal touching her bare skin, sending shivers through her body.

Whoever had kidnapped them was a very twisted individual indeed.

Michelle grimaced as the tentacles moved, coiling around her breasts. She hated how her nipples had grown hard. Ariel didn’t know how fortunate she was to be flat. She had no breasts for these things to coil around.

I knew that tentacles were a thing in my H-games, but I never imagined that real-life tentacles would be the same. These aren’t even alive!

Michelle didn’t think she’d be able to play some of her games when she returned home. It was all thanks to these stupid tentacles.

The room they were in was bare of everything except this strange device that kept them locked, and because there was hardly any light, she could only see the barest outline of the walls. A door stood on the opposite end. It was visible only thanks to the blinking light above it that she could see the exit.

“Hey! Fuck, damn it! When I get out of these things, I’m going to find whoever did this and pound their face in!”

Sighing as Ariel continued to spew expletives, Michelle tried to figure out who could be behind this. She knew that Ryoko and Selene were the ones who had kidnapped them. She remembered drinking something at Ryoko’s place that knocked them out. That said, she didn’t think they were the true culprits. More than likely, someone had been controlling them.

But who?

“Damn it, Sis! Why aren’t you also trying to escape?!” Ariel shouted.

Michelle sighed again. “What would be the point? I’m not as strong as you. If you can’t break out of these things, what makes you think I can?”

“That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try!”

Her sister kept on struggling against the tentacles, though she stopped when one of them went between her thighs and rubbed against her crotch. Michelle ignored the gasps coming from Ariel. She was still busy thinking.

“Hello!” a familiar voice suddenly called from beyond the door. “Anyone in there? Dang it, I thought I heard someone shouting.”

“Alex!” Michelle called out, hope swelling within her chest. “Is that you?”

“Michelle?! What are you doing here?”

“Never mind that! Please just get us out of here!”

Alex didn’t answer with words. The door was blasted off its hinges and slammed into the ground, nothing more than a piece of twisted metal.

He stepped into the room, his body covered in a white and red Angelisian crisis suit. Michelle hadn’t really thought much of Alex before, but as he stood there, the tight suit conforming to his muscular torso and legs, she suddenly felt like she understood why Gabrielle had fallen for him. He looked quite dashing.

“Hold on, you two. I’ll—” He stopped talking and looked away.

“What’s wrong?” asked Michelle.

“Y-you—where are your clothes?”

What was he… oh, right. She and Ariel had been stripped naked. It was just another reason to find whoever had done this to them and pulverize them.

“I don’t think now is really the time to worry about that,” Michelle said.

“Speak for yourself!” Ariel snapped. “Listen, you filthy beast. If you so much as look at me lewdly, I’ll pounding your face in, got it?!”

“Please get us down from here,” Michelle added.

“Okay,” Alex said.

Michelle was surprised when a bright, silvery blue aura extended from Alex’s hand, taking the shape of a sword. Ariel looked like someone had just punched her in the face. Alex, being careful not to look at their bodies, sliced through the tentacles. He caught them both before they fell to the ground, and then set them down.

“Are you two okay?” he asked, still not looking.

He’s quite a gentleman, the thought penetrated her mind before she could stop it.

“Here.” Alex swiped his finger through the air and summoned two cloaks. “They aren’t much, but put these on for now.”

Ariel snatched one of the cloaks out of his hand and quickly put it on. She even went a step further and held the front closed as if afraid that he would still peek at her. Michelle was much more calm about the whole thing. Sure, it was kind of embarrassing, but she wasn’t as shy about her body as her sister.

“I guess you’re not so bad, for a perverted beast,” Ariel grumbled.

Michelle shook her head at her sister, and then smiled at Alex. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Alex turned around and gestured for them to follow him. “Follow me. We still have to find your sister.”
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Gabrielle was running through a long hallway that gently curved. Her bare feet pounded against the cold metal floor. It hurt, but it wasn’t like she had much choice. She needed to find a way out of here.

There were numerous doors in this hallway. She’d checked several of them, but none of them led to anything remotely useful, much less a docking bay with a ship she could hijack. The first door that she’d opened had been a closet, and the second door had led into a bedroom where a pair of men were shaving each other. Behind the third door was a massive pool with a tentacle monster. Meanwhile, the fourth had been some kind of dungeon where a woman wearing a hood was whipping a naked man who had been tied to a giant spoke.

Gabrielle had slowly shut each door and continued running.

As she raced down the corridor, voices soon reached her. She recognized them immediately.

“Are you sure this is the right way, you filthy beast?”

“I don’t know. It’s not like I know where Gabrielle is. And what’s with you calling me a filthy beast?”

“I’m only calling you what you are!”

“Now, now, let’s not argue, you two. Why don’t we just focus on finding Big Sister?”

“Hmph!”

Gabrielle knew those voices as well as her own. It was Alex, Ariel, and Michelle! Hope blossomed in her chest. She was always happy to hear Alex’s voice, but in that moment, she didn’t think she’d ever felt more relief to hear it.

“Alex! Michelle! Ariel!” she shouted.

There was a slight pause.

“Gabrielle!”

“Big Sister!”

“Big Sis!”

Three simultaneously shouts reached her seconds before three familiar figures appeared around the corner. Alex, Ariel, and Michelle were running toward her. Gabrielle wanted to do nothing more than give all three of them a big hug—too bad she was carrying Selene and Ryoko. She didn’t want to drop her friends, so hugging was out of the question.

“Gabbylle!” Alex was wearing a relieved smile. “I’m so glad you’re—ga!” He tripped over his own two feet and fell flat on his face.

“Are you okay?” Gabrielle asked. Michelle also looked quite concerned.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Alex mumbled as he sat up… and then his face turned beet red. “W-what the heck are you wearing?!”

Gabrielle looked down at herself. She was still wearing the translucent nightgown.

She looked back at Alex. “I was wearing this when I woke up.”

Alex twitched. He grumbled something under his breath, but she couldn’t hear what he said. Her sisters seemed to hear, though, because Michelle giggled into her hand, while Ariel crossed her arms and nodded several times.

Heaving a sigh, Alex swiped his finger through the air and summoned a dark black cloak, which he placed around Gabrielle’s shoulders. “Please wear this until we get home.”

Gabrielle didn’t know what the big deal was, but she nodded anyway. “Okay.”

They continued moving, running through the corridor. Alex was leading the way. Gabrielle imagined he was trying to retrace his steps, but after several more minutes, he eventually slowed to a halt.

“Is something wrong?” Michelle asked.

Alex scratched his head. He was blushing. “I… don’t know how to get back to Nyx and Kazekiri.”

“You mean we’re lost?!” Ariel shrieked.

“Pretty much,” Alex admitted.

“Y… are you an idiot?!”

Alex frowned at Ariel. “That’s not a very nice thing to say. Besides, I was pretty much running around randomly. It’s not like I kept track of where I was going. I didn’t have a map when coming here, you know.”

“What should we do?” Michelle asked.

“I think we should just keep going and see where this path takes us,” Gabrielle said.

Ariel sighed. “Big Sis, you are so…”

“It’s not like we have any other ideas,” Alex said. “Let’s keep going.”

With nothing better to do, they continued running down the hallway. They took turns and twists. The corridor branched off multiple times, so there were numerous directions they could go. Gabrielle tried memorizing them all, but it was hopeless.

They eventually reached a large chamber. Bigger than any of the rooms they’d seen thus far, the chamber was markedly different from the other ones. A large walkway ran through the center. On the floor below, sitting at consoles and running back and forth were several dozen workers. The walkway, which was wide enough for several people to stroll side by side, ended in front of a raised dais. Behind the dais was a panoramic view of space. On top of the dais was a gilded throne…

… and sitting on that throne was King MacArt.

Even though he looked different, Alex recognized this man from when he’d been imprisoned—MacArt, the man who’d kidnapped Gabrielle. If the throne didn’t tell him this, then the ugly aura he gave off did.

MacArt didn’t seem to have noticed them yet. That was good. Alex had been longing to beat the crap out of this man for a while, and now he finally had to chance to do it.

“I want you three to head back the way we came and search for the exit. Nyx and Kazekiri should be guarding it for you,” Alex said softly.

“But I don’t want to leave you,” Gabrielle whined.

“We don’t have much of a choice. There’s Selene and Ryoko to consider. Besides, I have a bone to pick with this guy.”

Gabrielle seemed to consider this, tilting her head left and right, as if she was staring at a puzzle. Then, she smiled. Turning to Ariel, she handed the two girls off.

“Ariel, can you take them with you?” Gabrielle asked.

“Uh… okay,” Ariel said as she took both Selene and Ryoko, carrying one under each arm as if they were pillows. “W-wait. Are you going to stay here?”

“That’s right. I’m going to help Alex.”

“Gabby…”

“No,” Gabrielle said, and for the first time in a while, her expression was stern. “I’m not going to leave you. Besides, I have a bone to pick with this guy, too.”

“I don’t want you getting hurt,” Alex tried another approach.

“Don’t worry.” Gabrielle lifted her arm and flexed. “I may not look like it, but I’m pretty strong.”

“But you don’t have any of your inventions.”

“Then just give me one of yours.”

Alex tried to come up with another method of arguing, but he couldn’t think of anything to say. She was right. Gabrielle had just as much, if not more of a right, to pound the crap out of this man. Was he worried? Of course. Even if she was strong, Gabrielle wasn’t a fighter. She also didn’t have any of her inventions on hand. It didn’t change the fact that she had a right to be there, to confront this person, who had tried so hard and nearly succeeded in taking her away.

“All right,” Alex gave up. “You can stick with me. Just… be careful, okay?”

“Okay!”

“B-big Sis…” Ariel looked about ready to argue.

Michelle stepped in before it could happen. “I understand that you two feel like you need to do this. We won’t stop you. However, please promise me that you will be careful.”

“Will do,” Alex said, giving Michelle a thumbs up.

“Don’t worry!” Gabrielle added, also giving a thumbs up.

Michelle looked between the two of them… and then she sighed. “You two are so similar it’s kind of freaky.”

Michelle and Ariel left, heading back the way they’d come. Alex looked at Gabrielle. She didn’t seem nervous at all, which he kind of expected. Her eyes were steady, her breathing was even, and there wasn’t a trace of nervous sweat on her face.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Yes!” Gabrielle beamed at him. It was so out place considering the situation that he couldn’t keep himself from smiling.

“All right. Then let’s go.”

They stepped onto the walkway, alerting everyone to their presence. The work that had been going on down below stopped. Everyone looked up. Some of them pointed, but most of them seemed content to gawk. Alex ignored them. They weren’t what he was focused on.

MacArt was staring at a large holographic display overhead. Alex looked up. Nyx and Kazekiri were still fighting. They were surrounded by piles of bodies, though he couldn’t tell whether those bodies were dead or merely unconscious. It looked like they were putting up a good fight, but he worried about how much longer they would last.

We need to finish this quickly.

MacArt had finally noticed their presence. He looked down, a scowl contorting his face into something hideous. Then the scowl left. A smile took its place.

Alex thought the smile was creepier.

“Princess Gabrielle, I see you’ve brought one of the malcontents that boarded my ship. Can I take this as a sign that you’ve decided to become mine?”

“No way! Blegh!” Gabrielle, in a display of astounding maturity, stuck her tongue out and blew MacArt a raspberry. Alex snickered.

“What’s so funny, boy?” MacArt asked, his glare turning harsh.

“You are,” Alex answered. “You must be some kind of idiot if you think Gabrielle would do anything for you.”

“That’s right!” Gabrielle nodded several times.

MacArt clicked his tongue, and then he stood up with a languid nonchalance that put Alex on guard. “You might think me a fool, but I was rather hoping I wouldn’t have to resort to my more… effective methods of bringing Princess Gabrielle around. Toys are no fun to play with when they’re broken.”

Alex clenched his teeth. It wasn’t just the words this man spoke that bothered him, but it was also the way in which he said them. That nonchalant tone, as if he was talking about what sort of dinner he wanted to eat that night, pissed Alex off.

He could already tell that this man didn’t consider Gabrielle to be anything more than a tool and a toy. People like MacArt were the type who used others. Whether it was through blackmail, murder, or some other means, they always used people for their own purposes, draining others dry of everything they were, and then discarding them when they had outlived their usefulness. People like MacArt made Alex want to wretch.

“I’m no one’s toy!” Gabrielle shouted. Alex smiled. “I don’t even have a remote control like a toy should.”

Alex facepalmed. That wasn’t what he meant, Gabby…

MacArt grinned. “I’m sure I can fix that. In fact, once I’ve disposed of the foolish boy you’re so fond of, I believe I’ll have my contacts make a Parasyte controller just for you.”

“Like I’d let that happen!” Alex snapped.

Laughing, MacArt gazed down at him with the expression of someone who was about to step on a bug. “Boy, you might think you have some modicum of power, but I believe you will find that in the end, you. Are. Powerless.”

Alex hadn’t been sure of what to expect. He knew nothing of this man beyond what little Nyx had told him. Even so, he hadn’t been expecting nearly a dozen guns that were about the size of a fighter’s main cannon to drop from the ceiling.

“Well,” Alex started, “that’s not good.”

The guns opened fire.

8

Azazel stood on the bridge of the Dauntless, his flagship, watching as the battle played out.

Both he and his foe had brought out their respective fighters. Angelisians were galaxy renowned for having fighter crafts that were both agile and full of powerful ordinance. They were designed more for taking out large targets like battleships, dreadnoughts, and fortresses. That said, they could hold their own in a dog fight just fine—normally.

“Sir, we’ve lost ten fighters. The pilots were safely ejected. No casualties so far.”

Azazel nodded as his controlman spoke, taking in the information and thinking it through carefully. They were at a disadvantage in this battle. King MacArt’s fighters were small and agile craft meant for high-speed dogfights. While his fighters were fast, that speed remained only if the fighters moved linearly. They couldn’t make quick turns.

“Have our forces draw the enemy away from the floating palace. Turn us around ninety-six degrees. Aim Osiris at Alpha point 1102. Get ready to fire on my command.” Azazel waited and watched forces carried out his orders. The Dauntless turned about as his fighters taunted their enemy and made the other squadron chase after them. This was it. “Fire!”

Light streaked from Osiris, the main cannon of his command ship. It looked like a brilliant beam several dozen meters in diameter. The beam tore through space and struck the enemy starfighters. Quite a few were blown apart, but a good deal of them also escaped in time to avoid destruction.

Large battles were rarely fought and won on individual merit. More often than not, superior tactics and a skilled unit that could use teamwork and follow orders won the day. Azazel had fought in enough battles to understand the truth of those words, and he would show these people now that his knowledge was more than just theoretical.

“Half of their fighters have been annihilated,” the controlman announced.

“Good,” Azazel said. “Now, turn us back onto our original course. We’ll continue harrying the enemy until our boarding party has secured Princess Gabrielle and escaped.”
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Alex would have probably become quite holey if Gabrielle hadn’t grabbed him and took flight. With her arms around his stomach, she flew through the air, avoiding a hailstorm of laser fire.

“Thanks for the save,” Alex said.

“You’re welcome, but we’re still in a bit of trouble,” Gabrielle replied.

“I noticed.”

Trouble was an understatement. The guns were tracking them. Laser fire nipped at their heels. Alex thought could feel the heat from them singeing his boots.

“Take us down, Gabby!”

“Okay!”

Gabrielle must have already known what he wanted from her, because she dove down toward the control station. Alex hadn’t realized it at first, but this was the command chamber, the bridge. The ship was controlled from here—and they were going to mess it up.

The lasers tracked them, aiming at the ground below. Gabrielle swerved and juked and jinked and even performed a few barrel rolls. She avoided the lasers like a pro-pilot.

The people who were immediately below her, the ones who controlled the ship, were not so fortunate. Explosions rocked the floor as consoles were struck, detonating in a brilliant blaze of fire and smoke. All of the people who’d been working at their stations were running around, screaming in fear. It was pandemonium. A threnody of cries like tortured souls echoed from the depths of hell mixed with detonations.

“We’re all gonna die!”

“Save the women and children!”

“Idiot! There are no children here!”

“THE WORLD IS COMING TO AN END!”

He and Gabrielle avoided the people. They weren’t looking to kill anyone. Gabrielle zoomed around all of the consoles, letting the guns tracking her destroy the consoles that controlled the ship for her. Up above, snarling and spitting, King MacArt seemed to have realized their intentions. The guns stopped.

“You… how dare you two do this to me! You’ve ruined my ship!”

“You ruined your own ship,” Alex said as he and Gabrielle set down. “It’s not our fault you’re an idiot.”

The look on MacArt’s face, which had twisted in rage, suddenly cleared. The man smirked. “I’ll admit that I might have been impatient and used a method that did more harm than good. In that case, I shall kill you with a less destructive but even more effective method.”

MacArt unveiled a device from within his cape. It was small, thin, and shaped like a U. The tyrannical king fiddled with it. Alex and Gabrielle only had a moment to ponder MacArt’s actions before, like a pair of speeding comets, two hooded figures leapt from behind the throne and tried to drop kick them.

He and Gabrielle leapt back as the figures slammed into the walkway, denting the metal with their feet. Alex gawked. That sort of strength was insane! Had he been hit by that kick, it would have pulverized his head!

MacArt laughed. “You might have gotten the drop on those girls I had guarding Gabrielle, but you only escaped because they were being controlled by basic programming. I’m the one controlling these two. Neither of you stand a chance!”

Alex would’ve replied with a snappy comeback, something along the lines of how only foolish villains spewed out such clichéd lines. However, at that moment, the two figures stood up and pulled their hoods back. He and Gabrielle both gasped.

The two people standing before them were familiar. One was a beautiful blonde girl with hair curled with numerous drill-like shapes, and the other was a cute girl with brown hair and eyes. Blank eyes stared at them with a deadness that was startling. It was like they had been turned into dolls. Their cloaks parted as they stood up to reveal a bodysuit similar to Alex’s Angelisian crisis suit, except it didn’t have the telltale circuits that Angelisian suits had.

“Alice! Jasmine!” Alex glared at MacArt, who was laughing. “What have you done to them?!”

“The same thing I did to all of your friends. These two are under my control now. I wonder, can you really harm your sister and her friend to get to me? Do you really have it in you to be so cold-blooded? Let’s find out.”

Alice and Jasmine launched themselves at him and Gabrielle like coils, closing the distance faster than should have been humanly possible.

Jasmine had been sent after him. Her feet slid across the floor as she threw a punch that caused the air to burst. The power behind her punch was undeniable. It was also worrying. Jasmine knew basic combat, which he should know, seeing as he’d been the one to give her lessons, but she wasn’t physically strong. She definitely wasn’t strong enough to cause powerful gusts of displaced air.

Something is wrong here.

Alex shuffled across the ground, bending and twisting his torso to avoid Jasmine’s punches and kicks. He leaned right just as a powerful straight sailed past his head. The power behind her punch caused his hair to be blown out of his face. As Jasmine spun around and tried to heel kick him, Alex leapt back. Despite dodging her attack, the strength behind it was such that a tear appeared on his crisis suit.

S-she cut through my suit!

Angelisian crisis suits were body enhancement suits that increased the wearer’s physical strength, protected them from elemental damage, and increased their reflexes by a factor of two. They were also durable, though they couldn’t withstand cutting damage and didn’t protect one against blunt force trauma. For her to cut his suit with wind pressure alone was astounding—no, it shouldn’t have even been possible!

“Gya-ha-ha-ha!!” MacArt’s laughter rang in Alex’s ears as he swerved around Jasmine’s left straight. His cheek stung as a small cut appeared on his skin. “How do you like this?! Do you still think you have any hope of beating me?!”

“Just you wait!” Alex snapped as he hopped backwards. A gust of wind was launched from Jasmine’s fist. It missed, but he could still feel the effects. “Once I rescue Alice and Jasmine, I’m going to kick your ass so hard you won’t be able to shit without using a bedpan!”

“Gya-ha-ha-ha! If you think you can actually injure me, then go ahead and try!”

“With pleasure!”

Alex channeled his Aura of Creation into his feet and used it to launch himself into the air as though jet propelled. He soared over Jasmine, landed in front of MacArt, and threw a punch that would blow this man’s head off.

A figure appeared in front of his target. It was Alice. Alex stopped his fist centimeters from her nose. Then he felt intense agony in his stomach as Alice kicked him. His intestines felt like they were being squashed as he was lifted off his feet and sent sailing backwards, landing on the floor and tumbling across the cold metal.

“Alex!” Gabrielle screamed. She tried to run over to him, but Jasmine suddenly appeared in front of her, forcing Gabrielle to dodge her attacks.

Scrambling to his feet, Alex held his stomach as he leapt backwards, avoiding the heel that threatened to crush his skull. It hit the floor instead. Alex grimaced when the floor dented under his sister’s heel. It wasn’t the dent that bothered him, however, but the way Alice’s ankle had become twisted like wrapping paper.

“Alex!” Gabrielle said, leaning back to avoid Jasmine’s kick. “I know what’s wrong with these two! The limiters on their bodies have been unlocked!”

There was an old theory about how humans had limiters inside of their brains. These limiters kept humans from being able to use their full strength. This was a natural defense to protect them from breaking their body.

The human body supposedly only used ten percent of its strength, while the rest was locked away. If a human used more than ten percent, then their body would slowly start to decay as their muscles were torn apart.

It was a theory that no one had been able to prove, even to this day. The human brain had been mapped numerous times. Scientists had gone over it over and over again in the past, but no one had been able to prove the theory of there being limiters.

Alex wasn’t sure if he believed in limiters either, but whatever the case may have been, it was clear that Alice and Jasmine had more strength than a regular human. It was also clear that their bodies were damaging themselves.

Alice moved in with a punch that seemed to split the air. Alex countered it with his crisis suit enhanced strength, knocking her fist away and leaping backwards. His back pressed against Gabrielle’s.

“Do you know how we can defeat these two without injuring them?” Alex asked.

Gabrielle hummed. “If we can disrupt the link between their brains and the Parasyte, then it should knock them out. You’ll have to use your Angelisian powers to send a pulse of energy directly into their bodies. I’d do it myself, but I’m afraid of injuring them.”

Alice and Jasmine lunged at them. Gabrielle grabbed Alex’s hand and flew into the air. Her timing was good. The two just barely missed them. Alice and Jasmine passed beneath him. The gust of wind that followed their passage nearly knocked them off course, forcing Gabrielle to readjust her flight until she could land again.

“How do I scramble the Parasyte?” Alex asked.

“If you send your energy into their body as a pulse, it will scramble it. You might want to try touching their back. That’s where the parasyteparasite is located. It’ll probably be safer for them. I couldn’t do that to Selene and Ryoko, and I nearly hurt them.”

“Got it. Hit their back. Scramble the Parasyte.” Alex paused. “Think you can distract them for me?”

“I’ll do my best!”

Gabrielle set Alex down and rushed at the pair. Without the gloves for her D-space, she didn’t have any weapons or devices to use. That didn’t stop her from charging at the two to serve as a distraction. She ran straight for Alice, engaging the girl in a clumsy attempt at hand to hand combat. Her movements were awkward as she blocked and avoided his sister’s attacks. She would stumble, then regain her footing, only to stumble once more as she tried to dodge a punch or kick.

Jasmine came at him. Alex had no intention of fighting her. He ran away from Jasmine and toward the fight between Gabrielle and Alice. Channeling his power into his hands, he reached for Alice’s neck and released his power into her as a single pulse of energy. Alice’s body jolted as if zapped, her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she slumped forward into Gabrielle’s waiting arms.

“Alex, behind you!” Gabrielle warned him.

Responding to her warning without a second thought, Alex spun around and found Jasmine nearly in his face. He leaned back. A gust of wind stung his eyes. However, he ignored the water appearing in his aqueducts and grabbed onto her wrist, shuffled forward, and then swerved around her so that he was behind her, her wrist held in a lock.

Jasmine tried to break free. Alex wouldn’t let her. He gritted his teeth and kept a firm grip on her wrist with one hand and raised the other to her neck, sending a jolt of energy through her. Like Alice before her, Jasmine’s body spasmed as if shocked, her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she collapsed. Alex scooped the girl into his arms.

Mocking claps echoed around the command room. “Bravo. That was quite the show you put on… and you even beat my new dolls. That’s a bit disappointing, but I guess when you work with inferior quality goods, you receive an inferior end product.”

Hearing this man call Alice and Jasmine “inferior” really pissed Alex off. “I’m going to kick your ass so hard now.”

MacArt’s grin was oddly triumphant. “Are you sure that’s such a good idea? Are you sure you can? You and Princess Gabrielle are now bogged down by those two.”

As MacArt spoke, the turrets that had been harassing them from before slid down from their place on the ceiling and locked on to him and Gabrielle. It seemed MacArt no longer cared if Gabrielle lived or died. Alex looked around. The guns were surrounding them on all sides. They wouldn’t be able to escape like this.

“What will you do?” MacArt asked. “Will you sacrifice the two girls to save yourselves, or will you die alongside them? I certainly wouldn’t blame you if you decided to sacrifice them. Humans are a rather disgusting race. I can’t tell you the number of times a human has sold out their entire family to save themselves. Will you be the same? I wonder.”

Alex couldn’t think of any way out of this. He wasn’t going to abandon Jasmine. Gabrielle should be able to fly off with his sister, but he was a sitting duck. Unlike her, he couldn’t fly.

But I can make a shield…

“Gabrielle!” Alex shouted. “Fly up!”

It pleased Alex that Gabrielle trusted him enough to not ask questions. She shot into the air seconds before the turrets opened fire. He thought he could hear her screaming his name, but it was hard to hear over the roar of blaster fire.

Dredging up whatever strength he had left, Alex poured it into creating a shield. Sweat dripped down his forehead as a silvery blue barrier sprang up around him. Laser fire hammered his shield relentlessly. Cracks appeared and were quickly repaired as Alex diverted more and more energy into keeping it intact.

However, as more cracks started to appear faster than he could repair them, Alex realized that he might be screwed.
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Michelle and Ariel eventually found the boarding shuttle that Alex had used. Nyx and Kazekiri were both there, standing in the middle of several large piles of moaning, groaning bodies. It didn’t look like they had killed anyone—at the very least, she couldn’t see any blood.

“Nyx! Kazekiri!” Michelle called out.

The two looked up. Kazekiri was the closest to them, and she was the one who responded. “You’re… Michelle and Ariel, right? What are you two doing here?”

“We were kidnapped by Selene and Ryoko while they were under someone else’s control,” Michelle answered.

“Speaking of, where I can put these two?” asked Ariel, hefting the pair of unconscious bodies in her arm.

“Oh, um, just strap them into a seat within the boarding shuttle,” Kazekiri said. As Ariel headed off for the shuttle, Kazekiri addressed Michelle. “Where’s Alex and Gabrielle?”

“I think they’re fighting the one who was responsible for this whole mess.”

At those words, Nyx, who didn’t appear to have been paying attention, suddenly shot to her feet and rushed down the corridor that Michelle and Ariel had just come from.

“W-wait, Nyx! Where are you going?!” Kazekiri asked.

But Nyx didn’t answer. She just kept running.
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The problem with trying to sustain a barrier while already exhausted was becoming apparent to Alex. It had been nearly 16 hours since he’d last slept and being knocked unconscious from his own power wasn’t what he would consider a good night’s sleep. To top it off, he’d been running around and fighting for most of that time.

In short, his strength was failing.

Gabrielle tried to help him. Through the hailstorm of laser fire, he could see her flitting around, attempting to cut down the turrets with her powers. She couldn’t get close. Every time she tried, one or more of the turrets would lock onto her and attempt to shoot her from the sky.

N-not good…

Alex had already fallen to his knees. Jasmine was still held within his arms, her eyes still rolled up into the back of her head. He set her on the floor and raised his hands as if doing so might give him the strength to keep his shield up, though he knew it was a pipe dream.

Cracks had spread all over his shield, which flickered in and out. It wouldn’t be long before it failed.

I can’t hold it for much longer…

“You could always use my power…”

“Don’t listen to her, Alexander! Her power will result in nothing but destruction!”

“Pipe down, angel. You’ve had your chance. Now it’s my turn. Go on. Use my power. With it, you can crush this man.”

It was certainly true that if he used Voice Number One’s power, he could destroy MacArt. However, that power came with a risk. If he lost himself, it wouldn’t just be MacArt who died. Alice. Jasmine. Gabrielle. They could also be killed.

No… I won’t. I… can’t.

“Don’t be stubborn, boy! If you don’t use my power, then you and your friends will die!”

If I use your power, then my friends might still die.

Alex stopped listening to the voice. He refused to heed its call, even though doing so might have spelled his death.

However, if he was going to die, then Alex needed to at least make sure Jasmine was safe. He wasn’t about to let her die. Maybe, just maybe, if he used himself as a shield, he could protect her.

Alex dropped onto the ground and covered Jasmine with his body. He shrunk the shield around him until it was just enough to cover them both. It might not do much, but he was going to hold out for as long as he could.

More cracks spread. Blood welled up on his tongue as he gnashed his teeth together. With a sound not unlike a plasteel window exploding, the shield was destroyed, shattering—

And that was when a miracle happened.
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Nyx didn’t even bother to take stock of the situation as she blitzed into the room. She leapt into the air, her hair turning into a thousand swords that slashed the turrets apart like they were clumps of dirt. Numerous explosions echoed around her. Landing back on the walkway, she stalked forward, her gaze locked onto MacArt.

His eyes widened in fright as he tried to take a step back—too bad he was already pressed up against his throne.

“N-Nyx! What a surprise. I-I had not expected you to come all this way.”

“MacArt.” Nyx’s word was not a greeting. It was a sentencing. “You lied to me.”

“Ah.” MacArt swallowed. Sweat appeared on his forehead. “I-I wouldn’t say I lied to you, per say. I told you what everyone else told me… I-I was only giving you secondhand information.”

“You are still lying to me.” Nyx felt her anger rise. She hated being lied to. “You did not know anything about Alexander. You knew that I only accepted contracts to kill villains, so you lied to make him out to be evil. I have a policy of killing anyone who lies to me.”

“W-wait.” MacArt raised a hand as if to forestall his imminent demise. Nyx was not going to wait. “W—hold on! I-I’ll pay you triple what I had been going to pay you!”

Nyx wasn’t interested in money. She accepted money because she needed it to live. She didn’t actually care about money itself.

Snapping off a band on her left arm, Nyx held the object out as it twisted, morphed, became liquid, and then lengthened. It grew until it was at least 24 centimeters long. One edge sharpened. It retained its black color, but the tint was now silvery and reflected light. What appeared in her hand was a single-edged sword.

Before she could take another step toward MacArt, a hand grasped her wrist.

Nyx looked back.

“Alex.”

Alex stood behind her, his hand on her wrist, keeping her from killing this man. There was a look in his eyes, one that she’d seen before. It was the hardened determination that said, “I won’t let you do this.”

“Don’t kill him,” Alex said.

“He lied to me,” she said, emotion lacing her voice. She hated being lied to—hated it more than anything else. Liars deserved death.

“I know,” Alex said. “I’m asking you not to kill him despite this. Please.”

A debate warred within her mind. She had never let someone live after lying to her. If she did this, her reputation would be shot…

… but Alex was the one asking her not to do this. He didn’t want her to kill this person. Nyx didn’t know why, but the thought of doing something that would bother him made her chest ache. She didn’t want him to be disappointed in her.

“I’ll let him live,” Nyx decided.

“Thank you,” Alex said. The smile that he gave her made Nyx’s chest flutter and her heartbeat quicken.

Alex then looked over her shoulder, causing Nyx to turn her head. MacArt was trying to sneak off.

“Like I’d let you leave.” Nyx sent her hair at MacArt, wrapping him up in thick tendrils of midnight tresses.

Alex nodded as if satisfied. “Just because I asked Nyx not to kill you doesn’t mean we’re going to let you go. We’re going to let Azazel take you in. I’m told that criminals against the crown are sent to one of the most secure prisons in the galaxy.”

“You can’t do this to me!” MacArt shrieked. “I’m a king! I’ve got—mmpphhh!”

“Be quiet,” Nyx said as she turned her hair into cloth and wrapped it around MacArt’s mouth. She was disgusted by how her hair was touching his mouth, but she wanted him to be silent more.

“Hey, you two,” Gabrielle said. “Let’s go!”

With Alex carrying Alice and Jasmine in his arms, the three of them left the command room and rushed down the hallway. Unlike Gabrielle and Alex, who didn’t seem to know where they were going, Nyx had memorized the way. She led them through a series of halls and passages. It didn’t take longer than five minutes before they reached the large entrance hall. Kazekiri was standing by the boarding shuttle. Her eyes lit up when she saw them.

“I’m glad to see you three are safe,” she said.

“Kiri-Kiri!” Gabrielle laughed as she ran up and hugged the girl. Kazekiri stumbled backwards. Her eyes widened like a pair of dish pans. Gabrielle didn’t even seem to notice. “I’m so glad to see you! We never get to spend any time together!”

“Uh…” Kazekiri hesitated for a moment before raising her arms and hugging back. “I’m glad to see you, too.”

“Big Sister!” Michelle cried as she rushed out of the boarding shuttle.

“Big Sis is back?” Ariel shouted. Seconds later, she also ran out.

Nyx and Alex stood back as Gabrielle shared a big hug with Michelle and Ariel. Beside them, still wrapped in Nyx’s long hair, MacArt screamed incoherently. Not even her hair could muffle it.

“I don’t like this man,” she said.

“I know,” Alex replied. “I don’t like him either.”

Nyx remained standing as Alex broke up the three-way hug. He knew they couldn’t stay there, just as she did. They needed to board the shuttle and get out of there. After a moment, she walked up to them as the group was hopping onto the boarding shuttle.

“What’s up, Nyx?” Alex asked.

“What should I do with him?” She pointed at MacArt, who was still screaming. She wished he would shut up.

Alex stayed silent for a second, his face scrunching up. Behind him, Gabrielle, Michelle, Ariel, and Kazekiri were getting strapped into their crash webbing.

“Knock him out and strap him to a seat,” he decided at last.

MacArt’s eyes widened. He apparently didn’t like that idea. Nyx, however, loved the idea, and she took great pleasure in slamming MacArt headfirst into the ground. The man twitched and spasmed. Then he went limp.

“You enjoyed that, didn’t you?” Alex asked.

“I did,” Nyx admitted.

“Thought so.”

She followed Alex into the shuttle and slammed MacArt into a seat. She placed a hand on the crash webbing, transmuting it with her alchemy. The crash webbing turned into some form of thick liquid, which covered the man like a cocoon. He wouldn’t be able to escape from that.

Nyx sat down next to Alex as he strapped himself in beside Gabrielle. Alice and Jasmine were strapped into a pair of seats on the opposite side of the shuttle, next to Selene and Ryoko. All four of them were still unconscious, their heads slumped forward, and their eyes closed.

Kazekiri closed the boarding ramp and sat down next to Nyx. Alex tapped several buttons on a command console attached to his chair, activating the automatic launch system. While he did that, Kazekiri opened a comm channel. A holographic image appeared in front of them, showing the familiar face of Azazel, whose face sagged in relief when his eyes landed on Gabrielle.

“I see you have rescued Princess Gabrielle.” His eyes then landed on Michelle and Ariel. “What are you two doing here?”

“It’s a long story,” Michelle said.

“I suppose it is.”

The shuttle shuddered as it detached itself from the ship. There was no roaring of thrusters. Angelisian shuttles flew on gravity repulsors, which ran silently. Nyx couldn’t tell how fast they were traveling, how far they’d traveled, or where they were going. Everything was automatic.

“Very well. I’ve just been informed that your ship has left MacArt’s palace vessel. We’ll see you soon.”

“Bye, Azazel!” Gabrielle waved at Azazel, who smiled before the holographic screen shut down.

Soon, the shuttle was soaring away from the palace vessel. Nyx closed her eyes and relaxed. Their objectives were complete, and her objective… well, she guessed it would be okay to let MacArt live. After all, she had come to a decision herself. She wanted to keep living with Alex.

After they got home, Nyx would no longer be an assassin.


EPILOGUE

AFTER THE STORM HAS PASSED

Alex and Gabrielle walked through the hospital hallway. The white tiled floor gleamed with fresh polish as their footsteps resounded along the hall, and the equally white walls and ceiling did little to present a contrast. Small potted plants dotted the hallway. They were genetically modified palm trees called pygmy palms.

“I heard from Azazel that MacArt has been imprisoned under the charge of ‘attempting to start a war’ and ‘kidnapping the Angelisian princesses,’” Alex said.

Gabrielle nodded. “That’s right. He was sent to Cocytus. That’s the prison where Papa sends people he doesn’t like.”

“I wonder what’s going to happen to his planet,” Alex mused. “Do you think they’ll come to try and get revenge on us?”

“I don’t know, but even if they do, you don’t need to worry. I’m pretty strong!”

Smiling as Gabrielle flexed her arm, Alex said, “I know you are.”

It didn’t take long to reach their destination—a door with the numbers 223 imprinted on a plaque that hung from it. He and Gabrielle entered. It was a regular hospital room. White walls, white ceiling, several monitors that beeped in the background, and two beds side by side, each containing a person.

There was also a female dressed as a maid standing by one of the beds, trying to feed its occupant, a blonde girl with blue eyes and long hair that was normally in drills but had currently been let down. Alex needed to pause for a moment. Perhaps it was just his own perceptions, but Jasmine looked a lot more mature with her hair down like that.

“Please eat your vegetables. They’re good for you,” the maid was saying. It was Madison, the android that Alex had built for Jasmine several years ago.

“Oh ho ho ho! Do you honestly expect that someone like I, the Queen of Sweets, would eat something as vulgar as vegetables?”

“But vegetables are nutritious,” Madison said as if that would somehow convince Jasmine to eat something she didn’t like. Sitting on the other bed, Alex’s sister, Alice, rolled her eyes.

“Why do you have to be so troublesome, Jasmine? Why won’t you just hurry up and eat your vegetables?”

“Oh ho ho ho! My dear Alice, would you eat something so disgusting after just having intensive surgery?”

“Hmph. I guess not.”

“Exactly. Vegetables are a revolting food created by sadistic adults who are hoping to brainwash us into becoming their willing slaves.”

“You’re over exaggerating.” Alice rolled her eyes.

As the two continued to trade banter, Alex and Gabrielle made their presence known by walking further into the room. Conversation ceased as Alice and Jasmine craned their necks to look at them.

“Alexander!” Jasmine exclaimed.

“Bro,” Alice said much more calmly than Jasmine.

“Hey, it’s good to see you two are up and about,” Alex said.

Meanwhile, Gabrielle ran up to Alice and hugged the girl. “I’m so glad you two are okay! You had me really worried.”

“Sorry,” Alice apologized. “I guess I was the troublesome one this time.”

“It’s okay.” Gabrielle laughed. “So long as you two are all right, everything is fine.”

It was good to see that Alice and Jasmine were doing well. After the mission, Alice, Jasmine, Ryoko, and Selene had been brought to the hospital, where Dr. Gideon Fletcher had performed surgery to remove the Parasyte. Ryoko and Selene had been easy fixes, since all that was required to cure them was to remove the device from their necks. They’d been let go minutes after waking up. Alice and Jasmine, on the other hand, had been forced to stay.

Because of the suits they had been wearing, Alice and Jasmine had been a lot more injured than Ryoko and Selene. The suits were modified enhancement suits that negated the limiters by unblocking the neuro pathways used to send signals to and from the brain. This had allowed them use to nearly 100% percent of their full strength, though it had come at a great cost.

Several bones had been broken, and they’d both had internal bleeding. Due to the extensive damage done to their bodies, both of them underwent corrective surgery and were required to stay for several more days—a sort of safety measure to make sure neither of them were in danger of their injuries becoming worse.

Alice and Jasmine had been unconscious the last time he and Gabrielle had visited. Alex remembered holding their hands as he stared into their faces, feeling guilt settle over him like a gloomy storm cloud. He remembered thinking about how, if he’d just known about MacArt beforehand, if he’d just dealt with the man quickly, then none of this would have happened. Alex didn’t think he would ever forgive himself for putting his loved ones in danger.

“Master.” Madison greeted Alex with a bow. “I am pleased to see that you have returned. Mistress Jasmine really does enjoy your company.”

“O-oh ho!” Jasmine’s face burst into color. “T-that… you promised you wouldn’t tell him that!”

“My apologies, Mistress.”

“You’re not sorry at all!”

Madison had not been present during the incident on the palace ship. Alex had learned after the rescue mission that Jasmine had turned Madison off, knocked out Alice, and traveled to MacArt, who’d then implanted the same Parasyte into his sister. Since the moment he’d turned her back on, Madison had not left Jasmine’s side. Part of him wondered if perhaps the android was trying to make up for not protecting Jasmine during this crisis.

“A-anyway, Alexander.” Jasmine coughed into her hand. It was rather adorable. “I would like to thank you for saving me from that vile man. There is a good chance that we would have become slaves had you not saved us when you did.”

“Much thanks, Bro,” Alice added. By this point, Gabrielle had stopped hugging his sister and was sitting on the bed.

He twitched. Guilt plagued his mind. Alex didn’t deserve this girl’s thanks or praise. The truth was that Alice and Jasmine had only been kidnapped because MacArt wanted to get to him. Had he never existed, had he not agreed to protect Gabrielle from her suitors, none of this would have happened.

Alex’s dream was to become a hero like his old man, but more and more he was beginning to realize that he might not have what it takes to be a hero. Every time he tried to save a person, someone else suffered for it. First it was Selene when she’d been kidnapped by Shii-rya, and now several of his friends had been swept up into his problems. What kind of hero let innocent people get caught up in his affairs like this?

He didn’t say anything, however. Alex didn’t want to worry anyone. He put on a brave smile as he addressed Jasmine.
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“You’re welcome, but you don’t really need to thank me. You should know that I’ll always protect you no matter what kind of danger you are in.”

“Fweh?!” Jasmine’s eyes bulged like giant pucks. Her face had turned a dark shade of crimson, though she tried to hide it with her hair. “T-that is… um, it’s very kind of you to say. Oh ho. Truly, you are a hero amongst heroes.”

No, he wasn’t, but for the sake of Jasmine, Alice, Gabrielle, and everyone else who thought of him as such, he would at least pretend to be a hero. Maybe if he could keep up this act up, he could become a real hero eventually. The chances of that happening seemed unlikely, though.

“Yes.” Alex smiled even though he felt like cringing. “I will always be your hero.”


AFTERWORD

Hey, all you crazy harem fans! You thought this afterward was going to feature Dio, but it was really me! Brandon!

A lot is happening in this particular volume, which is almost a direct sequel of the previous volume. I wouldn't say volumes 4 and 5 are part of the same arc. Volume 4 was about Nyx trying to assassinate Alex, failing, and then Alex trying to save Nyx after she failed to kill him...

Please ignore how stupid that makes Alex sound.

Anyway, this volume is about the man who hired Nyx coming to do the job after she failed. There is a lot more action and danger in this volume—of both the fanservice variety and the actual potentially deadly variety. I also introduced two new character, Arial and Michelle, who you may have noticed act eerily similar to a pair of certain Devilukean princesses that this series was directly inspired by. I wouldn't say these two are carbon copies of Nana and Momo, but anyone who's read the manga or seen the To Love Ru anime will recognize the similarities for sure.

One of the things I introduced last volume and expanded on in the previous volume is Alex's personal struggle over his intense, er, arousal issues. I'm thinking of calling this trope HIS PUBERTY IS OVER 9,000!! since it really does seem like he's just an overly horny teenager. I'm trying to take this issue seriously, but I found myself having trouble. I really don't know if I'm doing a good job at presenting the conflict Alex is having, namely, that he feels his own desires toward the girls are wrong and that's why he refuses to touch them in any way that could be deemed sexual.

Despite the issues this volume has, I hope you all had a great time reading it.

I'd like to thank everyone who supported me by buying a copy of this volume. I also want to thank the people who reviewed it on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Goodreads, and wherever else this is being sold. All of you are the bees knees. If I wore clothes, you'd totally rock my socks!

I also need to give a big thank you to XuaHanNin, who is a wonderful artist that produces excellent artwork and does so quickly. She's pretty amazing.

That is all I have to say in this afterword. Thank you all again for reading this volume. I hope to see you in the next volume of A Most Unlikely Hero!

~Brandon Varnell

P.S. If you love my stories and want to support me another way, please consider checking out my brand new Patreon:

www.patreon.com/BrandonVarnell
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